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Devil in the Dark 
Brooke Miller 

  
Smoke is always different depending on who you ask.  

 Some will say that it burns like the embers that created it. 
Some would say it smells like the charred remains of whatever the 
fire left in her wake. Some would say it hits you with a repugnant 
force, something seemingly invisible pushing you away.  
 Then there are some who swear it calls to them. Some who 
swear the smoke is magical. Some who find the smoke an enticing 
symbol, a remnant of destruction and fury. Regardless of what these 
people believe, however, they all agree on one thing. Where there’s 
smoke, there’s fire.  

And oh, was there a fire. 
 On October 25th, a fire burned down the family house of 
the Blinns in Nacogdoches, Texas. The fire was sudden, and it 
engulfed the home in flames within minutes. There was no hope of 
escape for the family trapped inside, no prayer left unspoken as the 
smoke we speculated about forced its way into their lungs and made 
a home.  
 There were no survivors. 
 The small community of Nacogdoches was, of course, 
shocked. Sundown road, a lovely community off of Old Tyler road, 
had never seen such horrors before. The Blinn’s were a highly 
respected and loved family, leaving behind three children in their 
wake. The most saddening factor, when you ask some people, was 
that the brother of Violet Blinn was visiting that day. He, too, was 
swallowed in the fire. 
 His daughter and son swear he was supposed to leave an 
hour before the fire. 
 Now, on October 31st, the children of the Blinns and the 
Gordons are driving back to the town they all once called home to 
collect the shattered pieces of the old home, and their broken 
hearts.  
 It is a cold day.  
  
  
 When Bella Gordon pulls onto the grass of her cousin’s old 
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home, she feels her stomach drop.  
 It’s worse than the man on the phone told her. The entire 
home is decimated, down to nothing. Just rubble, pieces of stone 
and concrete. She shuts the door to her Dodge Durango, swallow-
ing the bile climbing up her throat. Her black Converse crunch the 
charred grass beneath her feet as she questions her next move.  
 Bella pulls out her phone. She has a missed call from her 
husband, Connor, and bites her lip. She had left in the middle of 
the night when she had received the news, booking immediate, last 
minute and expensive flights from Washington back to her home in 
Texas.  
 She had left her newlywed husband in the home they had 
just bought, surrounded by boxes and empty room.  
 “Connor?” She coughs out when she hears him pick up on 
the other end. 
 “Bella? Are you safe!?” He asks gently.  
 “I’m fine,” she whispers.  
 Connor exhales. “What’s the damage?” 
 Bella looks at the ground. “It’s worse than I thought.” 
 Connor inhales sharply. Bella suddenly misses him, a lot.  
 “Honey, I wish you had let me come with you. I know you 
wanted to do this on your own, but your dad…” 
 “I’m not alone,” Bella reminds him. “My cousins are 
coming.” She clears her throat. “Their family died here, too.” 
 “I remember,” Connor gently rebuttals. “Bells, I’m just 
saying. Maybe it’s not the best idea to be there right now. It’s 
literally only been a few days.”  
 “Dad wouldn’t let himself die this way, Connor,” Bella 
barks out.  
 “Bells,” Connor tries to soothe her, but they both know it’s 
a lost cause. 
 “I see Alexandra’s Camaro. I’ll call you soon, okay?” 
 Bella listens to Connor inhale sharply again, thinking. Then, 
he sighs. “Okay. I love you.” 
 “I love you more.” 
 “I love you most,” Bella smiles into her phone despite 
herself.  
 “And yet, somehow, I love you more,” Connor whispers. 

 Bella chuckles and hangs up, realizing how foreign the 
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feeling of a smile was to her cheeks. She turns to see her younger 
cousin Alexandra climbing out of her white Camaro with tear 
stained cheeks and a lost look in her eyes.  

She throws her bleached blonde hair into a messy bun 
before stuffing her hands into her cropped hoodie. Her leggings 
barely cover her abs as she meets Bella’s gaze.  

“Bella,” She offers with a wobbly voice. “When did you get 
in?” 

Alex opens her mouth to say something again, but is 
interrupted by a loud twig snapping from the dense woods behind 
the Blinn’s home.  

Bella narrows her eyes at the woods, pulling her hair 
behind her ears. Though it is the middle of Halloween, the sky is 
painted gray. The chill in the air nips at Bella’s cheeks as she takes a 
step toward the dark woods behind the home that she once knew 
so well.  

That’s when Bella stops dead in her tracks. There is no 
wind, and yet, the trees are swaying.  

“Alex?” Bella is unsettled when she gets no response from 
her cousin. “Alex!” 

Another twig snapped from the trees. Bella has no idea 
how she can hear it this far away, but she can.  

The air is frozen. The trees continue to sway. Suddenly, 
there’s a hand on Bella’s shoulder. 
Bella reacts quickly, spinning out from the hold and swatting the 
arm away as hard as she can. She’s startled when she finds her 
younger brother, Corey, glaring at her. 

“Damnit, Bells! What the hell was that?” 
Bella exhales, rolling up the sleeves of her flannel. “Corey, you 
scared me.” 

“I get that,” he barks. “You don’t usually slap me when 
you’re trying to say hello.” 

Bella studies her brother, raising an eyebrow. “When did 
you get in?” 

He gestures to his motorcycle parked behind Bella’s old, 
beat up Durango. “A few minutes ago. I was talking to Alex for a 
bit, but I noticed you spacing out over there. You were staring at 
the woods like there was something in there.” 

Bella found it odd that Alex didn’t hear her call for help, 
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but decided not to say anything. “I heard a twig snap in the woods.” 
Corey stares at her. “You do know animals live in the 

woods, right? Animals with feet that sometimes step on twigs?” 
Bella slaps her brother on the arm again, smiling. “Okay, 

smartass. I get it.” She walks back to her cousin with her brother in 
tow, but she still can’t shake the unsettling feeling she got from 
looking at the woods like that. The sinking sensation that something 
was there, something...large. And, possibly, something sinister 
enough to shake the trees.  

Finally, a white truck pulls onto the grass. Nathaniel Blinn 
parks his truck and jumps from the driver’s side, trying and failing 
to hide the fact that he had been crying. He shuts his door gently as 
his younger brother, Clark, jumps out of the truck as well. 

“Sorry I’m late,” Nathaniel smiles softly. “I had to pick up 
Clark from the gym.” 

“I said I didn’t want to be here,” Clark snarls. “I don’t care.” 
Alex’s face becomes ashen. “You can’t mean that, Clark. 

Mom and Dad are dead.” 
“Guys, come on,” Bella starts. “This isn’t the time. We’re 

here to heal, not fight.” Clark looks at the ground.  
Wordlessly, the cousins approach the rubble. Corey’s leather 

boots crunch concrete rocks covered in ash, leaving behind ghostly 
whie footprints on the old home. Bella pulls her dark brown hair 
into a ponytail, studying the floor. Nathaniel runs his hand on the 
last remaining wall, remembering what that wall carried some time 
ago. Alex walks to her old room, which is now a black, empty 
square. 

She sits in it. 
Bella tries to ignore the sharp and strange scent of decaying 

flesh. She knows the bodies were moved from the home, but the 
smell lingered. Bella gags, failing to pretend it isn’t there.  

“You smell it too?” Corey asks quietly.  
“Yes,” is all Bella can muster.  
Corey opens his mouth to say something, but then stops. He 

tilts his head to the side, studying something strange in the ashes of 
the floor. A carving.  

He points it out to Alex, who had just walked out from her 
old room and into the fray with tears in her eyes. When she notices 
Corey gesturing to her, she moves toward him. She raises her 
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eyebrow in question as she studies the carving. 
“What does it mean?” Corey asks. 
“I don’t know,” Alex sniffles, wiping her nose to get rid of 

the snot, and hopefully, the smell. 
“I’ve never heard of a Wendigo.”  

  
Clark is on the edge of the house when he hears his mother 

call to him. He is walking the border of his crumbled home, trying 
to be strong. He didn’t want to be here because he knows being 
here will break him. His mother and father are dead. Gone. No 
more. He doesn’t know how to deal with it, and so therefore, he 
refuses to deal with it. His family trying to force him to deal with it 
makes it worse. 

Then he hears his mother. 
“Clark,” she screams from the trees. “Clark!” 

  
Bella notices Alex and Corey hovering over something and 

joins them. “What is it?” 
Alex and Corey turn abruptly to Bella, eyes raised in shock. 

“Wendigo. It’s carved here on the floor.”  
Bella stares at the floor in confusion. Sure enough, the word 

Wendigo had been carved into the wood flooring. To Alex, it 
looked fresh. Fresh enough to be carved out when the house was 
on fire, even. It was hard to tell with all the destruction surrounding 
her, but Alex knew this wasn’t here before the fire.  

She knew because she had been here moments before the 
incident. She was just dropping by to give her parents a hug. Drop-
ping by to see Uncle Bruce. She left then to meet Levi at a restau-
rant, intending to return. 

She saw the flames first hand. 
 “Is this new?” Bella whispers, snapping Alex from memory 

lane. 
Alex nods. “Yes.” 
“How do you know?” Corey raises one of his pitch black 

eyebrows. 
“I…” Alex swallows. “I was there the morning of.” Bella’s 

eyes widen, then narrow. Corey mumbles out a curse, pinching the 
bridge of his nose between his forefingers. 

“It wasn’t long,” Alex pleads. “I was there for the morning, 
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and then…” She starts crying. 
“Okay, so what you’re telling me,” Bella narrows her eyes. 

“Is that this wasn’t here before the fire.” 
“No,” Alex sobs, throwing her head in her hands. 
“So that means that someone carved it in the floorboards 

during the fire,” Corey glares at Bella as he tries to piece things 
together.  

“Probably dad,” Bella glares back. “He always had his knife 
on him.”  

“What’s a Wendigo?” Nathaniel suddenly asks, walking 
forward toward the crowd surrounding the carving.  
  

Clark stares at the piney woods in disbelief. Surely, he heard 
it wrong.  

“Clark!” 
Clark feels his heart race as he takes off toward the dark, 

looming woods. “Mom?” 
“Clark!” 
Tears run down Clark’s face as he runs the fastest he’s ever 

run before.  
“I’m coming, Mama!” 

  
Bella inhales sharply, trying to control the ice of fear swim-

ming through her veins. “The Wendigo is a monster,” She whispers. 
“A monster?” Nathaniel shakes his head. “That’s absurd. 

Monster’s aren’t real, Bella.” 
“They’re spirits in the Native American legend,” Bella 

explains despite her cousin's disbelief. “It’s a cannibalistic Native 
American spirit that can possess you to crave flesh. 

“Why would dad carve that into the wood, then?” Corey 
shrugs. “It doesn’t make sense.”  

“What can Wendigo’s do?” Alex asks, rubbing her arms as a 
chill pierced the air. 

“They can mimic the voices of others,” Bella explains. “This 
makes you think you’re going to one person calling out to you, 
when really, you’re going to your death.” 

A sudden scream pierces the air. The cousins jump. Bella 
and Corey exchange horrified looks before Nathaniel suddenly 
realizes who the scream could have come from. 
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“Where’s Clark!?” He screams. 
“What!?” Bella rushes away from the carving, staring out 

toward the trees.  
She notices then how dark it is. Surely, it wasn’t this dark 

earlier. The trees seem taller now than they did before as another 
masculine scream pierces the air, only to be cut off abruptly with 
what sounds like a horrifying chomp. 

Alex screams, covering her face. Corey takes two steps back, 
shaking his head and mumbling “no.” Bella stares at the trees in a 
trance, staring into the darkness as hard as she can. She tries to find 
something, anything, proving that the scream didn’t belong to Clark.  

Nathaniel suddenly takes off sprinting to his truck. He 
jumps in, ripping a long black stick from the back seat. He also 
grabs three sets of white boxes, then comes to the group of cousins.  

“I’m going after him.” 
“Are you insane!?” Corey screams. “After who!? To 

where!?” 
“Clark is in those woods,” Nathaniel growls, shaking the 

black stick and clicking it on. A flashlight suddenly illuminates the 
woods, revealing the secrets hidden within the trees. 

“Here, I got some matches for you guys. I know it’s not 
much in the way of seeing, but I didn't have any extra flashlights.”  

Bella frantically takes her matchbox.  
Alex takes hers, while Corey just stares at Nathaniel in 

disbelief. “You’re not going after him. You can’t be serious.” 
“Nathaniel,” A voice calls from the woods then. “Nathaniel, 

I need you!” 
“That’s Clark!” Nathaniel growls. “That’s him!” 
“No, Nathaniel,” Bella grabs his arm. “That’s not Nathaniel. 

Please, you have to believe me!” 
“Oh, that’s right, I forgot,” Nathaniel snaps, yanking his arm 

from Bella’s hold. “Wendigo’s can mimic voices!” 
“It’s true!” Bella pleads. “They only know a few phrases. If 

they only repeat a few things, then you know it’s not them! If we 
call back to it, ask it questions, we can figure out-” 

“Clark is not an it,” Nathaniel hisses. “And maybe he only 
has time to say a few things at a time. After all, he may have just 
died.” 

“You can’t go in there,” Alex cries, sitting down on the 
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crowd. “I can’t lose you too.” 
“I have to find him,” Nathaniel demands. “Clark is family 

too.” Without any more discussion on the matter, he takes off into 
the woods.  

“Shit shit shit,” Alex sobs, rocking back and forth. “Oh 
God, what do we do!? We can’t just sit here.” 

“Well I’m not going in there,” Corey cries, sitting down on 
the ground with Alex.  Bella fumbles with her matches, getting one 
ready to go. She smells the smell of decaying flesh yet again. This 
time, however, it isn’t coming from the burnt ashes of the home. 
It’s coming from the woods. 

She feels her stomach growl then. She hadn’t realized she 
was hungry.  

“I can’t leave him in there alone,” Bella curses. “I’m going 
in.” 

“WHAT!?” Corey screams. “You said yourself it’s a mon-
ster. Why the hell would you go in there, armed with matches!?” 

“Because he’s my family,” Bella snaps. “I don’t leave my 
family behind.” She pulls out her nearly dead phone, shooting 
Connor one last “I love you” text. Inhaling sharply, she took off 
after her cousin. 

“Wait!” Alex suddenly demanded. “I’m coming with you.” 
Bella smiles warmly at her cousin as she gets to her feet, shaking. 
Corey curses, standing to his feet as well.  

“If I die, it’s your fault,” Corey growls.  
Bella smiles again, but this time, it’s not as wide. She knows 

the dangers that await them. And now she’s leading them into it. 
She runs toward the trees in the pitch black. The cold bites at Bella, 
Corey and Alex as they head toward the old path in the woods they 
used to travel all the time as children. The wind is still stagnant, but 
just as it had before, the trees sway.  

Regardless, there’s no noise. In fact, Bella realizes the forest 
is dead quiet. No sounds of animals at all, of leaves falling in the 
autumn air. Nothing. Even the moon decides to hide itself behind 
the clouds.  

“Stay by me,” Bella demands, lighting a match. “Do not 
leave my side, no matter what you hear. Understood?” 

“This is a lot creepier than I remember,” Corey whispers. 
Bella says nothing, and neither does Alex. She’s clinging to Corey’s 
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arm so hard she’s drawing blood with her acrylic nails.  
Nathaniel was right about the matches proving to be a useless light 
source. Bella could barely see three inches from her nose. Soon, the 
flame reaches her thumb. She curses, waving out the match before 
groaning. 

“It’s probably best if we don’t use the matches,” Corey 
offers in a shaky voice. 

“We need them to see,” Bella exhales. 
“It doesn’t make much difference.” 
“I know,” Bella whispers. “Do we have a choice?” 
“Why don’t we call out for Nathaniel? Maybe he’ll hear us.”  
“Alex, no. If we start yelling, we give away our position.”  
“But Nathaniel-” 
“Alex, trust me.” Alex swallows, nodding. Bella turns to take 

a step toward the depth of the woods, but before her foot can even 
meet the earth, another scream pierces the air. 

“NATHANIEL!” Alex wails. 
“Alex-” Bella hisses, reaching for her arm.  
Alex dashes past Bella, despite Bella’s attempts to stop her. 

Alex’s athletic legs pump her hard and fast toward the sound of the 
screaming, sobbing and screaming her brother’s name all the while. 
Corey curses, sprinting after Alex as well. Bella follows suit, but 
doesn’t run as fast as her sibling. She grabs a match, knowing what 
might be waiting for them. There’s a stumbling sound in front of 
Alex. She stops running, listening to the branches break and leaves 
crunch. She takes a couple steps back, bumping into a panting 
Corey. They watch in horror at the trees in front of them, waiting 
for whatever is going to walk through the woods. 

They’re shocked when Nathaniel stumbles through the 
brush. They’re even more shocked to find that Nathaniel is missing 
his jaw and right arm. Alex screams. Corey curses loudly, backing up 
faster than he can think. He trips on the leaves, falling back on his 
butt as Nathaniel staggers forward toward Alex. Alex screams 
loudly, definitely, but she doesn’t move. She just stares at what used 
to be her brother as he takes some steps toward her, holding his 
flashlight in his only intact hand. 

Nathaniel seems to want to tell them something. His eyes 
are wide, and had he not been missing his tongue, Bella assumes he 
would have been at least trying to make noises. Instead, all he could 
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do was point his flashlight in the direction of the trees. There was 
nothing there. 

“Alex,” a distant voice chimed. “Alexandra, get down here 
this instant!” 

“That’s Aunt Violet,” Corey whispered. “How!?” 
Alex continues to shake as Nathaniel whips his flashlight 

around, blood dripping from his missing jaw and the place where 
his arm used to be. His stomach is sliced open so bad that Bella is 
almost certain she can see some of his intestines.  

Then, it’s there. 
It comes as quickly as it vanishes. It appears, climbing up a 

tree. It looks almost like a spider as it climbs up the tall pine tree, 
glaring at them with beady black eyes and long limbs. The creature 
roars before descending on Nathaniel. His kill is quick. He tears 
Nathaniel’s head from his body in a simple movement, ripping the 
tendons from the neck. Blood sprays across Alex’s face as she 
screams yet again, her voice cracking from the force. The creature 
that took Clark begins chomping down on Nathaniel’s corpse. The 
squishing, slurping noises remind Bella of someone eating soup. 
As the flashlight Nathaniel used to hold rolls across the dirt floor, 
the creature is only lit up once in a while as if by strobelight. Then, 
the creature looks up, licking its lips. 

Alex is still frozen, trembling, as she stares at what is left of 
her brothers. She closes her eyes as a line of pee runs down her leg 
through her leggings.  

“Alex!” The creature wails in pain, surely mimicking the 
sounds Alex’s mother made before she died. “Alex, come back!” 

Alex falls to her knees, sobbing. The creature takes Alex’s 
head without warning. It somehow manages to fit her entire head 
in it's his large, protruding mouth. Blood rains from his mouth, 
narrowly missing Corey and Bella. It takes its time chewing Alex, 
crunching her bones and slurping up her blood before turning to 
his two remaining victims. 

“Shit…” Corey whispers. 
“Get behind me,” Bella snarls before setting her match 

ablaze and holding it in front of herself and Corey. The creature 
screams at the sight of the flame, backing up.  

“What? What are you doing!?” Bella feels silent tears roll 
down her cheeks as she realizes the most important fact about 
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Wendigos that she wishes she had told Nathaniel. 
“Wendigos die by fire,” She whispers to Corey. 
“Corey, run,” Bella demands as she watches the flame slowly 

climb down the match toward her thumb.  
“I’m not leaving you!” 
“Trust me,” Bella whispers. “Run.” Corey hesitates for a 

moment, looking at the Wendigo and his sister. He takes one last 
look at Bella before turning on his heel and sprinting as fast as he 
can back toward his bike, praying to God that he can make it. 

Bella drops her match.The leaves around her immediately 
ignite with flames, forming a barrier between her and the Wendigo. 
Bella knows this wouldn’t last long. She follows in her brother's 
footsteps, holding her next match at the ready. She runs past the 
trees, watching them blur in her teary eyed vision. The trees seem to 
get bigger with each step. The exit through the trees seems farther 
and farther away.  

“Bella,” her father’s voice hits her eardrums clear as day.  
“No,” She growls, pumping her legs faster. “I’m not falling 

for that!” 
“Bella!”  
“No!” 
“Bella! Help, I fell!” 
“NO, DAMNIT!” Bella wails, shaking the sound of her 

brother's voice from her head as she pushes on. “I’m not listening 
to you!” 

“What?” Corey whispers, watching his sister run past him. 
He looks down at his twisted ankle, tears running down his cheeks 
as he grabs his wound. His heart is racing as he realizes his sister just 
abandoned him. He’s alone in the woods, injured, and lost. He 
smells the Wendigo before he hears it. His scream isn’t as long as he 
intends it to be. 

Bella makes her way to the rubble of the home. As she steps 
onto the street, her brother’s screams pierce the air. Still, she doesn’t 
believe they’re his. She thinks it’s the Wendigo playing with her, 
toying with her.  

“Corey!” She cries to no one. “Corey, where are you? I 
made it!” No one answers. “Corey, this isn’t funny!” Bella demands. 
Still nothing. 

She feels sick as she remembers her brother's voice in the 
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woods. How he called for help, specifying that he fell. He hadn’t 
said that before.The Wendigo wouldn’t know to say that yet. She 
falls to her knees as she realizes she had abandoned her brother in 
the woods to die. 

The screams she heard were real.  She hears the trees part 
as the Wendigo surely makes its way to her. Though distraught, 
Bella pulls herself to her feet and drags herself toward her car, a 
plan forming in her head. She opens her gas cap as she takes off 
her flannel, sobbing as she dips the fabric in the gas of her car. She 
then makes her way to the rubble of her cousin's childhood.  
She finds it poetic that she, too, will die here. Where it all began. 

As the leaves crunch in the distance, getting closer and 
closer, Bella tears her flannel to shreds. She methodically places 
the pieces of cloth around herself in a circle, making sure there’s 
no spaces. Just in time, she finishes her metaphorical salt circle. 
The Wendigo, now twice the size it was before, waits for her 
outside the home. She can see it better now, but not clearly. The 
moon was still in hiding, as was every other intelligent being this 
night. She thinks of Corey as she lights the match and holds it in 
the air. She thinks of her cousins as the creature roars. She thinks 
of her father carving the word Wendigo on the floor, a message to 
all who came. A warning. She thinks of Connor as she drops the 
match on her gasoline drenched circle, watching it set ablaze. 

 The Wendigo backs away but doesn’t leave. In fact, it sits 
down in the grass. In the flames, Bella can see that its horns 
almost mimic a deer. She can see that the arms and legs are skinny 
and long. She can see that it has no nose, but rows and rows of 
teeth and fangs. She can see it smile at her as she looks it in the 
eyes. Bella feels unsettled as her stomach grumbles. 

To Bella’s surprise, the Wendigo tosses her the disfigured 
arm of her brother. She doesn't move, knowing that if she did, 
she’d become engulfed in flames. As the oxygen fed the fire, Bella 
isn’t sure what the point of throwing the arm in the ring of fire 
with her was. Is he taunting her to fight? Is he trying to terrify her 
more than he already is? Then, she feels her stomach growl again. 

A sharp pain goes through her as she realizes how hungry 
she is. Looking into the Wendigo’s eyes, she feels as if she hasn’t 
eaten in weeks. Months, even. Her stomach caves in on itself, and 
her head begins to pound. The flames make her thirsty. The 
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Wendigo smiles. 
“Bruce, what are you doing?” The Wendigo does a perfect 

imitation of Bella’s Aunt. “Why are you biting me?” Bella feels her 
blood grow cold as sweat drips down her brow. She can no longer 
smell the scent of rotten flesh, just the blood lingering in her broth-
er’s arm. 

“It’s the Wendigo’s fault,” The Wendigo mimics Bruce, 
walking closer to the circle of fire. “What are you doing with that 
lighter, Bruce?” He offers up a perfect imitation of Bella’s uncle.  
“After I eat you all, I’m going to burn the evidence,” The Wendigo 
stops then, waiting in front of Bella as the flames die down. Bella 
stares at the Wendigo. 

Her father didn’t burn down the house to kill the Wendigo. 
He was the Wendigo. 
Bella feels her tears evaporate as The Wendigo smirks at her one last 
time. She can’t take it anymore. The smell of her brother’s flesh is 
too strong, and she is just so hungry. 

She sinks her teeth into his flesh.  
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632 Dew Avenue 
Beau McAfee 

  

You didn’t want to move to Tyler with your Aunt Cindy and 
cousin Jasper. Not because you don’t like them, you just like your 
house in San Augustine, the small town you grew up in. But Mom 
and Dad were going away for six months on a business trip to 
Spain. You would usually go along with them on these trips, but 
this one was longer and overseas so they felt it would be best if 
you stayed with your aunt.  

Aunt Cindy is an interior designer and is always working on a 
new project, another house to make like new. Since your Uncle 
Phil passed away, she and Jasper were always moving around, only 
staying in each house long enough to fix it up. In a way, you have 
that in common with them. You spend a lot of time going away on 
business trips with Mom and Dad, but you always have your home 
in San Augustine to come back to. Right before you moved in with 
Aunt Cindy and Jasper, they bought a new house to fix up. Dad 
used this to make the move more appealing, and it worked. So you 
pack up your stuff, say your goodbyes, and head for “your new 
adventure,” as Mom called it.  

The day you move in, it’s raining so hard that it was as if a 
vault in the sky had opened, releasing a river. The sky was dreary 
but your eyes open wide the second you step out of the car and 
look up at the two-story mansion that would now be your home. 
It’s rundown and eerie but with wonder in your twelve-year-old 
eyes, you run up the steps to this palace and declare yourself the 
princess. Hair and raincoat drenched, you run upstairs to claim 
your room. Jasper notices that you’ve taken off and the race is on. 
He’s two years older but you’re the one with the head start. After a 
few moments of ruckus, you beat him up the stairs and find the 
room with the best view of your kingdom. Jasper settles for the 
room right across the hall from you and lets out a sigh, knowing 
that you have won. Your Aunt Cindy yells at you from outside and 
you rush to help bring everything into the house.  
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Once the movers leave, you and Jasper explore this castle like 
kids who just inherited a brand-new kingdom. You make sure to 
inspect every corner of the house, leaving no room or hallway 
untouched. It’s is full of twists, turns and way too many rooms for 
just the three of you. The walls are covered in wallpaper that is 
drooping down at every corner, the floors creak with every other 
step, and most of the faucets drip, but you, Jasper, and Aunt Cindy 
look through rose-colored lenses, seeing this house as the palace 
that it can become. 

Then night falls and you quickly realize that there are problems 
beyond drooping wallpaper and that your tiara means close to 
nothing. After pretending to enjoy Aunt Cindy’s famous stew that 
tastes more like dirty water with chunks of mush, you head upstairs 
to your sleeping chambers. You crawl into your new bed and with a 
smile on your face, doze off. This slumber is interrupted when a 
hand grabs your ankle. You try your best to ignore it, but you can 
feel every finger, every joint sinking into your skin. Don’t look, it’s 
just a dream you whisper to yourself as you stay frozen, waiting for 
whatever has latched onto you to let go. After what seems like 
hours the hand slides down your foot and releases its grip. You lay 
there for a while, breathing deeply and then run to Jasper’s room to 
tell him what happened. You can tell he doesn’t believe you, but he 
hugs you anyways and lets you stay in his room for the night. It 
must have been a nightmare but there’s something about it that you 
can’t shake. 

Laying in the bed next to Jasper, you wish Mom and Dad 
would just come back from Spain already because a hug from Dad 
and a kiss on the forehead from Mom would make everything 
better. Then six months go by and Mom and Dad don’t come back. 
Mom and Dad can’t come back because they died in a car crash 
five thousand two hundred and eighty-five miles away. Aunt Cindy 
tries to give you the death talk, but all you can hear is that they 
aren’t coming back and you don’t know how to process that let 
alone all this stuff about heaven and how they are in a better place 
because you don’t want Mom and Dad to be in a better place, you 
want mom and dad to be with you, you want Mom and Dad to 
scare away the monsters under your bed because Aunt Cindy 
claims monsters don’t exist.  
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A few weeks pass and it’s the day of the funeral. You know the 
routine well because you’ve done it before. Three years ago Aunt 
Cindy’s husband died and before that, it was your Grandpa from 
your dad’s side and the bunny you rescued from your snow-ridden 
back yard when you were seven and held every day after school until 
you saw it lying in your makeshift cardboard cage, its lungs no 
longer expanding . You slip on the black dress that barely fits you 
anymore. Your Aunt Cindy curls your hair and tells you that you 
look beautiful. You make your way downstairs and eat a bowl of 
Cinnamon Toast Crunch with just enough milk but not too much 
that the cereal gets soggy. Some people don’t eat when bad things 
happen, but you do and Cinnamon Toast Crunch has always been 
your go-to comfort food.  

It’s a quiet drive to the funeral home and you stare out the 
window, thinking this must be a nightmare. You close your eyes 
hard and hope that when you open them you will be looking at the 
ceiling of your room in San Augustine that Mom painted like the 
solar system. But the car stops, and you are jolted back into reality. 
The service is long and you receive condolences from family mem-
bers who you can barely remember the names of. The drive back is 
the same, quiet. You look up at the house before you enter. It no 
longer looks like the palace you first saw it as, and you feel more like 
a prisoner than a princess.  

Every night you crawl into bed, expecting the hand to come 
back, to wrap its bony fingers around your ankle, but years go by 
and it never does. It’s your freshman year of high school and you 
have almost forgotten about that night. Almost. The house looks 
more like a palace but its facade doesn’t fool you. Aunt Cindy says 
she wants to stay in this house, and you can’t help but hope that she 
will change her mind and move on to a new project. 

 Aunt Cindy takes you shopping the weekend before school 
starts to get new clothes. She says she wants to help you find your 
style, but you know that is her way of saying that your clothes are 
too old and too ugly. Jasper reassures you that she is trying to be 
nice, but you know that, just like all the houses she has bought, she 
is trying to fix you up, make you like new. The shopping bags sit in 
your closet until your Aunt notices and insists that you wear them. 
So you do. It’s your first day of high school and Aunt Cindy braids 
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your hair way too tight, but you smile and thank her anyway. You go 
downstairs to the microwavable breakfast that she has prepared. 
Eating your plate full of Eggos and frost-bitten sausage you think 
about breakfast your Mom would make for the first day of school 
every year. The smell of bacon and pancakes made from scratch 
invades your nose and for a moment, you are back in San Augus-
tine, with Mom and Dad laughing in the kitchen. As soon as Aunt 
Cindy goes upstairs you slide the rest of your breakfast into the 
trash and make yourself a bowl of Cinnamon Toast Crunch. 

 You ride to school with Jasper, who has now picked up smok-
ing cigarettes as his way of showing Aunt Cindy that she can’t 
control him anymore. Smoke and the signature department-store-
moth-balls smell melds together, making you sick. Walking into a 
new school is always hard, but this year was worse. Caroline, the 
one friend you made since moving to Tyler, found a new place 
amongst the popular crowd over the summer. You try to sit with 
Jasper during lunch but his friend Dean looks at you like you're the 
special on today's cafeteria menu, so you decide to sit alone. It’s a 
quiet drive back home. Jasper tries to make small talk but you know 
that if you talk about your day you will just end up crying and you 
already cried once in the bathroom in between your English and 
History class. When you get home Aunt Cindy asks you how your 
first day of high school was, and you just nod with a fake smile on 
your face. You head up to bed after having to endure your aunt’s 
famous stew once again. Ignoring any homework you have, you 
crawl into bed at eight thirty two and look forward to sleeping the 
day off. 

The hand comes back.  

Its grip firmer than you remember. A part of you wants to look, 
to see what it is, if it is anything at all or if it’s all in your head. But 
you fight the urge to open your eyes and wait for the hand to let go. 
Eventually, you feel the grip loosen and the hand slide off your 
ankle. This time you don’t run to Jasper’s room. You just lay there, 
unable to go back to sleep. This goes on for quite some time. At 
least once a week the hand comes back and after a while high school 
doesn’t seem so bad compared to what waits for you at home. Soon, 
it’s more than a hand. It’s the footsteps you hear outside your door 
when no one is there and the figure you see in your closet every so 
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often and the lamp that somehow falls off your desk in the middle 
of the night and every creak of the floor that makes you crawl into 
your own skin. You don’t tell Jasper or your Aunt Cindy. You’re 
certain that they won’t believe you. 

By the time you’re a senior in high school it gets worse. This 
thing isn’t just revealing itself to you anymore. Jasper and Aunt 
Cindy start noticing strange things too. One morning you go down-
stairs to eat breakfast before school, and every cabinet door is open. 
Aunt Cindy asks if you or Jasper opened them and you both reply 
“no.” Glasses begin sliding off countertops, the footsteps turn into 
stomps, faucets your Aunt fixed a long time ago start leaking again, 
and doors are randomly locked. As strange things keep happening 
Aunt Cindy changes her mind about wanting to keep the house. She 
puts it on the market, but it’s not attracting buyers. After a month 
you, Aunt Cindy and Jasper can’t take it anymore.  

One night you’re all in the living room, watching TV in an 
attempt to drown out the strange noises of the house. This is a 
routine, but tonight, even at the loudest volume setting, it can’t 
mask what is happening around you. You hear the doors upstairs 
opening and slamming closed. The stomps are elephants in the 
house. This array of sounds grows louder and louder until it sudden-
ly stops. For a moment you think it is over, but the second that you 
catch your breath, it grows. All the paintings that were hung on the 
walls in the living room begin to fall, the doors are slamming, and 
the faucets run, flooding the sinks. You grab Jasper and Aunt Cindy, 
running out of the house. In the garage you get a can of wood stain 
and some rags. Aunt Cindy first caught Jasper smoking in there 
because he almost caught it on fire, ashes flicked onto some old 
stain rags. Jasper catches on and you two head into the house, 
creating a pile of dark pine-colored cloths. He lights a handful of 
cigarettes, throws them in, and you two dart across the street. The 
fire grows quickly, and any neighbors are miles away. By the time 
the fire trucks arrive, there’s not much left to recover and it’s ruled 
as an accident.  

 Just like that, it’s over. Aunt Cindy moves onto another pro-
ject, Jasper goes off to college, you move back to San Augustine and 
pick up a job as a waitress. The hand never comes back. 632 Dew 
Avenue is gone, but it still haunts you. Sometimes you find yourself 
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lying in your bed waiting for it. A part of you wants it to come back, 
to hold you, to take you back to that night before Aunt Cindy tried 
to fix you, before Caroline found more interesting friends, before 
Jasper started smoking, before Mom and Dad died.  
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Always Say Goodbye 
Taylor Young 

  
At the end of the summer of 1989, we were all quiet about 

what had happened. No one said a word at the beginning of the 
new school year. Every fantastical experience was nonexistent, every 
friend that seemed to have been made was once more a stranger, 
and we were inevitably all alone with our slowly fading memories. 

 If I could go back and relive it all, part of me would want to, 
but the other half, the terrified half, would want to stay holed up in 
that dark house of mine. The best thing that happened to me that 
summer was when Angela Stephens came knocking on my door. 
No, she was banging on the red-painted front door. Luckily, my 
mom was lost in Virginia Slims smoke in her bedroom, so I an-
swered the door.  

 “Franklin! Thank the gods! Hurry, you have to come!” The 
girl with strawberry blonde hair looked at me with wild eyes, but all 
I could think about was the fact that Angela Stephens knew my name. 
Not my nickname made up by the hierarchy of the school, Freckled 
Frank, but my real name, given to me by my wannabe rock star dad 
who left me for the false promise of fame when I was only on this 
earth for two years. 

 “Uh, hello?” she interrupted my thoughts. I blinked for the 
first time in a minute and cleared my throat to stop the impending 
occasional squeak of my voice. 

 “Oh, uh…” I hesitated because what could Angela want to 
do with the lankiest boy in her class on a cloudy summer day? 
“What’s wrong?” 

 “It’s Miles, he said to come get you.” 
 Miles. Tan, dark-haired, spunky Miles who never quit even 

when his life was in danger and the world was crashing down. Of 
course, he needed me–when did he not? 

 “For what?” I asked cautiously as I slipped my Converses 
over my striped socks. Angela watched me, which made me fumble. 

 “Just come on,” she huffed, agitated. I held my hands up 
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defensively before shutting the door behind me. I followed her to 
her dark purple bike, which was thrown against my navy one. I 
swallowed as she grabbed the handle of hers and threw her long leg 
over the seat. Focus, Franklin. I got onto my own bike with much 
less elegance and together we rode to a destination I was quite 
familiar with. A trail that led into the small town of Broaddus’ 
surrounding forest. This specific route only led to one place. Some-
how, with the looming clouds hanging over it, it seemed eerie. 
When we reached the tree line, I skidded to a stop and Angela 
swung around aggressively, glaring at me through her bangs. 

 “What now?” 
 “W–” I cleared my throat, recognizing my voice was about 

to crack. “Why is Miles in there?” 
 “He’ll explain once we get there.” The leafless branches 

reached out for me and the wind whispered in the trees. Something 
in the pit of my stomach told me to turn around, but my best friend 
was in there and that was more important than my own fears. 

 I flicked my annoyed eyes toward Angela quickly before I 
rode past her. I heard her scoff behind me, following closely until 
she was riding next to me. 

 “You don’t even know where we are going,” she said over 
the squeaks of our bikes. 

 “Trust me,” I huffed. “I do.” 
 I led the rest of the way until we were at Miles’ spot, the 

abandoned cabin sticking out among the pine trees. I jumped off 
my bike and threw it on the ground before ducking inside the door 
hanging off one hinge. 

 Miles was lighting up candles placed on a coffee table. He 
lifted his head to look at me, his hair flopping back. In the middle of 
the circle of candles sat a battered, narrow black box. My brows 
furrowed and Angela came to stand next to me, her lightly tanned 
arm brushing against mine. I shivered and looked between her and 
him. 

 “What’s going on?” 
 “Franklin…” Miles started, but before anyone could explain 

the situation, voices came from the other room. I turned to see 
Jackson Day enter from the hallway with Lisa Norris and Samuel 
Michaels right behind him. My blood boiled as I locked eyes with 
Jackson, a major player in our school’s tiny hierarchy. 



 

� 30 � 

 “What the fuck is he doing here?” I clenched my fists. Every 
little thing he did to torment me over the years flashed through my 
mind. The black eyes, the sprained arms, the taunting remarks, all of 
which I had to hide from my mother who never seemed to notice 
me anyways. I felt Angela set a hand on my wrist as if to hold me 
back and Jackson’s eyes flickered down to that. He was in our safe 
place, the place that had been there for me whenever I felt like 
choking the kid to death. He looked foreign here. Different.  

 “Calm down, Franklin.” Miles finished his ceremonious 
lighting of candles and slipped the black lighter into the front 
pocket of his black jeans. “He’s cool now. He and Angela were in 
the forest when I brought it here. They wanted to help.” 

 At this, I yanked my hand away from Angela and narrowed 
my eyes even more at Jackson. To say I felt betrayed would be an 
understatement. My best friend was consorting with the enemy and 
I was the last to know. 

 “He went to get Lisa and Samuel, and Angela got you . . . we 
need all the people we can get, Franklin.” 

 “Why?” I turned directly to Miles now. “What the hell do 
you have that you needed to bring the worst people in school here?” 

 “Excuse me?” Angela spoke up and crossed her arms across 
her lean torso. Samuel snorted and Lisa glared, but I couldn’t care 
less about them. 

 “Why don’t you see for yourself?” Miles was exasperated as 
he picked up the box and opened it aggressively. A wooden piece 
flew across the room before finally scuttling towards my feet, my 
gaze dropped down almost as fast as my heart rate when I recog-
nized the triangular shape. I knelt down and lifted the planchette 
carefully off the ground before meeting Miles’ eyes once again. 

 “I found it at this old lady’s garage sale,” Miles began his 
explanation. “She practically gave it to me for free, and we always 
talked about how creepy this place was. It’s a game, it will be fun.” 

 “Miles,” my voice came out nearly above a whisper. “I don’t 
know about this. You know how your mom always tells us how bad 
it is to communicate with–” 

 “Franklin, you don’t actually believe all that Baptist non-
sense, do you?” 

 “It’s not just Baptists, Miles! It’s common sense! I mean 
really, what makes you think summoning demons is a ‘game?’”  
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 “We aren’t summoning demons, dude. We are just–” 
 “Talking to the dead,” I interrupted. “Which can therefore 

lead to summoning a demon, or end up in us being haunted for the 
rest of our lives, or bringing the antichrist to life, or–” 

 “Franklin, shut up!” Angela had grabbed my shoulders and 
now stood right in front of my face, her stormy gray eyes catching 
mine. “As long as we follow all the rules, we will be fine. Besides, 
who said we were gonna find anything here anyway?” 

 She calmed me. Aside from the fact she was probably dating 
Jackson the Jackass and she hadn’t directly talked to me until today, 
she calmed me down and made me realize I might have been over-
reacting. Might have. 

 I sighed and looked past her to Lisa, who was looking 
around nervously. Samuel looked too bored to be here, and Jackson 
had crossed his arms and watched the way I reacted to Angela’s 
touch. Finally, my gaze landed on my best friend who looked 
nothing but hopeful and excited, the way he usually looked. 

 “Okay,” I gave in. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 Miles chuckled and nudged my arm playfully before he took 

the planchette from my hands. He sat down with his back against 
the ripped and dirty sofa that sat in the middle of the room, placing 
the wooden piece in the center of the Ouija board. Lisa and Samuel 
sat in unison, Lisa on Miles’ left and Samuel next to her at one end 
of the table. Jackson then sat on Miles’ right, Angela next to him at 
the other end of the table, and I sat across from Miles. We formed 
an imperfect circle around the dingy board, all staring at it with 
anticipation and fear. 

 “Who would like to read the rules for us?” Miles smirked 
and made eye contact with each and every one of us. 

 “I will,” Lisa popped her gum and took a piece of paper out 
of the discarded box. I watched her, my fingers nervously twisting 
with each other under the table. “Never treat the Ouija board like a 
game.” 

 My eyes flashed to Miles, my heartbeat growing faster. We 
were already one rule screwed, and we hadn’t even set our fingers 
on the slender piece of wood. Miles rolled his eyes playfully, only 
further proving that he really thought of this as nothing but a lark. 
Angela nudged her knee against mine, and my flickering eyes found 
hers. She mouthed the words “he’s just excited” and gave me a 
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reassuring smile. 
 “Never play alone,” Lisa continued after some hesitation. 

“Never leave the planchette alone on the board if it’s not being 
used. Never ask when you will die. Never ask if the spirit is evil. 
Never play in a graveyard. Never burn the Ouija board. Always say 
goodbye.” 

 “Cool,” Samuel drummed his hands against the edge of the 
table. “No problems there. Let’s do this.” 

 “Wait,” I raised my hands to stop everyone who had 
started to move their fingers toward the planchette. “We don’t 
know that nobody is buried here.” 

 “Seriously, Freckled Frank?” Jackson gave me an annoyed 
look, which just made me want to shove the point of the wooden 
chunk right into his green eye. “Why would somebody be buried 
under a cabin built in the forest?” 

 “Seriously, Jackson?” I mimicked him in a sharp tone. 
“Somebody obviously lived here. Who’s to say they didn’t have 
generations of family beforehand that lived here, too?” 

 “Okay,” Angela sighed and scooted closer to the table, her 
knee pressing harder into mine. “That’s enough. We’re all here, so 
we’re all doing it.” 

 My Adam’s apple bobbed as I tried to swallow away the 
nervousness that came with bringing my long fingers up to the 
planchette to meet everyone else’s. Angela’s fingers had to rest 
against mine, but so did Samuel’s even though he tried to stay as 
close to Lisa as possible. It was the last bit of comfort I would 
receive that night. 

 We began to circle the pointer a few times, and with each 
turn I felt a heavy pull on my chest. Once we stopped, Miles spoke 
first, his voice radiating around us. 

 “Are there any spirits here with us?” 
 Everyone kept their fingers light on their part of the plan-

chette, no one moved, and no one spoke as we waited for a re-
sponse. A wave of relief had just begun to wash over me until I felt 
a tug on the piece beneath my cold fingertips. I froze as the plan-
chette dragged its way across the board until it reached the word 
“YES.” 

 “Who the fuck did that?” Lisa began to tremble, looking at 
everyone with wide eyes. Miles shook his head in response, a look 
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of fear starting to finally form on his face. Samuel gulped nervously 
and also shook his head. I couldn’t move or take my eyes of the 
board, but I guess that was enough for her to realize I didn’t do it 
either. 

 “I didn’t,” Angela’s voice shook only slightly, but coming 
from the tough one, it made us all the more scared. Everyone 
looked at Jackson, positive it was him who had done it. His usually 
tan face had turned pale and his mouth was partially agape. When 
he noticed all eyes were on him, he snapped it shut and glared. 

 “It wasn’t me!” he exclaimed. “I swear to God, it wasn’t.” 
 Before anyone could say anything else, the piece of wood 

began to move once more. I almost yanked my hands back but 
knew that was probably a bad idea. It glided over to the top left 
corner, then the bottom left, then the bottom right, and finally the 
top right corner. Goosebumps covered my arms and the hairs stood 
tall, blades of grass on a rocky terrain. 

 “What does that mean?” Samuel looked at Miles, who 
seemed dumbstruck. Angela moved noticeably closer to me, but I 
couldn’t see how I was of any comfort to her. 

 “We should say goodbye,” I managed to croak out. Lisa 
opened her mouth, probably to agree with me, but then the plan-
chette moved again. It went in a strange pattern and it took a couple 
of times for me to realize it was making figure eights. I could practi-
cally feel my heart beating out of my chest, I knew none of this was 
good.  

 “Miles!” Angela yelled. “Let’s say goodbye!” 
 The flames of the candles around the board flickered higher. 

Then the planchette suddenly stopped and the air stilled. Our heavy, 
frantic breaths filled the silence that had encompassed us. Lisa had 
tears streaming down her face and I was pretty sure Jackson was 
close to doing the same. I couldn’t blame them. If I hadn’t been too 
scared to even blink, I would have followed suit. Miles squared his 
jaw and glared at the board as if it was threatening him, which it 
undoubtably was. 

 “What do you want!” he screamed at it; any trace of fear 
now gone from his face. I shook my head furiously, looking at him 
like he was crazy. 

 The planchette, or whatever was controlling it, responded to 
him. At least that’s what we thought it was doing as it went from the 
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letter A… to the letter B… but then it went to the letter C and my 
blood froze over. My fingers were numb by the time it reached the 
letter L. 

 “What is it doing?” Angela cried out to no one in particular, 
glancing anxiously around the room. The shadows looked like they 
were lurching over us, closing in on us.  

 “It’s going through the alphabet,” Jackson spoke up in a 
hoarse voice.  

 “Why would it be doing that?” Samuel cautiously looked 
behind him. He felt it, too. The chill creeping up behind us, the 
feeling that we weren’t alone. 

 Once the eye of the planchette hovered over the letter Z, it 
stopped. We all stared at it, waiting for it to move again, but nothing 
happened. Instead, an eerie drumming began shaking the cabin, 
seeming to be coming from underneath it. Before anyone could 
react, the planchette flew out from under our fingers and crashed 
through a window. Lisa screamed and jumped back from the table, 
Samuel grabbed onto her arm, and Miles stared at the broken 
window with wide eyes. Angela gasped and looked at me, but I 
wasn’t focusing on any of them. 

 Behind the dirty couch that seemed to melt into the back-
ground stood a black form, too tall to be any human and too hazy 
to be any animal. Angela followed my terrified gaze to it, and she 
shoved back from it, landing in my frozen arms. Jackson finally saw 
it and stood as much as he could before he scrambled his way past 
me. Lisa kept screaming, trying to crawl away as fast as she could. 
Samuel finally stood up and pulled her to feet, bringing her to the 
far wall where Jackson now cowered. Miles was the only one who 
hadn’t seen it yet, but as the smoky figure sidled closer to him, the 
candlelight caught onto its features. 

 White, glowing eyes were sunken into its face and I realized 
it was more skeletal than anything else. The inky black smoke 
formed a ribcage and femurs and clavicles and so on. The rest 
seemed to fade out into the smoke that took over the whole room 
now, capturing us in its depths. Miles sat perfectly still, his eyes on 
us as the demon-like thing stopped right behind the couch. 

 Lisa’s screams stopped and we were silent. I was praying to 
whatever was out there that this wasn’t an evil spirit, no matter how 
ridiculous it seemed. Angela clutched my arm tightly, stopping the 
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blood flow—if there ever was any to begin with. Deciding I had to 
be strong for the ones behind me who couldn’t and for Angela, who 
seemed to be trusting me, I linked my fingers with hers and scooted 
us slowly back. It didn’t like this. 

 The couch flew in the same direction the planchette had, 
landing only inches away from the wall. Lisa screamed again and 
Miles stood suddenly, turning quickly and facing the blackness with 
the tallest stance he could muster. The candles flickered out but 
before they did, I caught sight of the torn drapes that blew in the 
wind coming from the broken window. As Miles distracted the 
demon, I stood carefully, and Angela followed my movements. I 
slipped my hand out of hers and pushed her gently back towards the 
others. 

 The spirit screamed an ungodly sound and the rest of the 
windows shattered. Miles jumped back and ran right into me. I 
caught hold of him. The cabin began to shake once again with loud 
thumping beats, but we could no longer see with our only source of 
light gone.  

 “Give me your lighter,” I whispered harshly into Miles’ ear. 
Without hesitation, he slipped it out of his pocket and pushed it into 
my hands. I could only rely on memory as I ran towards where I 
knew the coffee table was.  

 Blood pounded in my eardrums loudly, and I couldn’t see or 
hear what was happening as I grabbed the Ouija board and ran to 
the first window that had broken. A scream reverberated in my left 
ear, high-pitched enough to leave a ringing in my head and horrify-
ing enough to throw me to the ground. I hugged the board to my 
chest and heard Angela yelling. Apparently, that was enough to draw 
the demon away from me and towards her. At the thought of it, I 
stood up again and kept running to where I imagined the window 
was. 

 Something hit my stomach and I tumbled over it. I clutched 
the board tightly. The couch. I had forgotten it was there, laying in 
the way. I heard a scream and hoped it wasn’t her. Not Angela. 
Frantically, I felt around for the drapes crawling around on the 
disgusting cushions. Cloth slipped between my fingers and before I 
could think on it, I flicked the lighter and ignited them. The beauti-
ful flames crawled up them easily, burning my face with their in-
tense heat. I heard another monstrous scream and yanked the drape 
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down so it touched the wood floor. The fire grew fast, and for that 
I was thankful as I dropped the Ouija board into the flames. As it 
began to burn the screams became closer and I watched with wide 
eyes as the black form came towards me. 

However, just before it wrapped its talon-like fingers around 
me, it disappeared into thin air. The shadows were gone, and the 
smoke left was just gray from the fire. My fast beating heart slowed 
down, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding. It 
was gone. I had killed it. 

Miles ran towards me and pulled on my arm, yelling about how 
we had to get out before it burned down. His words were back-
ground noise to the fear still shaking around in my head. I followed 
them outside into the crisp, cold air before collapsing on my knees 
in the wet grass. We all turned to face the cabin that was fading 
away into ashes and, as if on cue, it started to rain. 

  
A week after everything had happened, Miles came to my 

house. As soon as I saw his stupid face, I slugged him. He held his 
bloodied, tan nose, but didn’t seem shocked. My chest rose heavily, 
and we stayed like that for a while, just staring at each other. 

“I’m sorry,” Miles finally broke the silence. “I was… stupid.” 
I could tell it took a lot for him to say it aloud, let alone admit 

it to himself. As I watched him rub his face against the sleeve of his 
cream shirt, I knew I couldn’t stay mad at him. No matter how 
dumb Miles was a lot of the times, he was my best friend. I had no 
regrets about being there for the incident either, because no telling 
what would have happened to him if I wasn’t. Miles was stupid and 
reckless, which was why he needed me around. I was boring and 
unadventurous, which was why I needed him to push me. 

“Your mom is gonna kill you for staining that shirt,” I replied. 
“Not before she kills you for making me bleed.” 
“That’s only if you admit to her you summoned a demon.” 
We burst out in laughter, shoving each other playfully. After, I 

helped Miles clean up his nose and attempted to apply stain remov-
er to the blood on his shirt before washing it. We agreed on staying 
indoors for the rest of the day, taking out our Game Boys and 
playing Super Mario Land. 

  
The first day back to school was unbearable. I wanted nothing 
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more than to tell everyone about the things I had witnessed, the 
things I had done. I had hoped Angela would talk to me now, or at 
least Lisa and Samuel. The truth of the matter was we were all still 
scared. Scared of what was out there. Scared of the forest and 
scared of ourselves. 

As I sat in my living room after school, staring at the comic 
book I had tossed onto the floor, a knock came at my door. No, 
someone was banging on the front door. I opened it to see Angela 
Stephens once again on my doorstep. Excitement coursed through 
my veins first, the sight of her giving me hope I had once lost. Then 
I saw the object in her hands. 

“It was on my bed,” she said as she threw it at my feet. “No 
one could have put it there; my parents wouldn’t do that.” 

I stared down at the narrow box and felt the prickle of fear 
along my neck. I knelt before it and opened the top half. The 
instructions sat there, clear as day, but only one rule had changed. 

Never burn the Ouija board (it will always find its way back to you). 
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Revenge 
Caleb James Stewart 

  
I never thought once of the police. Only one impulse was in me, a dreadful 

agonizing craving for revenge. “I’ll find him!” I swore. “I’ll kill him. . .” 
      -Samuel Blas 
  
The oranges of the sky were all that lit the road before me as 

we drove down the old highway. I turned on my lights as we drove 
deeper into the woods, trees on either side blocking the light of the 
setting sun. I looked over to Elsa, who slept in the passenger seat, 
and smiled. She looked so beautiful. She always did.  

We finally made it to the house about midnight, the crescent 
moon shining bright ahead. I stepped out of our car and stretched 
for a moment, taking in the smell of the lake. I unpacked the car of 
the few suitcases we had. Luckily the cabin we were renting had 
furniture in it. A full-size bed, a couch, no stove, but a microwave, a 
kitchen table, and finally, a small TV.  

After I set all our bags down in the kitchen area, I went back to 
the car and softly shook Elsa awake.  

“Wha— what is it, Carl?”  
I smiled at her, “We’re here.”  
She smiled at me. I knew we would be happy here.  
We made it inside and slept until noon the next day. We spent 

the next few days unpacking. We made a few trips into Longview to 
get groceries, and we relaxed and enjoyed the lake for the next week. 
It had always been our dream to live next to the water, and this 
small cabin by Lake of the Pine was perfect. We had very few 
neighbors, the nearest one being half a mile down the road from us.  

A week after we moved in, I began my new job at Eastman 
Chemical Plant. I got up before the sun and walked to the car. Elsa 
walked me out and kissed me goodbye.  

“Please be careful, Dear.”  
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“Dear? What is this, the fifties?”  
“Okay, Babe, please be careful,”  
“Of course, Els. Do you need me to pick up anything before I 

come home?”  
She ran inside and grabbed one of the books she had checked 

out from the library, “Can you return this book to the library?”  
“Just this one or the other too?”  
“Just this one.”  
She handed me the book and I left for the day.  
Work was pretty easy. I was just a maintenance worker there, so 

I just waited to be asked to fix something and I went to fix it. After 
my 12-hour shift, I ran by the library and dropped off the book in 
one of the outside bins. I then ran by Wal-Mart and grabbed a 
bouquet of purple asters for Elsa. I knew she would love them.  

A light fog clung to my headlights as I pulled up to the house. I 
took a look in my rear view to see if I was presentable, grabbed my 
flowers, and began walking to the house as I began to see the horror 
before me. The plant next to the front door was knocked over, dark 
soil scattered across the porch. The front door hung wearily open, 
flapping in the wind enough to move the fog. I dropped the flowers 
and ran inside.  

“Elsa!” I yelled as I walked in.  
She was nowhere to be seen. I ran to the bedroom.  
“Elsa?” I walked into the bedroom. The comforter on the 

floor, pillows scattered throughout the room. There was a noise 
from the closet, a faint noise, but enough for me to hear. I walked 
slowly to the closet and listened at the thin door. The sound of 
breathing, slowly, between cries.  

I opened the door quickly, scaring whoever was inside.  
“Please, no!” my wife screamed as she backed away into the 

corner of the closet, shielding her face from me, not knowing it was 
me.  

“Els, Els, it’s me!” I put my hand out as if I was walking slowly 
towards a stray dog, trying not to scare it.  

She looked up. Her eyes were bloodshot. Tears streamed down 
her face, smearing her makeup. A snot bubble was forming at the 
end of her nose. She didn’t say anything. She grabbed my hand and 
pulled herself into me, letting me wrap around her as I met her on 
the floor. She said nothing still.  
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“Els, what happened?” I asked after a few minutes of us just 
sitting there in the silence.  

It took her a moment to answer. And I sometimes wish she 
hadn’t. Her voice was the most frightening thing of that night. It 
seemed to have no feeling left in it, like it was just a wind-up toy 
nearing the end of the loop. “He— he killed me. He killed me. He 
killed me. He killed me. He killed m—” her voice trailed off.  

It was only then that I realized she was naked.  
  
That was the last thing she said for a while. I took some time 

off work to take care of her. Luckily, we had saved money up, so we 
could live without a paycheck for a few months. She just had a blank 
stare on her face, and I began to believe that whoever did this to her 
really did kill her. Most nights she would wake up crying. I never 
called the police. It never really crossed my mind. “I’ll find him,” I 
told her that night, “I’ll kill him.”  

After a week she refused to sleep. She just sat in the bed and 
stared at the door. I tried to stay up with her, but I always fell asleep, 
only to awake to her screaming. I decided that it was time to leave 
this house. I told her that we should move back to Tennessee, move 
back in with her mother. She nodded when I suggested this. The 
night before we left, I had to hold her until she fell asleep.  

That morning there was a light drizzle as I loaded the car with 
our bags. I sent an email to our landlord before I packed the last 
bag. As I helped Elsa walk to the car, the rain stopped. I let her walk 
by herself as I went to start the car. As I opened the car door, I 
turned to see her pick up something off the ground. It was the 
bouquet of flowers from the night of the attack. She hugged it to 
her chest and looked up at me, the color in her face almost the same 
as the wilting flowers in her arms.  

“I got those for you the other night,” I said, “I guess I dropped 
them on my way inside.”  

And then Elsa did something she hadn’t done in over a week. 
She smiled. She hugged the dying flowers to her chest and walked to 
the car. We drove away, neither of us looking back.  

I put my GPS to go back to Longview before we headed 
towards Tennessee, mostly because we still had a book checked out 
from the library. We drove by and dropped the book in the outside 
bin.  
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As we were heading around the building, she suddenly sat up 
and looked out the window, and pointed to a man walking down 
the steps outside the library.  

“That’s him.” That was the first thing she had said since that 
night.  

“Are you sure?” my heart beat faster.  
“That’s him.”  
I watched him walk to his car from beside the building, a Prius, 

of course it was a Prius, and followed him as he left the parking lot 
onto Cotton, following as he turned from one road to another until 
he pulled through the Chipotle parking lot and into the parking lot 
of the Wingate.  

He parked, and I parked three spots down from him. I 
watched as he adjusted his red tie before leaving his car and walking 
into the hotel. I told Elsa to stay in the car as I began to climb out. 
All she said was “That’s him,” as I closed the door and followed 
behind him.  

He was at the front desk when I walked in, hearing the recep-
tionist tell him that he was in Room 224. I watched as he walked to 
the elevator and pressed the button. The steel doors opened and 
swallowed him as he left my sight for the first time in half an hour. 
I walked over to the elevator and pressed the button, the doors 
opening to an empty elevator before taking me up one flight of 
stairs.  

I walked down the hallway and looked around, grabbing an 
unattended cleaning cart before walking down the hall. At Room 
224, I stopped and knocked on the door, yelling, “Housekeeping!” 
before knocking again.  

The door opened to the man who attacked my wife, “I don’t 
need anything.”  

“Oh, I’m sorry, sir, but they asked me to change the sheets, but 
I guess you checked in before I could get here. Do you mind?”  

He invited me in, and I rolled my cart inside. He shut the door 
behind me.  

“It’s funny, I thought I saw a short woman manning this cart 
before—”  

It was at that moment that I took the bottle of bleach and 
started spraying it into his face, hitting his eyes first as he covered 
his face and screamed. I locked the door before walking over to the 
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maids’ cart, finding a toolbox on the bottom of the cart. I opened it 
and found a hammer. The first hit wasn’t too hard, just enough to 
knock him off balance. There were more and more hits, each getting 
harder, until there was only the paste of brain, blood, and skull 
under me. I walked over to the cart again and pulled a clean sheet, 
wrapping myself in the white to cover up the red.  

I left his door open. I took the elevator down. I opened the 
trunk and got a fresh shirt, changing in the parking lot. I pulled the 
car out of the parking lot. I told her it was done.  

“Good.”  I headed south until hitting the interstate. We headed 
towards Tennessee.  

It was about midnight when the lights rolled behind me. Red, 
white, and blue. I slowed and pulled to the side of the road, keeping 
both of my hands on the steering wheel after I rolled down the 
window.  

“Sir, do you know how fast you were going?”  
“I was only going a little over, wasn’t I?”  
“You were going 90 in a 75.”  
“I’m sorry about that, officer.”  
“Can I get your license and insurance? You know I have to 

ticket you for this.”  
“Yes-sir.”  
I handed it over and he walked back to his car. I turned to Elsa 

and was about to say something like, “Relax, everything is going to 
be okay,” or, “It’s only for speeding, nothing else,” but then I saw 
the look on her face. It was pale, white, frightened, as she pointed to 
my window and whispered, “That’s him. That’s him. That’s him. . .”  
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Too Much to Sanitize 
Emma Rhyne  

  
Because at once it offered agony and relief, Colby watched his 

phone die. And so it became no longer possible that Reyna or 
someone else could call but hadn’t. He sat, watching the muted TV 
and pretending the characters were talking to him. He’d turn up the 
volume except maybe the shows sounded boring and the characters 
would rather be with him than in their loud, pixelated world. But 
they seemed comfortable, so he stopped leaving them on and let the 
TV screen go black, too. By day eighteen, he started cleaning the 
apartment out of the sort of desperate boredom that leads one to 
housework and accidentally discovered salvation. A tuneless hum 
began, just to make sure he still existed with a noise, and the 
memory of music rushed back to him, and he realized with a start 
that he didn’t have to stay quiet.  

Colby had broken his headphones at some time when rides on 
public buses weren’t socially uncouth and a little toddler was, and 
since then he’d been soundless. At work in the shabby, second-
story, downtown Dallas space, there was the steady brrrr-um-
bum of the shop owner’s playlist, more like an addition to air than 
melody. The sounds became annoying three minutes into Colby’s 
shift, before he’d even looked at the first monitor that needed 
repair. All his friends had either left Daingerfield or stayed, taking 
their noise with them. Colby moved to this big-city apart-
ment twenty days before high school graduation. Two people had 
texted him goodbye — one of them Reyna, who was in Germany 
—  

He’d gotten used to silence.  
Except this silence wasn’t broken into bite-sized chunks but 

instead choked like sawdust against Colby’s roaring thoughts. When 
the apartment creaked with the noises of others living their invisible 
lives around him, at least it didn’t feel so complete, but they all 
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moved by day twelve and left Colby surrounded by empty rooms 
and misplaced socks behind walls. The hum of the electricity, all 
that was left, snuck into the rhythm of his heartbeat.   

It was while doing laundry that Colby realized the empty walls 
didn’t care if he played music without headphones. He dropped the 
red underwear which had been his uniform for the past week and 
opened his phone. Dead. It charged to 17% in an hour and, with 
the electricity still burning from outlet to battery, Colby unlocked 
the screen.  

The first ten suggested songs flew by in disinterest. Artists’ 
faces clustered together in a crowd of unfamiliar eyes and over-
whelming rhythms, loud snaps and clashes that felt abrasive after so 
long with nothing. Unlike the TV characters, these songs seemed 
eager to jump out of their world and into his.  

So, not knowing better, he tried classical music. It was what his 
grandfather listened to when he sat at the kitchen table doing the 
math to see how many hours he would have to work to send Colby 
to law school, as Colby sat upstairs in his room and didn’t in the 
least plan to be a lawyer. Grandpa had died ages ago, luckily.   

Three days into Bach, Mozart and Chopin, Colby was im-
mersed in the orchestral swell, the sudden rising hush of a wind 
solo, and the rhythm of antiquity. Every movement felt like one that 
mattered when no one was watching and the battered oak grain of 
the kitchen table from Grandpa’s house felt smooth under his 
fingers in his own small kitchen. At his Grandpa’s seat on day 
four, (the apartment clean, socks retired to their proper places, 
scattered grocery wrappers reassigned to the garbage, popped 
bubble wrap from a half-dozen online orders recycled and every 
corner razed of dust and crumbs from Reyna’s goodbye party —   

Which felt like forever ago, before the half-hearted graduation 
he’d watched from his kitchen table, wearing blue robes and feeling 
like an idiot enough to eat an entire bag of chips afterward, in the 
silence that was already starting to gnaw at the corners of his sani-
ty) he discovered pop. The music app always recommended it, 
anyway, and maybe his friends, who hadn’t contacted him all that 
week, listened to these strange artists with the off-beat names and 
dissonant colors splashed all over their album covers.  

Wow! He loved it. Choreless, Colby danced around the house. 
His gangly limbs didn’t know what to do, but he did breathlessly. 
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Uncertain movements released the energy building between 
one euphoric note and the next, stretching for hours and hours of 
whirling rhythm. It felt great. Colby never really listened to music 
before, not like this, anyway. It’d been background noise. Now the 
melody sat front stage, or hopped around in the crowds of his 
thoughts, wearing sequin leotards, and not stopping, not stopping, 
not stopping….  

Colby reorganized his closet. He threw away his before clothes. 
They toppled in mutinous piles. High school letterman. College 
sweatshirts. Phases: all-gray, stripes, superhero, pineapple shirts 
with buttons, until it was clean. Without stops, he tossed all the 
clothes in a cavernous trash bag and left it by the 
door.ௗNothing remained but three white shirts and a pair of jeans.  

An ad hit.   
Colby saw the demon. 
She sat in the trash bag. Sullen red eyes challenged the fact that 

he knew she was the trash bag. About three feet tall, her body 
lumped and crinkled against reality like a phantasmagorical promise. 
In a vague sense Colby could pretend she looked almost like a 
woman, except perhaps a woman left in the microwave for too long, 
whose body ballooned, stretched and charred in inhuman ways. It 
wasn’t that she was overweight; the demon was shaped wrong. He 
stared, hard, until the eyes dissipated and the crumpled plastic, 
which he knew he couldn’t take to Goodwill because Goodwill was 
closed indefinitely, returned. Too much to sanitize. The silence, 
cheese-filled in three delicious patty layers, crushed down. Another 
pop song tried to impose after the ad, but the cheery 
shrieks fell hollow, and it made the demon real again. Her leathery 
feetௗtapped to the beat.  

He left the playlist to find a new sound and to get rid of the 
demon, who might just be passing by. Every suggestion was pop. 
They were artists he knew now, colors that seemed bright and 
coordinated but empty, and they sneered at him (the songs, not the 
artists, who were fine) and mock the locked door and the grocery 
order Colby had forgotten to place because he cleaned his closet 
instead.ௗ  

A rap song began to play. Colby thought of his grandfather, 
whose veiny hands would have lunged to turn off the sinful mu-
sic. The kitchen table trembled across the room. They spoke too 



 

� 46 � 

fast for his inexperienced ears, but it set his heart pounding because 
it felt real, realer than the demon, who’d gotten up and wandered to 
the kitchen for a sandwich, leaving the trash bag by the door.   

The days faded from shadows to lights and Colby made himself 
an egg omelet and a piece of toast for the third time that day and 
burned his hand on the pan. The pain fit into the music and he 
jolted back because the demon crawled behind his shoulder, squint-
ing at the burn. “What’re you looking at?” he demanded. She didn’t 
answer but grabbed a bit of the egg with a swollen pair of fingers. 
Shoving it down her throat, she disappeared.  

By ten-thirty the next morning Colby realized the demon 
followed him when he was in the shower, in his bedroom, even the 
one time he stepped out on the porch in gloves and a medical-grade 
mask to loop the beige plastic bags tightly around his wrists and 
drag them, plunder, inside. He scrubbed the groceries, one by one, 
the way he’d seen others do online. Fast-paced rhythms that made 
his heart pound a little faster filled the kitchen and the demon, with 
her rolling bulging trash bag body, danced to them. Reyna probably 
wasn’t scrubbing her groceries, he thought. In the corner of his 
vision, the lumpy head with the red eyes nodded in agreement, 
licking her swollen lips — thoughts of Reyna in her little apartment 
in Germany flew everywhere now, golden hair darting in between 
the demon’s undulation because most of these songs used sex like a 
key change and Reyna had video-called him once in nothing but a 
towel because she’d just had a shower —  

Colby was halfway through the day before he realized 
the demon was on his back. He sat down with a sharp thud to 
shake her loose. How could he think of Reyna like that? She was 
countries away, and they hadn’t spoken in months. Watching her 
dance in the winding way of the demon, her tawny body light to 
the thudding darkness, Colby felt panic and desire clog his throat. 
What was happening to him?ௗ  

He tried to run to another genre, went back to pop for a while, 
but it was empty and dull and made the demon return to the bag of 
clothes again and just watch (which was somehow worse), so Colby 
tried rock.ௗ  

When he had friends, they played Red Hot Chili Peppers in 
Jeeps and Camaros when they drove him to the next house where 
the dad was either gone or didn’t care and the mom was always 
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gone and they could drink beer and put the cans in a big bag be-
cause Colby didn’t want them to get caught, and he never really got 
drunk because he knew Reyna didn’t care if he did. They were the 
bane of the nice suburban neighborhoods who “had no secrets” 
behind obsolete crepe myrtle bushes as their 
youth indulged debauchery, and Colby had never been happier. 
Reyna could out-drink almost everyone. Maybe that’s why she 
moved to Germany, he thought, staring at the demon which had 
come to sit across from him, done dancing with Reyna’s naked 
body, just staring at Colby and waiting for him to say something. 
“Go away,” he tried, tentatively, and his voice  (insane, he’d reached 
the point of insanity, he was talking to shadows on the wall, 
he should call someone, a doctor, maybe) shocked him into stand-
ing up and trying to run away. But where could he go? The outside 
world was locked behind gloves and surgical masks.ௗ  

He called Reyna to get the taste of imagining her out of his 
mind.ௗ  

She answered in two beats. “Colby! Was geht?”  
He stared at her through the screen shaking in his hands and 

realized he’d forgotten to turn off the music. Reyna’s brown eyes 
danced. Her golden hair broke like waves against her shoulders. 
“Are you outside?” he asked. Trees waved hello behind her.ௗBehind 
him, he could see red eyes, coveting the gold.  

“Yes,” she said, squinting at him through the camera. “Are 
you alright? You don’t look good. Have you been sleeping?”  

Colby didn’t know how to answer, because he hadn’t but at the 
same time for the past month he hadn’t felt quite awake, either, so 
that’s a difficult question, Reyna Osbrichia, and I love you, by the 
way, and I am scared of the shadows on my walls, I think it’s a 
demon, or maybe they’re just better company than you are, and the 
music was still playing, pounding his terror further into his soul, 
forcing him to stare at her eyes and her hair and not at her open 
shoulder which was browned by the sun he hadn’t seen with his 
bare eyes in thirty days. “Why are you not inside?” he asked.  

Reyna shrugged. “I don’t want to be. This is a little park, just by 
my apartment. I come here and dance sometimes.”  

That was right. Reyna was a dancer. She moved to Germany 
before the end of their senior year to become a world-famous 
ballerina. Colby knew suddenly with certainty she would be a studio 
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teacher showing little girls how to not fidget and keep their hair in 
tight buns if she could survive in this world with shadows.ௗ  

“It’s not safe,” was all he could say.  
“It is much more dangerous to be alone,” she replied. “Are 

you?”  
“I haven’t seen anyone, this whole time. You’re the first.”  
“Why haven’t I heard from you, then?” Reyna asked, her voice 

a light lilt. Dangerous.ௗ  
The signal cut out —  
She became a collection of pixels, then a black screen reflecting 

Colby’s own face and the glowing eyes behind him.  
He listened to love ballads. They were anything, everything, and 

they were not enough. Reyna texted him and tried to call again, but 
Colby let her be. He had the music now and the demon was sitting 
around his neck anyway and might strangle him if he moved. What 
is love, what is love, what is love, the songs demanded of Colby and 
the rancid claws reached into his throat and pulled the answer out: I 
don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.ௗ  

Misery plagued him with every mounting askance until 
his body was sore from screaming his ignorance and he unplugged 
his phone and let it die again, and the music with it.ௗ  

Silence. The demon watched him expectantly. He’d supposed 
she would vanish, dissipate, but he’d called her into existence and 
now she was here to stay.ௗ  

The electricity ached in his ears. He could feel his heart pound-
ing away the minutes he had left to be alive, too fast, angrily fast. A 
person could be killed by silence, Colby thought. It didn’t scare him 
that much.  

Colby got on his computer and ordered a keyboard. He found 
one like the keyboard his mother taught him to play before she died, 
or left, he couldn’t remember which. Her keyboard must still sit in 
the ugly yellow living room his father bought for her when —if— 
they were ever in love. Dust, like that which must have billowed out 
behind his father’s truck on his way to a new life, clung to the faux 
ivory keys. 

Colby’s keyboard was almost $600 and broke his savings which 
he’d been using to buy food for survival. But quarantine would be 
over soon anyway. He could go back to his job fixing old comput-
ers. When it arrived, he assembled all the little plastic parts and 
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plugged it in with trembling fingers and played a middle C.  
The noise jarred against the silence. This didn’t belong, white 

keys spilling sinister discord, but he kept playing anyway, stringing 
notes together like words trying to reason out why he felt this way 
why Reyna kept trying to call his dead phone why Grandpa left 
behind that kitchen table that felt like part of his decomposing 
body what it all meant, plink, plink, plink and his fingers slipped 
into a rhythm and he was creating something, something  

But he wasn’t creating anything other than a background to the 
loneliness. That was all the music was, really, Colby realized at last. 
In it he saw himself, nineteen next Tuesday and isolated in an 
apartment with nothing on the walls and only the demon and 
the imaginary naked ballerina there to give him comforting kisses 
on the forehead until at last he slumped against the keyboard and 
let his eyes close in defeat.ௗ  
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After Suggesting My Parents Take Me to a Psychiatrist 
Brianna Dunston  
 
There are termites inside the bathroom wall: 
I can hear them scuttling around at night. 
If we are not careful, the house might fall. 
 
Let’s give the exterminator a call— 
but, no, we can just do it ourselves, right? 
There are termites inside the bathroom wall. 
 
Not right now, though. We still have time to stall; 
there’s no need to start to put up a fight. 
If we are not careful, the house might fall. 
 
That’s how we’ve always done it, after all: 
on our own, and with caution, we have might. 
There are termites inside the bathroom wall. 
 
We’ve always been in it for the long haul: 
wait a while, then everything is all right. 
If we are not careful, the house might fall. 
 
And the outside world watches us, appalled, 
as we outright ignore our parasites. 
There are termites inside the bathroom wall: 
if we are too careful, the house will fall. 
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Hydrocephalus Runt 
Emma Rhyne 
 
We killed a weenie puppy in the back  
between to-ship wedding dresses and old lace  
but not for lack of trying. Ani’s breast  
newly childless gave heartbeat  
and Carmen pushed rubber nipples  
when she wasn’t pushing accessories  
 
to the brides!  
 
The absolute absurdity  
made me nauseous, giggling, when he died.  
Up front, commercialized  
“Best Day of Your Life”  
bought our rents. In back,  
we killed a weenie puppy  
knowing it would be us next.  
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Filled Web 
Athena Hayes 
 
A fly was trapped in a spider web— 
the typical sort of scene. 
She wrapped it in that smooth, silk rope 
(a loving little prison) 
and the fly thrashed and writhed  
and she watched and let it beg 
before she left it as an 
empty sack 
of skin.  
 
Somewhere a fly tells her maggot sternly 
her voice shaking: 
“Spider cannot help having venom in her fangs, 
nor us being prey— 
but you will not beg or thrash or writhe 
before she hollows you out 
and suffocates you in silk. 
You will not fear our Enemy,  
but will pity her. 
 
For spiders are never full 
and weep from their many eyes 
as they are left in their web 
surrounded by 
empty sacks 
of skin.” 
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Visitor in the Night 
Preston Kines 
 
Most nights I can’t sleep, 
restlessly turning, 
accompanied only by a distant moon 
and cynical thoughts. 
Previous nights of rest, 
I’d awake from a dream 
as all my conscious fears 
take the shape of you 
and haunt me ‘till I wake. 
 
Now, I am no longer plagued 
with visions of that night, 
your silhouette 
staring from the corner, 
the light shining 
through your self-inflicted exit wound. 
But now you 
no longer confine yourself 
to my slumbering mind, 
and now walk 
alongside me 
during the daylight hours of my life. 
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Toys 
James Clark 

 
I guess anybody who saw me walk up onto Wendell Clayton’s 

front porch on the first day of Christmas break when I was in the 
eighth grade probably would have thought it was pretty strange, a 
kid my age. Wendell and me, we weren’t exactly the kind of match-
up you’d expect, unless it was summer when lawns need mowing or 
fall when leaves need raking. I was thirteen and he was…well, God 
knows how old he was.  

 It would have seemed weird, too, if anyone had known how 
much I hated his stinking guts.  

This wasn’t the first time I’d been there—it was the third time. 
It was the last. 

 There are some things that are too important to let a little 
thing like hating someone’s stinking guts get in the way. There’s the 
struggle between right and wrong. There’s the natural order of 
things.  

There’s Christmas. 
Christmas is a great time to forgive people. 
  
 I met Wendell three years before, on the day I went into the 

house in the clearing in Carver’s Woods, out in the big fat back-of-
beyond in Deep East Texas. I had come to the clearing with Dinky 
Puckett, on the run from some bigger kids. They had been after 
Dinky since the beginning of the school year. They had taken on the 
responsibility of killing Dinky slowly and painfully. Dinky had kind 
of a smart mouth.  

When they came across us, we ran. We had each collected a 
pocketful of rocks to defend ourselves from the mean-ass mongrel 
that belonged to the mean-ass woman at the end of Live Oak Lane, 
but one stupid dog is a far cry from three high school punks. 

When he saw the house, Dinky dove back into the woods. I 
had to grab his arm and haul him back, silence him in case the 
punks were still tracking us. He stayed quiet, but he couldn’t take his 
eyes off the abandoned house. 

It was old, maybe turn-of-the-century old, and small. The 
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whole place would have fit in a two-car garage. It looked more like 
something from Little House on the Prairie than from The Mun-
sters or The Addams Family, but most of the kids in town, Dinky 
included, still swore it was haunted.  

The house was falling apart. The peak of the roof was sway-
backed like an old horse that’s about ready to be put out to pasture. 
The roof had been stripped of most of its wood shingles. The outer 
walls were hand-cut and hand-milled lumber that had started turn-
ing gray and rotting away to nothing. The porch roof was collapsed 
on one end. The top of the stone chimney was scattered across the 
roof and the front yard like dominoes. Vines had crawled up the 
walls and blinded the windows. The house had sunk more on one 
end than the other, so it looked like a torpedoed ship sinking. 

I knew there was no such thing as ghosts. There are other 
things, though, worse things, but I didn’t know that at the time. So 
when I whispered we should hide out in the house until the high 
school punks had gone, I knew what the answer would be. 

“Hell no,” Dinky said. “I wouldn’t go in there if I had a Rott-
weiler on my ass and pork chops in my pockets.”  

I just shook my head to let him know he was being stupid and 
went straight to the front door. Dinky tried to stop me. I ignored 
him. The house was no big deal, and I wanted to prove it. 

 The rusted hinges didn’t want to cooperate. I put my shoul-
der against the door and shoved. It finally swung open about a foot 
and a half and stopped cold. I turned sideways and squeezed 
through the opening.  

 Once inside, the smell hit me, something like fish and burnt 
Fritos. I couldn’t breathe. I pulled my t-shirt collar up over my nose 
and mouth to filter it out. When I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to 
pass out or throw up, I kept going. 

 The blocked windows let in little slivers of dirty light. I 
stood still, squinting into the dark, seeing only dim shapes—a loft 
about half the size of the ground floor; a stone fireplace with a 
crumbling chimney like a crooked finger poking through the roof; a 
low, soft mounded shape, chest-high, in the middle of the bottom 
floor; the angle of a ladder from the floor to the loft.  

 From somewhere above and to my left—up on the loft—I 
could hear scratching, scrabbling sounds, quick movement. For the 
first time, I got chicken-skin on my arms. It could have been any-
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thing—it sounded just like the squirrel that had got in our attic 
once—but I was scared of what I didn’t know. Ghost stories aside, 
there was something in the house. 

 I dug in my pocket and came out with one of the rocks I’d 
picked for Bruiser. I couldn’t see well enough to aim, but figured I 
could fire blind and pray hard, if it came to that. I waited. 

 As my eyes began to adjust, I could see the mound on the 
floor was a pile of toys. ten feet across and three feet high. The 
items at the top of the pile were familiar—a Han Solo figure with 
no arms, a My Little Pony with its mane and tail stripped off. 
Lower, near the middle of the mound, were things I had only heard 
about from my parents and my grandma—stuff from the 50’s, the 
40’s, older. There was a dirty porcelain doll near the bottom, and at 
the base of the pile, on the floor, everything seemed to be made of 
wood. 

Something fell from above and smacked the top of the pile. It 
was the remains of a plastic airplane. It slid and tumbled a couple of 
feet down the side of the mound. 

 I craned my neck up to see where it had come from. There, 
in the blackness of the loft, a pair of yellow eyes looked back at me. 
I froze, staring, and the yellow eyes stared back.  

  Finally, the eyes blinked and began to move toward me. 
 A long snout, sprung with whiskers and covered in greasy 

black fur, appeared in front of the eyes, lit by a pencil-thin shaft of 
light at the edge of the loft. Scores of tiny teeth were just visible 
under the matted fur.  

 The eyes moved into the light next, followed by the low, flat 
skull and ears of a rat. I couldn’t see the whole thing but, judging by 
the size of the head, I figured it was at least as big as a medium-
sized dog. Dangling from its clenched teeth, suspended by fake 
blonde hair, was a one-legged Barbie.  

 The rat opened its mouth enough to let the doll go. Barbie 
did a half-gainer into the pile. Toys cascaded down the sides of the 
mound. A Magic 8 Ball rolled down the hill, across the wooden 
floor, and stopped at my feet. The tiny triangle of plastic rose 
through the bubbly blue fluid inside the ball and tapped against the 
window. 

OUTLOOK NOT SO GOOD. 
 I ran. 



 

� 60 � 

 I stumbled on the uneven wood floor and fell against the 
wall. I tore my shirt forcing my way through the gap in the door. 
Dinky saw me running toward him. His eyes got huge and then he 
was running, too. He broke into the woods near the trail that would 
lead back to Live Oak Street and home. I didn’t even know where I 
was going. I just ran.  

 Little by little, I stopped freaking. I realized I didn’t know 
exactly where I was, and almost freaked out again, but I got my shit 
together. I was on a trail, and that meant I was going somewhere. If 
I was lucky, I could get back to Live Oak Street without running 
into the high school kids or having to go back past the old house. 

 The trail came out behind the city park. I headed for the 
swings and sat down to catch my breath. 

 An old man at the picnic table picked himself up and came 
toward the swings, measuring every step like his bones were glass. 
He moved like he was two hundred years old. I wondered whether 
he was really going to try to swing. 

Instead he came straight to me. He stood in front of me, his 
Dickies hanging off his scarecrow body, the light breeze whipping 
what was left of his hair across his spotted dome. His jaw worked, 
like he was chewing his words to make sure they tasted right before 
he served them.  

“We better talk,” he said.  
It didn’t come out like advice or a request.  
“Come on,” he said. “I’ll get you a Coke.” 
The old man turned and started walking, like he assumed I’d 

follow. I had news for him—no way was I following some weird old 
guy who popped up out of nowhere and wanted to talk. 

No way, no how, no sir. 
“We need to talk about the toys,” he said. 
He was old. It was easy to catch up. 
  
“Name’s Clayton,” the old man said. He handed me a Coke 

with a hand that looked like paper stretched over kindling. “Wendell 
Clayton.” 

He sat down in his dusty recliner and rested his beer can on one 
torn armrest. I popped the top and took a long pull off my Coke, 
and he did likewise with his Old Milwaukee. I was feeling a little 
better about being in a strange place, no matter how weird the guy 
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was. 
“Be well-advised to stay clear of that house,” he said. 
“I don’t plan on going back there,” I said. It was true. 

  
Hell with what you’re planning,” he said. “Planning ain’t got 

nothin’ to do with it. The place is a secret, and secrets have a way 
of drawin’ a body to ‘em. Make you want to find answers.” 

“What’s the big secret?” I asked. 
“The toys,” he said, like I was stupid for asking. “I’ll tell you, 

but you got to promise you’ll never go back.” 
I nodded, but I didn’t exactly promise. Maybe I should have. 

He didn’t force the issue. Maybe he should have. 
 “I found that place when I was twelve. I imagine the pile on 

the floor is a bit bigger now. But even back then, the rats were 
there.” 

I shuddered. He saw it and nodded. 
“It took me a while to figure out what that place meant,” 

Clayton said. “I guess everyone alive in this town has lost a toy of 
some kind—just seems reasonable to assume—and I’ll bet every-
one alive in this town has a toy of theirs up in that loft. I’d give you 
twenty to one.” 

He took a big swallow of Old Milwaukee, cleared his throat, 
and pressed on: “My toy was a wooden boat. My granddad carved 
it while I watched. It was smooth on the sides, had a little figure of 
an Indian, paddling. That was the day before my ninth birthday.” 

Clayton took a long drink and wiped his forearm on the sleeve 
of his coveralls. His eyes had taken on a faraway look. 

“Those toys are us,” he said. “Somewhere down the line, those 
rats take a toy from you, maybe when you’re asleep. They come 
and steal it. It’s a gift, I guess, something somebody gives you for 
Christmas or your birthday. Then it ain’t a toy anymore at all. It’s 
you. They chew on it and gnaw on it and when they drop it on the 
pile…time’s up.”  

I stood up. I wasn’t sure whether I was going to tell him to his 
face that he was crazy or just bolt for the door, but either way, I 
was on my way out of his pissy-smelling old house. 

“I know you think I’m full of shit as a Christmas goose, and 
good for you for thinking so. If I was in your shoes, I’d call the 
men in the white coats.” 
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I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. 
“I suspect there’s a house like that in every town in the world,” 

he said. “A house that’s not just a house. Whoever’s in charge, they 
manage our affairs right there in that house. The rats see to it that 
we die when and where we’re supposed to.” 

I opened the door. 
“At least do me the favor of keeping it to yourself,” he said.  
I turned back to him. “Why?” 
“Anybody who believes you will get scared, and when people 

get scared of a thing, they don’t want to understand it. They want to 
kill it. They’ll kill that house. They’ll kill it with fire, or with bulldoz-
ers, and every soul in this town will be inside.” 

  
Eight months went by, and I stopped wondering about the 

house in Carver’s Woods. I didn’t forget all about it; you don’t 
forget things like that in eight months, or eight years. We’ve all got a 
guy who lives in our brain and guards the border between sane and 
crazy. Sometimes he opens the gate and lets us have a little peek—
and if we’re lucky, he slams it shut before anything can get out. The 
hospitals and prisons are full of people whose gatekeeper fell down 
on the job. 

I shifted some mental gears. I didn’t think about the house, or 
the toys, or Wendell Clayton. 

Then Dinky Puckett got killed.  
He had a busted brake cable on his ten-speed. He’d been 

talking about fixing it for six months. The other brake cable 
snapped in two and Dinky rolled right out into the middle of Two 
Hills Road. There was a log truck coming from one direction and a 
Chevy pickup coming from the other. One missed him and the 
other didn’t. Dinky lost most of the skin on his right side when he 
slid down the pavement. He hung on for nine hours.  

When the Reaper hits your neighborhood, you think about that 
shit.  

Dinky was a kid. He was younger than me by two months. I 
mourned him like a brother, but there was something else under the 
grief. I was scared. I had found out the hard way death isn’t just for 
the old and sick. If a kid my age could die, so could I. 

That’s when I thought of the house in Carver’s Woods for the 
first time in months. On the day one of my best friends was being 
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buried, I realized I didn’t have to be. 
  
I found myself creeping through the doorway of the old house 

and up into the loft. This time I had brought along a flashlight I 
snagged from my dad’s workbench, a big 6-volt. It made eerie 
shadows on the rough-cut walls of the old house. 

I made my way up that ladder on watery legs.  
At the top of the ladder, I hefted the light and shone it around 

the loft.  
 Giant rats scrabbled and swarmed, crawling over each other, 
squeaking warnings, carrying toys from place to place, gnawing, 
clawing, biting, devouring. Two in the back squared off and hissed 
at each other for a full minute before the smaller one slunk away. 

In the corner of the loft farthest from the ladder, I saw the fire 
truck. 

It was a Tonka ladder truck. I couldn’t remember when I got it, 
but I was pretty sure my folks gave it to me when I was around five 
or six. I remember thinking my fire truck was better than the neigh-
bor kid’s fire truck. I couldn’t remember when it had gone missing, 
but now there was no question where it had gone. 

I stepped from beam to beam, making my way across the loft 
toward the battered fire truck. I was convinced a rotten board 
would give way and my leg would crash through, and there I would 
be—a rat in a trap, ha-ha, isn’t that some funny shit. The rats 
stopped to watch. They didn’t try to stop me. 

I told myself again and again how simple it would be to just 
turn around and run. I reminded myself that Wendell Clayton was 
just a weird old man who got his jollies by scaring the crap out of 
little guys like me. 

Then I had the truck, down the ladder and gone, dashing 
through the growth toward home. I tucked it away in my closet, 
next to my shoes and directly under my Sunday shirts, hugging the 
right-hand wall, right where it had always stayed when I was a little 
kid. 

  
The next three nights I lay awake listening for the sound of 

rats’ claws in the walls, listening for the thump that would mean a 
great big greasy repo rat was in my closet, there to reclaim the rats’ 
property.  
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No sounds came. Maybe Mr. Clayton had fed me a line of bull. 
Still, it was my fire truck, the exact one I had lost. There was no way 
to be sure—Tonka probably made a zillion of those trucks, all 
exactly alike—but when you’re a kid, you know these things. When 
you love a toy the way I loved that truck, you know. It was missing 
half its two-piece telescoping ladder. Four of its ten wheels were 
gone. The paint was chipped and one of the fenders was bent, but it 
was mine. Mine. 

I was going to live forever. 
Forever. The idea wouldn’t leave my head.  
I was immortal, like Thor in the comics. It was awesome.  
I had to tell somebody. 
I couldn’t tell Chunks Chandler. His mouth let secrets out just 

as fast as it let Twinkies in.  
I couldn’t tell Bobby Allen. We wouldn’t be talking again until 

the middle of next week, at the earliest. 
I couldn’t tell Dinky. 
I finally went to Charlie Black. He had bad ear infections in the 

third grade and again in the fifth, so he was a full two years older 
than me. He could have run with the high school pack, but he was 
one of us. He was always the one to say smart shit like You can’t 
unbake bread and you can’t unshit the bed, or Stick flowers in your ass if you 
want, but don’t try to tell anybody it’s a vase. He was our Obi-Wan. 

After some small talk, I tossed out the bait: “So, wouldn’t it be 
cool if you could, like, live forever?” 

“No way. Wouldn’t want that job.” 
This wasn’t the way the conversation was supposed to go. He 

was supposed to be jealous and curious. He was going off-script. 
“Why not?” 
“Dying is a bummer, right, but you gotta do it.” 
“Why? Why do I have to?” 
Charlie said, “When I was home all that time in the fifth grade, 

Mom made me read this book, Tuck Everlasting. There’s a whole 
story, right, and I didn’t really like it. Anyway, the thing is, these 
people drink from this spring that makes them live forever. They 
hate it. It goes on and on. They can’t enjoy anything because they 
know they’ll always get another chance. See?” 

I saw. 
“And plus, all your friends and your family and everybody 
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would get old and die, and you’d keep right on going. And in sci-
ence class, remember Mr. Marshall says our sun is going to blink out 
or something? Bummer, man. Give somebody else my ticket.” 

 It was as hard to take the truck back as it had been to steal it. 
The rats hissed and bared their teeth at me. The ladder cracked and 
almost gave out under my feet. I made it across the loft okay, 
though, and left the truck there for the rats. For better or worse, 
they were its owners. Setting the truck down in the dusty loft of the 
house in Carver’s Woods was a relief. That night, I finally slept 
through the night again. 

I guess that’s why I never heard the rats. 
The next morning when I opened my closet door, the Tonka 

hook-and-ladder truck was inside, next to my shoes and directly 
under my Sunday shirts, hugging the right-hand wall. I rubbed my 
eyes. When I opened them, it was still there. It wouldn’t go away.  

  
That afternoon, I visited Wendell Clayton’s house for the 

second time. 
“I figured you’d be back,” he said. He swept the door open and 

stood aside so I could come in. 
I stayed on the porch. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you 

tell me the rats wouldn’t take it back?” 
His shoulders slumped. “I can’t tell you why,” he said. “I don’t 

know why I didn’t tell you, any more than I know why a dog walks a 
circle before he beds down.” 

Tears burned the corners of my eyes. “Tell me how to fix it. 
You tell me how I get out of this.” 

Wendell shook his head. “There ain’t no way,” he said. “Not 
that I know about.” 

“There has to be a way,” I said. 
“Listen,” he said. “That toy, it was a gift. Somehow that makes 

it…different. That’s why they took it. After you stole it back…well, 
it wasn’t a gift anymore, then, was it? You stole it, and now they 
don’t want it. It ain’t no use to them anymore.” 

If Wendell had anything else to say, I don’t know; I was too far 
away to hear him. 

  
I was just about frozen by the time I got to Wendell Clayton’s 

door on the first day of Christmas Break. The sun was out, and the 
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roofs were beginning to drip just a little, but it was plenty cold 
outside for a boy who’s just walked across town. 

He answered the door with an Old Milwaukee in one hand. At 
first, he just stood there. I looked into that very old face for a long 
time, trying to decide whether I hated him. I found that I did. I 
didn’t want to. I wanted it to pass. 

“Come on in,” he said. “You’ll get the pneumonia out there.” 
I squeezed past, turning so his present would fit through the 

doorway. He closed the door behind me. 
“You want a Coke? Or some hot chocolate? I think I’ve got 

some hot chocolate around here.” 
“No, thanks. I can’t stay. I just came to give you this.” The 

bright red foil winked at him. 
Mr. Clayton marveled at the box. 
He ripped into the paper and produced his gift. 
“Needs paint,” I said. “Part of the ladder’s gone. It’s missing 

some wheels. But it’s yours.” 
“Thank you,” the old man whispered. “I’m long overdue. I 

suspect they’ll come for this right away.” 
I nodded. “Tonight, maybe.” 
 “I’m sorry I didn’t have time to wrap yours,” Clayton said. He 

set his beer on the mantel and came back with a smooth wooden 
boat. “I bought some paper and everything, but…well, I didn’t 
expect you to come here.” 

I took the boat from his wrinkled hands. I was in awe of how 
smooth, how very near perfect it felt. The wood was oddly warm 
against my palm. I wondered how incredibly old the toy might really 
have been.  

“I think I’ll go ahead and have that Coke, if you’re still offer-
ing,” I said. 

It was fine evening. Clayton kicked back in his recliner and 
drank his fill of Old Milwaukee, and I guess I drank every last Coke 
in the place. We built a fire and kept it stoked. We talked some, but 
mostly we just sat and listened.  

 We listened to the rising wind howling around the eaves.  
We listened to the fire pop and crack and beat back the chill.  
We listened to the house groaning as it settled into the earth, 

going where man-made things always go. 
We listened, listened, for the sound of claws in the walls. 
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Chicken in Ashes 
Lauren Owens 

  
Every day on his way to school, Matty would pass by Ms. June 

Ardell’s abandoned house. His parents and everyone else in the 
neighborhood said the house hadn’t changed a bit ever since Ms. 
Ardell, the widow who owned it, died thirty years ago. The two-
story house was covered with blotchy white paint, fading away with 
age. Shrubs and bushes crowded the entrance. Matty would need a 
weed-whacker to get to the door if he wanted to. The roof was 
laden with old shingles and could cave in at any second. Every 
window was shut and blanketed by dusty curtains, save for the one 
at the very top. A brown wooden lantern sat on its ledge. 

Nobody really knew why. According to those who lived in the 
neighborhood when Ms. Ardell was alive, it appeared in the window 
the day of her death. The rumor was if anyone were to light it, Ms. 
Ardell’s ghost would appear and turn them to ashes. Matty wasn’t 
sure if he believed that. When you’re a thirteen-year-old boy attend-
ing Willow Creek Middle School, there are scarier things in the 
world than legends of ghosts and lanterns that may or may not be 
true.  

 In fact, there were a lot of things that scared Matty. That 
was how he earned his nickname: Chicken. He wasn’t sure when 
people started calling him that. Maybe it was when he froze in front 
of his entire sixth-grade English class after he’d been asked to read 
one of his poems out loud. Or perhaps it was in his seventh-grade 
science class when the people from the zoo came to visit, and he 
started crying when they pulled out the giant python. He did, how-
ever, remember who coined it: his neighbor, Brian Daley. 

 Brian was everything a parent would want their son to be: he 
made good grades, he was excellent at sports, and he was loved by 
everybody. Even all the teachers liked him, but that was probably 
because his mother was the school principal. This also meant Brian 
got off the hook for just about any kind of stunt he pulled, which 
led him to do all sorts of things that would have probably gotten 
anyone else expelled.  

He also didn’t work alone. His friend group consisted of the 
Wells twins, Nick and Alex, and Grayson, a kid who went by his last 
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name because his first name was apparently so embarrassing that he 
would personally talk to every teacher before they called roll to 
make sure no one ever found out what it was. Brian and his friends 
believed they ran the school or rather that Brian did, and the other 
three were his cabinet members. Even if they acted friendly toward 
someone, they definitely poked all kinds of fun at them behind their 
back. Everyone knew this, but somehow it didn’t stop the entire 
Willow Creek eighth-grade class from kissing up to him.  

Matty was one of the few who didn’t. He wasn’t the type of 
person to value popularity over common sense. It wasn’t like he was 
lonely, either. He had a best friend who he’d been close to ever 
since kindergarten, a boy named Shawn Smit. Both of them had 
promised one another they would never fall victim to Brian’s vicious 
charm and stick together no matter what. Unfortunately, this made 
them easy targets. They were seen by just about anyone else as social 
outcasts and were reminded of that every day. Matty and Shawn 
often daydreamed of putting Brian in his place, but if that never 
happened, at least they had each other. 

When Matty sat down in his home room, he could hear the 
snickering of Brian and his friends coming from the back left-hand 
corner. He did his best to ignore it, watching the doorway for 
Shawn’s arrival like a puppy waiting for its owner to come home 
from work. Although he went to the same school as Matty, Shawn’s 
house was fairly secluded in a nearby East Texas forest and not 
close to Willow Creek Middle School at all. His dad drove him and 
his kindergarten-aged brother to their respective schools because 
the bus didn’t even go by his house, and his brother was often 
dropped off first.  

Shawn came rushing in the exact moment the late bell sounded 
around the halls, gasping for air as he took his seat next to Matty. 
Brian’s taunting voice whispered something inaudible, and Matty 
felt rage boil inside him, knowing whatever he’d said was about 
Shawn. Luckily, his friend didn’t notice. 

“Sorry,” he said, pushing a strand of stringy brown hair out of 
his face. “Traffic was bad.”  

“That sucks. But hey, at least it’s Friday.” 
 “Thank goodness,” Shawn sighed. “You still down for 
tonight?” 

“Oh!” Matty almost forgot the two of them had planned a 
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sleepover at his place. “Of course.”  
“Good! I packed my stuff in my backpack so Dad wouldn’t 

have to drive back over here. Is it cool if I just walk home with 
you?” 
 “That’s fine.”  

Shawn glanced over to where Brian and his friends were sitting 
and smirked. “Oh, by the way,” he whispered to Matty, “I caught a 
peak of Mrs. Garcia’s roll sheet after science class yesterday, and 
apparently, Grayson’s first name is Elmo!” 

Matty stifled a laugh at first, but then his expression changed. 
“Hey, would it be cool if we try to forget they exist for a day? I just 
wanna focus on having fun tonight.” 

His friend seemed hesitant to start with, but a warm smile soon 
spread across his face. “Sure!” 

Before Matty could speak again, a loud shush came from 
overhead. He looked up to see their teacher glaring down at him. 
He nodded a silent agreement and allowed her to begin class, doing 
his best to block out the quiet laughter from Brian. 

  
The rest of the day went about as well as it could have. Of 

course, Brian and his friends spent most of it casting glances in 
Matty and Shawn’s direction, but that was normal. Although it made 
anxiety flare in his stomach every time he looked at them, Matty 
tried his hardest to ignore it, like he’d suggested to Shawn. Howev-
er, there was one last obstacle the two needed to cross before they 
successfully avoided any confrontation: the walk home. 

Since Brian also lived close to the school, he walked to and 
from it every day. Matty made sure he left his house at least five 
minutes after Brian so he wouldn’t have to cross paths with him on 
the way there. Walking back was harder since everyone wanted to 
get home as soon as possible. To make matters worse, both the 
twins’ and Grayson’s houses were on their way home, so they 
always flanked Brian’s sides like a pack of wolves.  

Things were going alright, and everyone had been completely 
silent until the boys walked in front of Ms. Ardell’s house. 

“See that house?” Brian said. “I went in there last night all by 
myself.” 

“No way!” Nick said, high-pitched with excitement. 
“You bet.” Brian reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver 
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fork, glistening in the sunlight. “I got this from the kitchen. Watch 
what it can do.” After speaking, he hurled the kitchen utensil at 
Matty, the sharp end hitting him directly in the back of the head. 
Matty winced, then turned around with fury in his eyes, rubbing his 
scalp. 

“What was that for?” 
Brian laughed, plucking the fork from the ground. “Hey, look 

guys. Chicken’s squawking.” 
Matty’s heart sank. He clenched his fists and turned. “I bet he 

didn’t even get that piece of junk from Ms. Ardell’s place,” he 
whispered to Shawn. 

“What would you know, Chicken? You’re too scared to look at 
a snake!” A chorus of brutal laughter came from his friends.  

Shawn put a hand on Matty’s shoulder, tugging at him. “C’mon. 
Let’s just go home.” 

Instead of nodding and following Shawn, something prompted 
Matty to shrug away. “I’m not a chicken!” 

Brian curled his lips into a cruel smile, and he moved his face 
closer to Matty’s. “Then prove it.” 
 “I will!” he said, spitting in Brian’s face as he spoke. “I’ll get 
something from Ms. Ardell’s house too!” 

“Oh, yeah?” 
“Yeah! I’ll go in there tonight and bring back a fork just like 

you did.” Matty tried to ignore the voice in his head telling him to 
run away. 

Brian screwed up his face before an idea brightened the inside 
of his head. Shawn glanced at Matty, mouthing “Have you lost your 
mind?” Matty didn’t even know how to answer that. 

“Getting forks out of the kitchen is baby stuff,” Brian said. 
“How about we take this up a notch since you’re so brave and 
heroic?” 

“Oh, yeah.” He spat his response out like it was cough syrup. 
“Lay it on me.” 

“Okay, then. If you aren’t a chicken, you’ll go up to the top of 
the house and light that lantern.” 

Shawn gasped. “No! He can’t do that! Ms. Ardell’s ghost will 
turn him into ashes!” 

Nick, Alex and Grayson erupted with laughter. “He actually 
believes it!” Grayson choked between bellows, dramatically leaning 
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on the twins so he wouldn’t collapse onto the pavement. 
Brian kept a straight face and glared daggers at Matty, waiting 

for his response. Normally, Matty would think this over before 
agreeing to anything. His parents had raised him well and told him 
to always make sure his choices were wise before going through 
with them. But the heat of the moment clouded his judgement, and 
the cruel boy’s stare made him feel small and doomed, like an ant 
caught beneath a magnifying glass on a hot summer day. 

“I’ll do it,” Matty finally choked out, ignoring a terrified noise 
from Shawn. 

For a moment, Brian actually seemed shocked, but it didn’t take 
long for his expression to return to a sniveling grin. “Okay, then. 
Meet me here tonight at twelve o’clock sharp when everyone else is 
asleep. Then we’ll see how brave you really are, Chicken.” 

Matty, tongue-tied, nodded his head. Without another word, 
Brian tossed the fork in the air and caught it by the handle as if it 
were an act he’d practiced before. He motioned for his friends to 
follow him. 

As Brian walked away, Matty’s heart caught in his throat. His 
palms became clammy when he realized just what he’d signed 
himself up for. 

  
The two boys were able to sneak out without a problem. Matty 

told Shawn he didn’t have to come when he kept going on and on 
about how scared he was, but his friend wouldn’t let him face the 
task alone. He said if Matty was going to get turned to ashes by a 
ghost, he wanted to go down with him. Although he was a little 
scared that Shawn might get in trouble because of him, he didn’t 
argue. He was glad to have his best friend there to back him up. 

Matty’s parents were used to the two staying up past midnight 
during their sleepovers, so they didn’t question anything when the 
boys were still wide awake as they went to bed. When the two could 
hear the telltale sounds of snoring from their bedroom, they went 
on a mad flashlight search. They were only able to locate one in the 
cabinet underneath the kitchen sink but didn’t mind sharing because 
Matty had promised to not leave Shawn’s side. It was around eleven 
fifty when they left. They went through the dog door in the house’s 
side door. Matty’s dog would go in and out of the house throughout 
the night, so if his parents were to wake up and hear the sound of 
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an object moving through it, they’d just roll over and go back to 
sleep. 

Making his way toward Ms. Ardell’s place with Shawn at his 
side, Matty thought about a prison documentary his dad had fallen 
asleep watching one night. He happened to catch the end of it, as it 
described “Death Row,” where prisoners who had done really bad 
things went to be executed. Apparently, sometimes prisoners begin 
to anticipate their actual death because the wait is so anxiety-
inducing. Matty felt like him and Shawn were going into their own 
Death Row. If Matty failed, Brian would tell everyone at school an 
exaggerated version of what happened to make him look stupid, and 
he’d be even more of a laughingstock. But although he didn’t 
believe the legend of Ms. Ardell’s ghost, his gut feeling told him this 
wasn’t going to end well.  

 “Huh. Guess the Chicken decided to show up after all.” 
Matty almost bumped into Shawn when Brian spoke, but he 

stopped and managed to collect himself. “Yeah. I’m here.” 
 “Grayson and the twins didn’t feel like coming, so guess you’ll 

just be dealing with me tonight.” Brian’s eyes wandered to Shawn. 
“Is he your emotional support nerd?” 

Shawn opened his mouth to say something witty, but Matty 
silenced him, wanting to take care of this himself. “No. He wanted 
to come.” 

Matty adverted his gaze to the giant house. He studied the 
chipping paint, the weeds crawling up the sides, the hidden win-
dows, and of course, the lantern, illuminated by the moonlight and 
waiting for him. Every fiber of his being told him to run, but he 
couldn’t. He just wanted to get it over with. 

“Well?” Brian said. “You gonna do this or not, Chicken?” 
Taking a deep breath, Matty looked to Shawn, who hesitantly 

nodded his approval. He headed toward the door without saying a 
word, his friend warily following. Getting to the front step of the 
house was difficult. The two had to duck and crawl through the 
surrounding shrubbery. Matty cursed when his jacket tore on one of 
the thorny branches. He and Shawn soon found themselves on the 
front porch and out of the leafy maze.  

When he reached the door, he felt something grab his shoulder 
and tensed up at first before realizing it was just Shawn. “What is 
it?” he asked his friend, who was looking at him with an unreadable 
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expression. 
“Oh! Nothing…” Shawn’s voice trailed off. “You sure it’s not 

locked?” 
Matty frowned. Taking a deep breath, he turned the flashlight 

on and shined it at the latch. The door suffered from the same paint 
blotchiness as the rest of the house, and something about the sight 
of it made him feel sick to the stomach. Gulping, he hesitantly 
grabbed the knob and turned it. He was greeted by a creaky moan, 
and the door slowly opened to reveal a dark hallway.  

“Guess not.” He took another calming breath and motioned 
for Shawn to follow.  

Their field of view was limited, but just being inside the house 
made them quake in terror. The carpet was stained from who knows 
what, and the once white wallpaper was now almost a shade of 
brown, peeling off the walls and leaving bare spots of wood 
throughout. With every step, the floorboards cracked as if they’d 
cave in, and whatever kind of monster that was lying underneath 
this ancient establishment would gobble them up in one swift bite.  

Matty was frantically casting the light around, trying to look for 
a staircase, when he felt Shawn’s fingers on his shoulder again. 
“Matty, I’ve been thinking, and maybe we should—” 

“There!” Matty cut him off when he found the staircase. 
“C’mon.” 

As the two made their way up the long, winding stairs with only 
a slim beam of light to guide them, the atmosphere’s eeriness 
seemed to double. The stairs felt even more fragile than the floor, 
and the boys took cautious steps. The musky scent of the house 
grew stronger, wafting through their noses like a pie made of rotten 
apples. There wasn’t a sound to be heard other than their quiet 
footsteps and the foreboding creak of rotten wood, until Shawn 
spoke again. 

“Y’know, I think we should go home.” 
Matty faced him with an appalled expression. “No way. I’m not 

backing down this time.” He looked away, trudging up the stairs as 
heroically as possible yet still looking like a scrawny, scared little kid 

Shawn wasn’t done. “But why are we doing this? To impress 
Brian? You said you didn’t wanna think about him this morning. 
What happened to that?” 

“I’m doing this to prove everyone wrong. You can go back if 
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you want.” 
“I’m not letting you get turned to ashes by yourself!” 
“You really believe all that ghost crap?” Matty chuckled, trying 

to sound confident. “We’ll be fine.” 
When Matty finished reassuring Shawn, they reached the 

bedroom. The door was open as if someone was waiting for them, 
and the lantern sat on top of the dusty windowsill, its muddy brown 
color glistening in the light of the silver moon. Eager to get this 
over with, Matty sucked in a deep breath of bitter air and readied 
himself to enter the room. Before he could, something grabbed the 
end of his jacket and began violently tugging him backwards. He 
flipped around to see Shawn, gripping him so hard that his knuckles 
were whiter than the curtains. 

“What the heck, Shawn?” Matty snapped, yanking his jacket 
away and stomping toward the lantern. 

“Matty!” Shawn rushed after him, voice quaking as he yelled, “I 
won’t let you do this!”  

“Calm down! It’s just a lantern.” Matty didn’t waste time, his 
eye catching a box of matches sitting by the lantern and picking 
them up. 

Shawn lunged, desperately trying to grab them as Matty pre-
pared to light one. “But this is dangerous! Ms. Ardell’s ghost is 
gonna kill us!”  

“It’ll all be fine,” Matty spat, kicking him away with his foot 
and successfully lighting a match. The small flame illuminated his 
face a devilish orange, showcasing his furrowed brows and angry 
scowl. “This is my one chance to prove to everyone in the world 
that I’m not a chicken. I’m not letting you screw this up!” 

“Do you really care about some kid’s dumb opinion more than 
your own life?” 

Matty turned away, ignoring Shawn’s question and opening the 
door of the lantern. He readied himself to touch the match’s tip to 
the candle’s wick, muttering one last comment to his friend. 

“Maybe you’re the real Chicken.” 
The golden flicker of the lantern’s flame revealed a room of 

ripped-up furniture and tattered paintings, so torn that they didn’t 
even have a clear subject. Matty bit into his lip, waiting for the 
possibility of Ms. Ardell’s ghost floating out of the woodworks to 
send him and Shawn to their demises.  
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But nothing happened. 
He scoffed at Shawn, who was quivering with an emotion he 

couldn’t read. “See? I told you it wasn’t—” 
Shawn plowed into Matty at full force, causing his frail body to 

crash into the windowsill. The lantern poked into his spine, and he 
yelped in pain. He heard it drop to the floor with a loud clatter. 
Mind clouded with fury and shock, Matty shoved Shawn back so 
hard that both of them collided with the floor, tangled in a fit of 
grunts, hair-pulling, biting, and punching. They cursed one another, 
wrestling violently until Brian’s scream caught their attention.  

The scent of rancid smoke and sound of cracking woodwork 
began to fill their senses. Flames were covering the room, eating 
away at the paintings and furniture inside. Their instincts kicked in 
immediately, and they jumped to their feet and rushed out the door, 
the flames following suit. Shawn tried to grab for Matty’s hand, but 
he pulled it away. Matty made his way down the stairs without a 
sound other than heavy breathing. He’d dropped the flashlight 
during their struggle, using only his senses and the spreading fire’s 
light to guide him. 

Once they’d made it down the flaming staircase, a loud crack 
came from above. They froze as the roof started to cave, and a large 
board plummeted to the floor with an ear-shattering bang. Matty 
shrieked, barely audible above the fire’s deafening crack. He stood 
there for a moment, mind fogged with panic and feeling as if he 
would pass out from either fear or the overwhelming stench of 
burning wood. When he noticed the flames eating away at the fallen 
plank, Matty’s impulses finally kicked in. He ran, ignoring the 
muffled sound of Shawn calling for him.  

Matty left the building just in time and ran to the street. He 
kept a safe distance while flames ate the house alive. As he watched, 
reality seemed to fade, leaving his body numb. He couldn’t cry. He 
couldn’t speak. He couldn’t even close his eyes. He didn’t react to 
the wail of approaching sirens. He didn’t react to his parents run-
ning to him and pulling him close, tears streaming from their eyes 
and onto his tattered jacket. He didn’t react when a firefighter came 
out of the house carrying Shawn, who was alive, but Matty knew he 
would never speak to him again. He could only stand completely 
still, unmoving and wide-eyed. Ashes fell from the sky and onto his 
head, shoulders, and shoes, until he was covered in a sooty blanket. 
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A Drink for Hallows Eve  
Annie Kendall 

  
    Alex arrived at the party late. He could already hear the 

strains of “Werewolves of London” coming from the lake house as 
his banged up old PT Cruiser rattled its way up the narrow, red clay 
road. A line of cars appeared in the headlights, and he pulled off 
into the weeds behind a tricked-out Ram truck, sporting a Dixie flag 
on its shiny, chrome bumper. He shut the ignition off with a sigh 
and asked himself what the hell he was doing here. He got out of his 
car anyway and started trudging up the dirt road toward the lights 
and sounds of a typical college party in full blast. He knew why he’d 
bothered to drive way out to the boondocks to a place he didn’t 
want to be, filled with people he didn’t want to be with. His best 
friend (and only friend, if he was honest with himself), Jared, had 
threatened to give up on him if he didn’t bring his introverted ass 
here. 

      As he got closer, the pine trees and underbrush thinned 
out, and he could see a couple hundred costumed people, laughing, 
dancing, and drinking. Most definitely drinking. He counted five 
separate kegs before he even made it into the huge clearing around 
the cedar house perched on the edge of the lake. Alex walked 
through the crowd, looking for Jared’s Tiger King costume among 
the sea of superheroes, sexy nurses, pirates, and witches.  

     “Hey bro, hold this for me, would you?” 
      A blunt the size of a sharpie was thrust at him. He took it, 

startled, and looked toward its owner. A tall guy, looking like an 
album cover from The Doors, was using his now free hands to hold 
the hose of a beer bong to his mouth. The guy gave him a wink just 
before the group around him started chanting, “Go! Go! Go!” and 
somebody dressed like The Hulk upended a keg and started pouring 
it down the funnel.  

     The stranger gulped it all down, dropped the hose, and 
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He executed a courtly 
bow to the loudly cheering group and turned back to Alex. He had 
an amused twinkle in his grey eyes. 
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“Sooooo, hitting that, or just copping a feel on it?” he said with 
a chuckle and a nod to the joint Alex was holding awkwardly. 

 “What? Oh, um, no. No thanks.” Alex handed it back, 
feeling embarrassed, and mad at himself for it. After all, he hadn’t 
asked the dude to shove it at him, had he? He started to step away 
and resume his search for Jared, or maybe just call it quits and leave. 
He was already uncomfortable, and the feeling this guy was laughing 
at him didn’t help. 

 “It’s cool. I’m Robin, by the way. Love the costume. Mini-
malist vampire, very chic.” He took a long drag, then passed the 
joint off to a skinny Batman staggering past. He fell into step beside 
Alex, still smiling. “Helluva crowd, isn’t it? These things usually are 
huge, though, aren’t they? Are you here with someone, or going it 
stag?” 

 “Um, thanks. I’m Alex. I didn’t really have a costume, so. . 
.” His fingers briefly touched the trail of fake blood at the corner of 
his mouth, before he shoved his hands in his pockets, trying to look 
less awkward than he felt. “I’m not alone, I mean, I was supposed 
to meet my friend here.” 

 “I haven’t done my good deed for the day. I’ll help you track 
‘em down.” Robin replied, still wearing that smile, which now 
seemed just friendly, not mocking at all. 

 “Um, thanks!” Alex brightened. “Maybe you know him, 
Jared Miller? He’s supposed to be the Tiger King. I figured there’d 
be like, a hundred of them here, but I haven’t seen one so far.”   

 They had passed the thickest part of the crowd. There were 
smaller groups on the fringes:  ghouls and bar wenches, friends just 
gathered to chat, and guys hitting on sorority girls in low-cut cos-
tumes, sequins sparkling in the dim light. Robin placed a ring-
bedecked hand on Alex’s shoulder and laughed. 

 “Wait, Tiger King? That’s the little dude with the blonde 
tribble on his head and the mustache, right? I’ve seen that cat! He 
booked past me just before you did, heading into the woods. 
Looked pretty gassed, he couldn’t have got far, come on.”  

 Robin picked up the pace, striding up a path which led into 
the thick of the woods. Alex struggled to keep up in the dim light. 
Brambles caught and tore at his jeans and t-shirt, and he kept 
stumbling over exposed roots and fallen branches. He noticed 
Robin didn’t seem to be having any such troubles and started to feel 
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self-conscious again. Finally, after disentangling himself from yet 
another thorny vine, he emerged, panting, into a small clearing. 
Robin was waiting, casually leaning against the trunk of a huge pine 
tree. He put his back against another one, trying to catch his breath. 

 “I dunno why Jared would come all the way out here. He 
must’ve really been trashed. . .” Alex took another deep breath and 
started to step forward, suddenly finding his way blocked by his new 
friend, who leaned over him, his palm planted against the bark over 
Alex’s head. 

 “I really dig you, man. I could tell, when I first laid eyes on 
you, that this party would be a total trip. I am gonna blow your 
mind, my brother!” Robin winked playfully at him. 

 Alex’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped, as a realization hit 
him. “Oh, wow. . . no. I mean, no offense, you’re great and all, but I 
don’t . . . I’m totally straight!” he managed, with a nervous chuckle. 

 “That’s cool, my man. I do not discriminate” whispered 
Robin. His smile reached Cheshire Cat proportions as he leaned 
closer.  

 The last thing Alex saw was the fangs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

��79 � 

  

  The Eyes 
Kaitlyn Sharrock  

  
  My gut is draped across his sharp shoulder bone. Red dirt 

stares at me through brittle grass. It speckles the bottom of his robe. 
When he stops, my sweat drips onto the ground and turns the dirt 
dark. I can’t believe there’s water left in me to sweat. He moves 
again, stumbles down a dried creek bed, jostles me. A gasp slips 
between my chapped lips. The skin catches against itself— dead, 
brittle, edges sticking like thorns. He kneels, then lays me on the 
warm ground. My bonnet strings, the ones Ma’d always told me to 
tie tight, lie loose on my throat. They soak up the sweat that pools 
there. 

 I blink against the sunlight that flashes through the trees. It 
tries to blind me. Still, I can see his eyes— the color of infertile soil, 
the inside of an empty well, a worn Bible—turn ebony. He grabs my 
socked feet, puts them together like a trunk. I try to kick, but fever 
has hung over me for weeks. Like a babe, wiggles and shifts are all I 
can do. He lifts my hands away from my chest, ignores my yank 
that’s more of a twitch, and spreads them wide. My palms are nailed 
into the ground by his, crucified.  

 He wears a wooden cross and beads around his neck. They 
clank together, savior and globe, call and choice. He holds a Bible—
no, symbols are carved into the black leather, not letters. It’s 
chipped at the corners, like the brim of Pa’s favorite hat and the 
front tooth that flashes pure white as he looks down at me.   

 “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to do.” There’s lots of 
things to do—go home, let me be buried with Ma, Pa, my brothers, 
sisters, pray the Lord gives rain to those who’re left—but my throat 
is too full of dirt and phlegm to voice it. He says it again, “so sorry,” 
and makes his choice. He clutches the cross between palm and 
blanched knuckles, then flips open the book. Cold words slip from 
his mouth and plop into the silence with the weight of raindrops 
landing on sand. I twitch forward once, twice, too weak to un-
crucify, too lulled by the words. They dot my skin like icy tears on a 
burnt hand. The ground beneath me turns cool. I sink into it, sigh, 
choke on the dust in the air. I cough again, and my bonnet strings 
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move. Before, their ends were gray with sweat. They’re white now.  
There’s no water at all. Not in the ground, inside his words, or 

me. Trees and yellow white sunlight burn. I blink against it. My 
eyelids catch and stumble across my drying eyes. They turn day to 
night for too long. Between blinks, there’s a glimpse of my hand. 
Each knobbed knuckle, line of vein and bone is visible. My finger-
nails look too big, like woodchips nailed into flesh nubs.  

 The words are flame now. Maybe they’d never been cold—
only so hot they felt it. They move across me with one direction, 
one goal. They steal the chill they’d originally cast and any that’d 
ever been in me. I can feel them press against my front, whip their 
fiery tails until they ooze inside, flood me whole, and scorch a path 
into the earth through me. A crack sounds. The ground trembles 
and rattles my threaded bones together. Something oozes beneath 
me, so cold it blisters. My back is wet, but I can’t see much. Night 
lasts longer with each blink. Breath whispers through my throat and 
between shriveled lips. The sound harmonizes with the cheers, tears, 
coming from beside me. 

In my last glimpse of day, I see Father Margil’s eyes shift from 
ebony to a color just a little lighter than the moist red dirt beneath 
us.  
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