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Chapter One

	You don’t know you’re poor until someone else reflects that reality. Kirk Thomas was the child of dairy farmers. They had a new house with big, frosted glass windows and clean cement porches. Inside was modest, but new modest, so it seemed ritzy. We slept side-by-side on his soft-carpeted floor after playing ball hockey all afternoon before trading hockey cards all evening. Palm-size cardboard warning signs. As far as collecting cards goes, people know about stuff or they don’t. His cards were Upper Deck and Score, and mine were Pro-Set—even that told volumes. His cards were higher class, kept in nicer condition, like maybe there was more to his life than flipping cards and reading stats. Also, he had many. The pitiful excuse for a collection that I had was new to me and far fewer in number—not even one hundred of them yet. Still, what did I know? 

	I was just a kid and I was about to get schooled on the facts of life.

	The sun was hardly in the sky beyond the blue-curtained window of Kirk’s bedroom. Outside, the damp morning glazed over the green of the recently cut hayfields. The noise of Kirk’s dad readying to head out for chores awoke me and kept me awake long enough to settle into my functional self. By the time we got up it was after seven. Crows outside cawed and the dog ran circles, his collar jingling.

	We were at the kitchen table a few minutes later when the saddest sack of doorknobs ever amassed came down on me. Breakfast cereal. From then on, the truth hung around me like flies to a corpse, or like that old joke about enticing a dog with a raw meat necklace because dogs have standards and you’re just too damned ugly. 

	“Want Fruity Pebbles or Cocoa Pebbles?” Kirk asked holding the two options in their skinny boxes.

	My first experience of public embarrassment, semi-public anyhow. Right there in the neat and barn-scented kitchen. Embarrassment lingers, like barn smell. The worst stuff does.

	“Whoa, boxes. Expensive.” I’m sure my eyes were saucers because I’ve always been one to wear my surprise—same with anger. And everything about the glossy packaging remains clear, even now.

	Kirk’s mother laughed at me. She wore a pale pink bathrobe and had her hair in pink curlers. Even that early in the day, she had a base of make-up on. Her shoulders jumped with each exhale of the laughter, making a little silver cross she wore dance and glint under the ceiling lights. 

	“Boxes? You still asleep? This too early for you, Matt?” The laugh continued on a background rhythm like elevator music. 

	Cereal came in boxes. If that’s what you knew, that’s what you knew. Cereal also came in bags, and for those people, bags meant affordable.

	“No.” The heat rising around my collar was intense. It felt important that she understood me. “It’s… We… Boxes are expensive.” My mother’s sentiment, what she’d always said. Little Matt was her echo. It’s why people have children in the first place, one of the reasons. 

	“What boxes?” Kirk asked. 

	My value shrank, I could see that as clear as the spring water that ran from the tap at home. Desperate, I doubled down. “Cereal in boxes is expensive,” I said, as if this was a complicated scientific truth.

	“You don’t gotta eat that cereal in the bags? That’s like cat food.”

	Kirk’s mother barked another laugh, then said, “That’s enough, Kirk.”

	“What?” He was indignant.

	Royally pissed, grimacing with every bite, the most delicious cereal I’d ever tasted went down like swallowed bile. The crunch was long and magnificent. It tickled the roof of my mouth. The milk softened things, but didn’t make mush. Mush was my normal. Mush is the only promise bag cereal ever makes. Suddenly, my normal was easy to hate.

	Kirk went to my church, that’s how I knew him already. He wasn’t in my half of kindergarten the year prior. The cereal incident was a week before our starting the first grade. 

	Kirk was cool with the town kids because he played tyke hockey. Organized hockey was a thing beyond the universe presented to me. If box cereal was a bit out of budget, league hockey was Disneyland dreaming.

	Turned out that tyke hockey was a clique membership test in its infancy. Little boys met other little boys, they bonded, they proved their value and rank.

	Once school started, Kirk and me rode the same bus. Living outside town, though not on a farm like most of the kids on my route, I was an oddity. Only two kids got on after me—that year anyway. Later the route would change and my ride would double, but in grade one, it was short. 

	The aisle seemed so small that first day, like in an adventure movie where walls itch to close in on a hero. Not that I was a hero. Budding loser more like it—but who knows that before they’re told? 

	Kirk had someone with him on a bench seat when we made eye contact. Unable to lift my hand to wave, my head bobbed in a nod. There was a balancing duty my hands had to perform, secret-like. To fall, and on the first day of regular school, you might as well pin the tail on the donkey, so I dropped into the first empty spot, not registering Kirk’s lack of reaction to me.

	The seat was a soft, brown safe haven—like how when you cross a patch of ice and sigh because you kept cool and upright. The vinyl and dirt smell of clean bus came into my nose. Peanut butter and spent diesel wafted like an underlayer from plastic lunch boxes and the muffler. That’s a scent that degrades over the year, goes fruity and spicy from rotten pack lunches. But that first day, it’s kind of nice. 

	Out the window, the world did not move and the gentle rumble of kid voices increased. “Matt Winter?” the driver said, and he said it like he’d said it a few times already. It was a question but not really a question. His single eyebrow was like an ancient caterpillar, all fuzzy and grey. He looked into my face via the rearview mirror. Bad news for me. “Your seat is third from back on the left, on my left.”

	What he was talking about was a mystery.

	“Up, that’s someone else’s seat.” His name was Mr. Dickenson and he was a prick. “Go on.”

	The bus had kids all the way up to the eighth grade, lined like painted Easter eggs in an extended carton. When I still didn’t move, the calls and names began from all angles. These hit me in sounds, not words, but the tone was an understandable language. Probably how a dog feels when it’s getting yelled at. The sum of it put me in motion. Legs moving, eyes pinned on the ever-changing count of the seemingly endless rows of brown vinyl benches, never the faces or expressions, never the differences in this single-voiced mass. I was on ice again.

	Then it happened, Kirk’s foot came out and gained him social credits at the cost of mine. The tumble stung from my knees up and from my head down. I was a fiery tomato. Humiliation burned all the way to my ear lobes.

	“He don’t even eat cereal from boxes! He eats it from bags, like cat food!” Kirk stood up to shout this.

	In Kirk’s defense, the brown puffed wheat kernels of cereal bags did look a bit like kibble. They couldn’t have tasted much better, or cats everywhere would die of hunger—only thing that saved me at breakfast was the sugar bowl.

	Up to my feet and going. No way did I look back. Scurrying like a spotlit rat, only then did I notice the smirking face of the much older boy in the seat assigned to me. The soft space next to him wasn’t the safe haven I’d located earlier—this patch of ice kept going and going. The swishy material of my secondhand windbreaker seemed impossibly loud and every eye dug mosquito bites into my face. 

	“First day of school and already a bitch.” My seatmate was Joel, within three years he’d be locked away in juvie for manslaughter after the death of a boy who’d come at Joel with a bike chain, but right then, he was all mine. 

	That’s backward, I was all his.

	Pressed hard, my eyes zeroed at the elephant-like flesh of the seatback before me, traversing the little valleys and hills until we made it to school. The only reason I got off the bus at all was Joel pushing me along. 

	Once I reached class, I learned Kirk was in the other first grade and that was a minor relief. Probably many things happened, possibly many good things, but they don’t burn like the bad. That bus ride is the last piece of recollection from my first week. That first impression was on me though and that’s what’s really important. Being a loser and knowing you’re a loser are two vastly different states of being. 

	School was in session, and I was a quick learner.

	—

	The snow came early and then left off again by the last week of September. Soil froze hard as stone. The frost moved like pale sawdust around ankles on the playground. At recess, the older kids played foot hockey, which was shrunken-net soccer with a tennis ball, because you couldn’t use sticks. Sometime before I got there, somebody banned sticks, bats, and paddles. Rumors said a fat kid died of a cracked skull, but that rumor’s everywhere, like the one with the home invader falling through a skylight and suing the homeowner, or the guy going to jail because he replaced his mailbox with cast iron to teach teenagers with baseball bats a lesson. 

	Probably a kid got conked on the playground and his mom bitched. 

	The younger kids mostly ran around the monkey equipment or kicked enormous red balls like weighted balloons, essentially playing the same game as the older kids but bigger, because they were much less adept. Those red balls were better for dodge ball than soccer, but if a kid got conked, his mom wasn’t likely to hear about it. Probably they wouldn’t even draw blood.

	It’s beyond my recall as to how I ended up outside all the groups. Even with a loser status, it was usual I found solace on the periphery, near people if not truly with them. Almost part of something. This time I was alone and walking, head down, looking at the white lines ridging the grey dirt and threadbare grass. There were tracks and prints stamped like Walk of Fame credits without signatures or direction.

	Out of nowhere, something heavy smacked my cheek and I fell, again. 

	There’s something about falling that makes it stick to your brain cells like peanut butter to the ribs. Perhaps it’s the jarring of the innards, the momentary re-alignment of the organs. Maybe it’s the loss of equilibrium, the way the world goes upside down for a second. Probably it’s the degradation. 

	Afterthoughts...at the time, none of that matters. Falling happens in a blink.

	A foot connected with my side and I screamed for help with a whooshed out voice. The bully was an older boy named Lee and his kick hurt like hell. He had a brother in my half of the first grade; a shit head called Pete who talked with a lisp and bit kids who pressed him or laughed at him. They were welfare class, but still town kids. At Tiberton Elementary, living in town was the first piece of proper existence. You could be a town kid loser, but it wasn’t automatic, it took some ruinous truths and situations. You could be a country cool kid, but the moons had to align. 

	Being a bully washed everything else away. Like downfalls didn’t count because Lee didn’t let them count.

	Hand-me-down Nikes landed against my soft form again after the first strikes and I gawked around at a whole bunch of excited faces who cared nothing beyond curiosity and thrills. I screamed, the town kids shouted fight! while the county kids that hadn’t linked in the with town kids kept silent vigil. This wasn’t their battle and standing with the cat food boy was social suicide.

	The four brothers who were always together were close, but turned away after a few seconds, probably they were the only ones who didn’t want to watch. They rode my bus. They were first on and sat in a pack a few seats ahead of me and Joel. I say pack because I remember thinking they were like dogs, even back before I knew them: loyal and together no matter what. From the ground, that was the first time I noticed them as a thing I wanted. 

	Just to have people on your team, it’s enough to dream about while getting pummeled. That and all the pain shooting everywhere, wishing it would stop. 

	Afterward, the school receptionist, who was also the nurse, told me to watch out for boys like Lee. They were trouble and from bad stock. She then looked me up and down as if registering my stock. Her cold blue, blue eyes under that curly blond mop started to make me feel uncomfortable. 

	She asked if I wanted to call my mother.

	I did not.

	—

	My mother was assistant to a Mary Kay saleswoman who’d been at it for years and no longer liked doing the cold approaches. Meaning Mom did the phone calling. She said someday she was going to sell the stuff herself, once she had enough money to get stock. She made good on this too, but back in 1990, she did the calls and spent her days nursing my new little sister. Watching TV while holding a receiver to her ear was her norm. A yellow rotary phone with an absurdly long cord that reached just about anyplace. It’s one of those things today and tomorrow kids will never understand, buying a cord special so you could take a call from the porch, or the can, or from there in front of the TV so you never missed Dini, or Ricky Lake, or Jerry Springer. Trouble was, you still had to get up to dial. Sometimes Mom would send me to the kitchen and yell out numbers. Then she’d make me stand there, waiting to see if the women on the other end of the line wanted to talk. 

	My father never wanted children. These words never came out of his mouth exactly, but actions speak. You know what I’m saying? That’s more later on in the story and I’ll get to it eventually. It was a heavy weight point of my reaching to where I had. But then, in the sixth year of my life, I have little memory of his existence beyond a pillar, and I don’t want to bungle my timeline. 

	Dad was a mechanic and pumped gas on the weekends. Not really around so much, but he existed, so I bring him up.

	Sometimes I wonder if he hated family life that much or if he hated the mortgage. It amounted to the same thing. A vacancy from my life. Peaceful in its reality, so at least there was that. Absent Dad was better than angry Dad, one hundred percent.

	The day Lee whooped on me, I came home furious and took it out on my mother. I told her she was stupid for making me eat bag cereal that looked like cat food and that she was stupid because we didn’t have a Nintendo like all the other kids. That’s as far as I got.

	She held her Player’s Light cigarette between the index and middle of her left hand. Her right swiped. The long fake nails like dipped maroon talons trailed on air for a tenth of a second before slamming into my face. 

	I fell.

	I fell so damned much.

	I fell and she lifted me up, cig in the heavy glass ashtray on the table, next to the telephone receiver, next to my sister’s travel basket that pulled double duty when at home. My pants went down and the hand smacked my bare cheeks. I scrambled away as my mother shouted at me. I don’t recall what she said or how many flesh burning slaps I took. It wasn’t many. Spankings aren’t shit, not stacked next to the I’ll give you something to cry about words that precede follow through. Scarier yet were the vague threats, they promised eventuality but never set a date, to keep you walking on eggshells. Forever.

	No lock on my bedroom door, but still it felt safe, in there, alone in the shadows. Most likely, my mother didn’t tell my father because he never came to give me a lesson. In bed with my round-cornered hockey cards, the world became all right. 

	I had one Upper Deck and five Scores traded from Kirk, from before he hated me. They went in front of my Pro-Sets. The Upper Deck was Bob Essensa. A rookie card. Kirk had doubles, which is why he’d trade me a Toronto Maple Leafs emblem for a player card at all. The Bob Essensa RC was my prized possession and it was absolutely worthless.

	It’s funny what a head holds onto. So many cards stick around in there, most from the Beckett price guide magazines I’d look at whenever we got to the checkout by the news stall at the grocery store. In 1990, there were two rookie Essensa cards in Upper Deck. Two in Score. One in Topps. One in O-Pee-Chee, which was essentially the same as Topps. One in O-Pee-Chee Premier, a set I never had a pack from, they were four bucks for seven cards—which was as much as a box of Fruity Pebbles. One in Bowman, as well as the mythical Bowman Tiffany, same with Topps Tiffany. I think. One Essensa rookie in Pro-Set too. None of these cards reached into double digits in dollar value, never had, and yet this information sticks around as if it matters. It’s funny or maybe it’s just sad, but it happens. People know all kinds of stuff about the stupidest shit.

	—

	Lee caught me now and then. He was easy to read, but tough to keep away from. It didn’t help that I was never a fast runner, so I assume whenever something in his life demanded that the shit continue running downhill, he found me. Kirk and his buddies mostly relegated my acknowledgement to the butts of their jokes, but it was never more than words and occasional shoves, early on. The reality was, I was the absolute bottom of the barrel at school and my parents were no help; I didn’t even ask them. Didn’t talk to them about anything like that. The teachers and principals saw, decided the world selected the right way of things, a dealt hand, a logical caste, and let a dog chew his bone. 

	The status quo is easy to follow, so why fight it? 

	On the final morning of first grade, Joel showed me the cool watch that he’d found in the change room when he stopped in to piss—rather than going way down the hall to the proper washroom. And it was cool. The watch was old and scratched, huge and gold. The kind of watch gangsters on TV wore; face was almost as big as a fist and it had a stretchy link band.

	In class, the buzz rang out and everyone listened to the announcements. After the normal yammering the receptionist stated that a student had lost a watch and if anyone knew anything about it, that he should come forward. Something stupid overcame me and I told my teacher that I knew who had it. She sent me to the office. 

	On the way back after offering an explanation, I passed one of the four brothers from the bus. It was strange to see him singled out like that. He looked at me with his deep brown eyes, nothing mean, just took me in and then kept walking. Around a corner was Joel, on his way to the office too.

	“You skipping, shithead?” He body checked me into a wall. It hurt and my elbow made a soft meat pound thump against the painted cement. I must’ve pulled a face. “Thought you’d be tougher by now.”

	I didn’t connect any of what happened concerning the watch. Neither did Joel, but he would. Social math isn’t taught in class, so sometimes it takes years to figure out. The day went by. Joel grabbed me on the bus and pinned me to the window. I’d never sat on the inside before. That was his space so he had somewhere to look out and had control of the weather. His fist pounded into my back while my cheek smudged dirty glass and tears streamed. The steel seam framing the glass got my chin a handful of times and I bit my tongue hard enough to bleed. The fist strikes landed somewhere near my kidneys, stinging my spine. His breath was hot on me. He whisper-shouted that I was a rat.

	The notion of rat or snitch or tattler went beyond me. Nobody had clued me in on such things—there’s that social math again, goes along with slipping on ice on your way to safe spaces. The stupid instinct I’d followed was to do what was right. 

	By then, I knew not to cry out for help. Nobody gives a fuck about helping a hapless son of an unlicensed mechanic and assistant to a door-to-door saleswoman. Especially not one with the rep and social disposition of stepped in dog shit. Joel punched and kicked me for the remainder of my twenty-two minutes on the bus. I sprung from the seat when the driver stopped at the gravel lane that led to my house. Joel pushed me to be certain the lesson was clear. Foreign feet hitched, or maybe it was the framework beneath the seats, and I fell forward against one of the brothers. 

	Face-to-face with that cool, old, scratched, gold watch again. 

	The boy helped me straight, nodded to me, and then turned to his siblings. I think they were always up on the math. Right then, they could put together all the pieces and reach the real conclusion.

	Connection flared: I’d done the right thing after all. Even if it hurt at the time. Even if it would cost me in ways down the road that never in a million years I’d see coming. Even if that cost was, in essence, a life, it was right and it was worth it.

	



	

Haderson, South Carolina, 01/13/2018

	The camera panned over dusty buildings and the boarded windows featuring graffiti tags by ungifted hands. Construction brands stamped the wood below the sprayed paint. Atmosphere and time made everything dull, hanging, bleached of color by the sun. Each building looked like the previous in that section. A gradual worsening culminated throughout as if converging onto a source degradation. 

	The vehicle rounded a corner, not stopping at the red octagon because it had lost its purpose when the residents departed. Passing more and more buildings, homes, garages, all vacant and in various stages of ill repair. There was a charred apartment building a couple blocks away, sticking up like a blue finger on a white hand. 

	The cars were gone. The people were gone. Places like these showed only the promise that humanity ever existed within, like a whisper: remember us, this was home.

	“From what the relative-locals say in the townships surrounding Haderson County, brave and opportunistic scrappers have plucked cars and trucks out of this ghost town over the last decade. And apparently, it’s not only the vehicles people have taken away for easy money.”

	The camera blinked to black then onto the pretty woman with umber-toned skin and big honey-hued eyes. Formally a morning cable news host, Tamara O’Neil lost her job for expressing support of the wrong racial protest and not enough support for a certain celebrity accused of decades of assaults against women. Being on the right side of history but too dark a shade of brown to say so did not pay the bills. 

	The new view through the camera lens was of a hospital. There were sections missing, the foundation proved as much, like a mouth with hockey puck gaps. The grass was long around the empty parking lot. Tamara bent and picked up a greyed piece of wood with a soft, rounded, blackened end. She tapped it on the pale asphalt as she squatted.

	“As you can see, there was once more to this site. Someone has come along and taken entire portions of the hospital away, and that’s not all.”

	The camera blinked again. Tamara walked down the dim hall of a hospital with an open end that let the wildlife and the sunshine stream in unabated. She tapped a finger on a door.

	“X-ray room, but where are the machines? Where are the fixtures that prove this was once a functioning hospital? And more importantly, where are the people who lived here? Where are the souls who broke sweats and shed tears, trying to build lives and save for retirement?”

	Again, the camera blinked. The view was of the foregone urban outside, the lifeless downtown core.

	“These are the questions I’ll do my best to answer on this episode of American Ghost Towns Uncovered.”

	The theme song took over and the credits rolled atop a steady video and photo slideshow of normal towns turned to ash, left to dust, run overgrown, and the serious smile of the host, producer, and nine times out of ten, camerawoman of the program. 

	—

	The interest in Haderson County began as it often did for Tamara: scouring YouTube videos for the right set of eerie taglines. Ghost town, missing, scary were the trio that took her to Jane Doe’s video, uploaded by DrWeirdosaurus—the only video from this particular user that was worth a damn.

	Under shadow with her voice distorted, video featuring analog tracking fuzz and poor sound quality, Jane Doe explained how the organization came to town, though she didn’t know what they said they were doing, and that within a few months, people were changing. “Sherry-Ann was all different and she kept tryin’ to get me to go to the dentist or the doctor or for a massage, but I could see something was going on. I told her I was scared and we had to get out of there, she smiled and told me there isn’t anything to be afraid of. Like that. She come from ten miles south a nowhere and she ain’t ever talked like that. That’s when I said I was goin’ to visit with my nan...but I don’t have a nan. My folks was already all dead and she knew that, but only just nodded and I packed up ‘cause it wasn’t right in town anymore.”

	Jane Doe went on to explain that when she returned, she found the place was a gutted mess; buildings on fire, windows smashed, cars wrecked all over the place. The video ended abruptly with a cut screen to a bespectacled man behind a desk—turned out it was a short-lived show with a six episode run on cable back in 1989 titled, Mysteries of Our World.

	—

	After gathering everything she’d need from Waken, Tamara leaned back in the van she’d purchased with the proceeds of the sale of her condo. After paying back the mortgage, there wasn’t much left. Equity always looked like more on paper. In the cargo hold where she sat, she had computer equipment, a camera, and a bedroll. The places she visited didn’t always have discount motels nearby and not always was there cash for a nice sleep. 

	In fact, all too often she’d felt something on her heels after she finally finished filming, as if the term ghost town didn’t really mean emptied. Many of the locales carried much more than a vacancy; and in the case of Waken, the only town in Haderson County, it carried a double serving of chills. 

	Another clue of a bigger mystery on the map. 

	Only the tiny town of Georgia, Arkansas had stirred such a depth of reaction so far, and like in Georgia, someone had gutted the hospital. There were whispers of others and she had an ever-growing list of spots worth looking into.

	“Who is doing this?” she asked, gazing away for impact, practicing for the next time. A favorite question. It suggests something more sinister than manufacturing heading to Asia or Mexico or telecom companies outsourcing to stay-at-homers the world over.

	“Who is doing this?” she tried again, lower, a quiver in her voice.

	That was a good one.

	As she talked to herself, she set her laptop to work on the ten gigs of the cellular data included in her plan. She’d opened the email on her phone, but wanted to see the scanned photograph in full size. Something special dwelled on the little screen, something connecting spots. The email accompanying the photograph offered potential answers to the very questions she asked in Waken. The vibe was eerie and spoke of things she’d never found the words to express on her YouTube show. It answered questions she’d only imagined finding answers to, as insane as the suggestions were...

	“Canada, huh?” She opened the calendar on her desktop. 

	She replied to the query and felt a shiver run her shoulders like a team of exploratory spider feet. Impossible to drive that far on a whim, but if she mapped it properly, it was but a skip out of the country, maybe only a day total lost in travel.

	




Chapter Two

	Eleven months, give or take a day or two, separated each of the Ray brothers’ birthdays. They’d moved to a trailer six concessions back from my family’s bungalow when they were little—this worked out to about eight miles over a couple gravel roads, door-to-door. Rumors existed about why, but most were no shadier or sadder than the truth was. 

	When there’s a dead mother involved, it’s tough to find a happy truth.

	—

	Summer was short, as they are when you’re a free soul; nothing but hours and sunlight and imagination. My father worked six days a week and on Sundays, he’d lie on the flea market couch and sleep through a NASCAR race, awakening to catch the white and then the checkered flags as if timed. My mother would collect Black Label cans from the brown shag carpet and bring in summer sausage sandwiches that he periodically sat up in order to scarf down. If it wasn’t sandwiches, it was chocolate cookies or cakes. I’m not certain he was ever awake when he did this. Almost as if this was a natural reaction. An animal urge to the scent or presence of food.

	Snacks had different rules for me, I could eat most things whenever, including the horrid puffed cereal, but I wasn’t allowed to munch the good stuff. That was off-limits so my father could eat a row of cookies or a whole tray of frosted chocolate rolls from the gas station whenever it suited him. Mother never made a peep about his pigging out like she did whenever I snuck too much of his junk food.

	He’d have my ass if I ate that stuff out of turn, but I did anyway. I was good about it and never snuck treats on Sundays, and never, ever, ever took the last of anything. 

	Those were the initial months, first memories of my father’s anger surfacing. I don’t know what changed, but something must’ve.

	—

	In the driveway, sun overhead, bees buzzing, birds singing, the temperature on the Mopar thermometer tacked next to the garage man-door reading 29° Celsius, I was shooting an orange ball made of rubber at the swinging, steel, driving door. The stick and ball were birthday gifts from a few months earlier. It took forever before I figured out a wrist-flick that sent the ball into the imagined top shelf of the imagined net. Over and over the orange ball padded against the swinging door with a hollow bong report.

	This was stupid. Like A-1 stupid. It was Sunday. My mother was meeting with her boss, training for better phone sales techniques or something, and Dad was asleep on the couch. Until he wasn’t and he was up and moving and mad as hell.

	The squeaky screen door swung the rest of the way open. Too hot, the wooden door, the one that ate a ton of audible disturbance, yawned to let in any potential breeze. We never had air conditioning.

	Leaping out, Dad rushed me. His fingers entwined in my shaggy three-inch dirty blond mop. My feet lifted from the driveway, peddling on air. His second hand latched somewhere in my middle. I flew. There was a flowerbed with tall, gawky flowers that came back every year next to the lane and my knees thumped into the dirt around the plants, barely missing my mother’s prairie stars. 

	“Shut the fuck up!” Dad shouted. “Jesus cocksucking Christ!”

	Dirt went into my mouth when I buried my face in the loose topsoil, tears streaming, silently—the only smart way to cry—making chocolate milk puddles around my face. Eventually, I rolled to the grass. It felt as if I’d lay there in the lawn between the neighbor’s treeline and our house for hours. Probably only ten minutes passed. Time is all backward. It stretches out to count nanoseconds when miserable and gets in a big damned hurry when you’re smiling.

	I got up. My stick was gone. The first, third, and fifth places I looked were the flowerbed, amid the enormous plants. It wasn’t there. The privacy hedges beyond the trees weren’t far, so I peeked at the two-story redbrick and the Lincoln on the slick black asphalt. The old man next-door obviously didn’t have my stick. Into the house I snuck like a cartoon cat burglar, high-stepping and everything, to see if my stick somehow flew in there or if my dad stole it. If Dad took it, I don’t know what I would’ve done.

	He again was asleep on the couch as if he hadn’t gotten up in the first place. An empty Jos. Louis box sat next to the couch and with it were a littering of clear cellophane wrappers. He’d eaten the whole box of cakes I hadn’t known existed.

	Hardly a revelation. 

	Outside again, the sun gave me one hell of a clue. A skinny shadow stretched out directly overhead and I looked up from where I’d been shooting the ball to see the shaft of my Sherwood reaching out. 

	Now there was a ladder in the garage, but I didn’t think of it or I decided not to cause anymore shit with my dad. No idea where my head was at—that part of the memory’s all gone. It would be cool if there were CDs or internet videos for that. Remembering. The English and science and vocabulary ones I’ve done and watched have been real useful, stupendous even. I mean, I’m no genius, but for a guy who never went to high school, I think I’m doing pretty good.

	A strong tree at the back of the house was often a source point for imagined climbs. Like kids on TV, I saw myself winding around the limbs. TV kids were so much better than me, and looking back, I’d say a confidence issue kept me out of the tree until then. Maybe. It could’ve been all kinds of things. I once refused to get into a pool because a leaf looked too much like a leech. Here though, need outweighed all else. I climbed; I needed my stick. The rough bark grated against the skin of my hands and inner legs. It didn’t take much effort to pull my fifty pounds, kick-scratching for toe holds up to where I needed to get to. 

	On my belly, I crawled the thick branch that dangled over the brown roof, whiffing in the outdoorsy scent and the ketchup-y smell on my hands from lunch. The branch’s skinny fingers touched the peak, but I didn’t have to go nearly that far. I stepped down onto the eaves trough, was light enough that it didn’t even dent. The branch left my hands and I looked behind me. As if the director zoomed the camera only to slam it back out. The distance, about fifteen feet, was miles and the lawn was a sea of deadly spikes. I tilted and scrambled from the edge like a monkey. 

	I caught my breath at the peak and looked to the flat area above the garage. Safe there and where my stick was. Slow, like a tightrope walker with my arms out, I made my way to the sticky grey tar of the garage part of the roof. My stick seemed fine. I checked for cracks and then gave it a lean like the NHL players did in warm-ups. Steady as ever. Flights happen to sticks sometimes, they’re made to withstand real strain. The old wooden ones were, especially.

	I lifted my head at the perfect moment and looked out beneath the steamy afternoon sun, above a treeline and the familial property, all the way to the road. Four kids on bikes peddled, plastic bags dangling from their handlebars. The lead boy stopped and the others did too.

	The Ray brothers with their buzzed black hair, chestnut skin, and dark brown eyes. Not that I could make out all that from the roof, I only saw enough to identify the sizes. Before I got to know them, they pretty much looked the same to me. Their names were common knowledge and I could figure out identities when I wanted to, but it wasn’t automatic until later. Larry, the kid who’d worn his grandfather’s watch to school, waved first. Then his brothers. 

	Then me. 

	They rolled on and I don’t recall how I got down.

	—

	Church always sucked. A boring place, and when we kids went off for Sunday school, I had to sit in a little room with Kirk. He hated me so much because of that one thing that could’ve been anything. Some people, give them any reason and they’ll hate your guts, like you’re Satan himself. They’ll stand on your back to prove they can. They’ll march a parade just to make sure you know they don’t want you around. 

	Really though, Kirk was a product of generational success and I was a product of generational unhappiness and underachievement. Anything more was nitpicking.  

	The Sunday school teacher was a woman named Ms. Royce and she was hardly a woman at all. She might’ve been a high school senior. She wasn’t hot like a lot of young women. In fact, she was really boring to look at. Plain as Jane from the saying, and she dressed like an old librarian. Her control of the class was fishing line thin. Maybe if she was a babe it would’ve been different. Almost certainly would’ve been different.

	When Kirk had the others chanting Cat Food at me, she could do nothing beyond shushing them. When I ran, they laughed until the heavy door closed. Ms. Royce came out a minute later and found me around the corner. She suggested that I play outside until church was over. 

	In the parking lot, I leaned on the bumper of the family Pontiac. It was often easier if I didn’t tempt others into giving me shit. Could be that I had one of those faces people want to punch, like the Nazi frog pin dickhead on the internet.

	Waiting outside was equally boring as church itself. On the edge of town, only a mile from home, I could’ve walked, instead I waited. 

	The Ray brothers peddled by. I waved, but they didn’t see me. 

	That night I requested a new bicycle.

	“What about the bike I just got you?” my dad asked.

	Indignant, I said, “That’s a little kid’s bike!”

	“You’re a little kid.”

	“Am not. It’s too small!”

	“Quiet down,” my mom said. She had her eyes closed, maybe trying to willpower the world into peace, that way she’d never have to pick up any broken dishes. She did it at least once a week.

	We sat at the table eating Kraft Dinner and meatloaf. My father pushed backward, a sneer on his face as the feet of the chair skidded on the linoleum. He went out to the garage. My eyes stayed on the nuclear-looking noodles. He came back a minute later, scowl gone, and continued eating. Not another word left his mouth.

	The next Sunday my father didn’t stay home to watch NASCAR—he never came with us to church, said he’d done his time when he was a boy. That afternoon he pulled in the lane, up to the garage. The tailgate flopped with a bang and he unloaded a bike in pieces. The parts were all different colors. 

	The sum was equally exciting and alarming. I was going to have a big bike like the Ray boys, but it might be embarrassing, too, like the stupid bags of cereal. 

	All those different colors.

	My dad seemed to understand something better than I thought he’d cared to comprehend and he had the bike flipped upside down after he put it together, without the seat or chain or the wheels on it yet. The garage smelled like molten metal from the spot welds he’d made. It was hot in there too.

	“Try to not get any paint on the gears.” Dad pointed at the can of black latex Tremclad and wood-handled brush next to the bike that sat atop a groundwork of newspapers to catch what I’d spill. 

	Painting was more work than I figured and my father made me do it three times. The next morning, I awoke to find the chain on and greased, and the paint mostly dry. I buzzed around the lane, practicing to get good enough, imagining that I was part of a different team than usual. Most of my fantasies had my line mates named Muller, Savard, DiPietro, Roy, and the likes, but this time I imagined being an Indian brother on a bike, solid and part of a pack. 

	I know that’s not the PC word anymore, but it’s the word we all used back then, and I figure it’s mostly about intent, but I guess I should get with the times more. 

	—

	There were three weeks left of summer and I didn’t spot the brothers rolling by again, which drove me nuts, seeing as I had the bike and just needed the invitation. I was ready to go.

	



	

Blueberry, Ohio – September 29, 1984

	Larry Merchant peeked around the cement wall to the roller rink floor. Everything was wrong, even the smell had changed. The brightness and quiet, the weight of it all summed and stacked. Rows upon rows of his friends, neighbors, and regular passersby sat on their knees with their mouths open and heads tilted back, as if awaiting instruction from a yogi. He jerked away, flat against the wall, pressed to the Vantuli Corporation sign that offered free flu shots to anyone living in the county. 

	Who in the hell was the Vant—?

	“Truck! Truck! Truck!”

	Larry wanted to hiss at Robbie to shut the fuck up, but it was only Robbie that kept Larry from being one of these people lined up and out cold. Three hours earlier, they’d been in line for the shot when Robbie pitched a fit and dropped his firetruck. He then pissed his pants and demanded to be away from the roller rink. 

	Embarrassed, Larry escorted his big brother from the rink and outside. They walked home and Larry decided they’d risk the flu rather than go back to the rink…but the truck. Robbie had dropped his goddamned firetruck somewhere in there and a new fit commenced. 

	He’d tried to convince Robbie to stay home alone for a bit, maybe take a nap while Larry went to fetch the truck, but the man wasn’t having it. Robbie didn’t have that retard strength his friends sometimes talked about, but he was strong enough and touched in the head in a way that made what strength he had seem like more. So they’d gone back, but the place was quiet and spooky, men in white painter’s suits carted huge rug-like bundles into mattress trucks and farm trucks.

	It was almost enough to turn Larry around, but Robbie started shouting for his truck. They went through the back door and Robbie agreed to hang out in the skate room until Larry returned with the truck. For a while it was good and fine, Larry imagined his brother spinning the wheels of the shelved skates for the rest of the afternoon, then the rest of his life, free Larry of the burden of caretaking an adult child.

	“Truck! Truck!”

	“Shut up,” Larry hissed under his breath. He took another look around the cement wall and then booted across the floor. The rink was unnerving with all that light and all those quietly breathing people. And just what in the hell was going on? What was in those shots? A government experiment or aliens or the Catholics or what?

	“Truck! Tru—!”

	Larry crouched and looked back. The way Robbie’s voice cut was not normal. His brother hardly did anything, but what he did do, he did all the way through. There was no stopping midway, that shit would never fly.

	Larry rubbed his forehead and spotted the truck only two rows over. Still hunched, he began a scurried sprint, like an injured raccoon or cat, all wobbly and bent. He slid on his knees and cradled the truck to his legs. He then looked around. It was as it had been. He climbed back into a crouch and closed his eyes, started the first deep breath. The second followed, but before the third filled his lungs, a hand snapped out and grabbed his arm, his eyes opened and he stumbled back. Every single head—there had to be close to a thousand—turned in his direction as he fell onto the pastor’s son, the pastor’s son snaked a hand over Larry’s shoulder, his fingers dipping into the moisture of Larry’s armpit, and Larry screamed then and burst upright like a rocket lifting off. The weak grips let and he ran, hurdling the lazily reaching arms and foggy looking faces.

	So many people and he knew pretty well every one of them, what had happened?

	He cleared the final row and slipped on the waxy wood, crashing sideways for a mere second before popping up and tearing back to the shoe room.

	Robbie was on his knees, blinking rapidly, his hands opening and closing, his mouth whispering, “Truck. Truck. Truck.”

	Larry held out the truck and said, “Larry, did someone come in here?”

	Robbie gripped the truck for five heartbeats before blood began seeping from his eyes and ears. He stopped moving, stopped breathing and then vomited a great red deluge.

	“Robbie!” Larry said and rubbed his hands over his head, ruffling his sandy brown hair before acting. He broke for the door they’d entered through. The brightness outside blinded him long enough that two sets of arms coming down on his had time to press him flat against the doorframe. 

	His eyes cleared and he said, “Mom? Dad? Chelsea?” 

	“Hush, baby,” Chelsea said and stuck a needle into his throat.

	



Chapter Three

	Second grade started worse than first grade. Everyone was excited to be back even though the weather was grey and the clouds spat heavy enough that everyone had wet pants’ cuffs. I was in the same seat on the bus, but the body next to me had changed. Joel went to high school, cast off to cause trouble for a different set of adults. This new figure next to me was named Linda Dickenson and she was the bus driver’s daughter, another eighth grader. A horrid girl. She was chunky and wore men’s deodorant. She liked to spit on people, but from the back of her throat. She called it gleeking—I think so nobody spat back at her.

	I have no idea why the driver did this to me. I was the only one younger than the fourth grade in the back four rows. It’s almost like he hated me, too.

	Linda was a bully in a way different from Joel, a kind I didn’t know existed before but came to understand pretty quickly. All bullies are really branches from the same tree.

	“Ugh, you’re the cat food kid,” she said when I sat. That was all she said that first day. I faced forward and did what I did: be small and be quiet.

	Mrs. Hempel was my teacher. She was old and bitchy. The type of woman who put in curlers every night and went to bed long before the late shows started. I had her for her last year before retirement; she took out the frustration of sticking around into her supposed golden years out on us. This actually worked to my benefit. Kirk was in my class and started fresh into the taunts, basically echoing the sentiment of Linda from the bus.

	“No way, Cat Food passed!”

	“Kirk, shut up,” Mrs. Hempel said.

	Kirk sneered and said to me, a full table length away, “You’re gonna get your butt kicked at recess.”

	Mrs. Hempel, again, no shit flying in her neck of the universe, butted in. “No, he isn’t. You’re staying in all lunch with me until you can get along with your classmates.”

	“But I…” Kirk was astounded, that look on his face was priceless. All gawky and wide, like he couldn’t get enough air or muster the resources to pull his jaw closed.

	I Buried a smile into my crossed arms as I leaned over the table. Never had the system worked in my favor, almost as if someone stood up for me. Almost. I know the teacher only cared about orderly days without extra garbage, but what works works.

	The room was clean and fresh. No junk student art hung on the walls or easels. The chalkboards were like-new, dark green, scrubbed free of failed math equations and efforts at learning cursive. Mrs. Hempel’s desk had a series of plastic folder boxes with labels on the ends. Some kids said her family were army people and that’s why she was the way she was. Possible. It’s something I never thought to look into. Like most kids, I took the information as gospel—something I did too often. Hell, I remember this one kid telling me there was this episode of Baywatch where the character Mitch three-ways with Jill and Gina. Said they showed full nudity and penetration and everything. I’d never seen an episode of Baywatch, but I believed him, even envied him because that show was about hot women in bathing suits, and you were cool if you watched it. 

	The town and the surrounding rural townships had enough bodies for two classes of every grade at Tiberton Elementary. In my class, there were three round tables with eight kids at each. My table was mostly girls. The middle table was an even mix, but Kirk was there and that’s all I saw. The third table was mostly boys. Two were twins with hugely fat heads and round middles; they belonged to the Chinese Restaurant owners in town. There was a Middle Eastern girl who had big round eyes and long, thick black hair. She also had sideburns and always smelled like cotton candy. Four others were rural kids who were in my kindergarten class. They lived north of Tiberton instead of west, where I lived. And the last spot was Todd Ray. I didn’t think of it then, but those four rural kids were the spawn of former German Mennonite families newly embracing modern society. 

	So that table had four Mennonites, one Native, a Middle Easterner, and two Chinese boys. Mrs. Hempel had segregated the room by racial background, putting all us white-Anglo-bloodlines away from anything else. Nobody ever mentioned it. Likely nobody but the people who sat at the table thought anything of it, as if that was a normal way to build a seating chart.

	While Hempel addressed the class about whatever, I stared at Todd until he looked at me. I nodded once. He nodded once. We were almost friends by silent Morse Code.

	—

	Though Joel was gone, Lee was still around. He hadn’t gotten any bigger and to my surprise, he and I were the same height the next time he saw me. That changed nothing. He still took me down around back of the gymnasium and I screamed and turtled, shocked by the impact. The summer had been mostly peaceful, and getting whooped is never easy.

	The teachers supposedly monitoring the yard were usually posted up by the side door at the main hallway, chatting about whatever it is that teachers chat about.

	Lee had me down a million miles from the eyes of the teachers. I winced and tensed, ready for what came all the times before. His typical moves included pressing knees to my shoulders and bird pecking with his fingers in a beak shape, twisting my ears, and then at other times plain kicking my ribs and back. Once he tore my shirt off over my head. Another time he gave me a wedgie that had my Fruit of the Looms stretched out of whack.

	The beating didn’t come. After the initial hit, that was it. 

	My eyes opened to a squeal. Lee’s squeal. The Ray brothers were thumping him. They were skinny boys like me, but together they were like beasts. Wonderful beasts, tag teaming a punk. 

	Lee ran one way and the Ray brothers ran the other when a girl began shouting for teacher assistance. By the time the schoolyard authorities arrived, only I remained of the fight, confused and elated, grass-stained and mostly unharmed.

	The second day back didn’t go as well. 

	—

	Everything new is an opportunity. Every change is a chance. Scott Robins was new and he was in a seat next to mine when I got to class, a full two minutes before the bell. Getting there early wasn’t cool, but it could be safer, at least in the hour-by-hour short-run. There were only a few others in the room by then. I sat and Scott introduced himself. 

	He was nice and cool and about a foot taller than I was. I suddenly had visions of myself walking next to this figure, kicking dirt at guys like Kirk. Scott would invite me over and we’d do cool shit and play Nintendo and watch X-rated movies, and play hockey in the streets with all the other kids because Scott accepted me and his opinion was gold. For those few minutes, Scott Robins replaced the Ray brothers as my imaginary team. He was enormous and everything I needed to rule my world.

	Over the days, months, and years, I discovered that Scott Robins was an American. His father was in the military and had died in the Gulf War. His mother, heartbroken, took him out of school for the final six months of second grade. Somehow, somewhere along the line, his mother got over the death and remarried, a Canadian this time, one on his way to the small town of Tiberton to work as a planner. Some kind of engineer.

	Scott Robins was bigger and confident because he’d done all this before. He wasn’t a loser starting anew. He was giant with a cool accent who knew many of the upcoming turns. He’d taken similar classes and walked similar social tightropes before.

	Scott Robins was athletic. Scott Robins wore brand names that were several seasons ahead of the hick-couture of Tiberton Elementary. Even the cool kids wore enough stuff from the department stores; still, the Nike Swoosh was already a big deal, and if your coat wasn’t a Starter pullover, forget it.

	Scott Robins was the coolest guy and he was a good friend until lunch hour. 

	After lunch, Scott came back from recess a changed boy. I hadn’t seen him the entire break, which was a letdown, but I perked up again in class. Imagine Superman ‘roid-raging against a bunch of elementary school kids, that’s how I was feeling again. 

	I said, “Hey,” and he said, “Shut up, Cat Food.”

	My world crumbled and anger flashed. I stared at my hands and wished to be anybody else. I wished to be a superhero with bad intentions. I wanted to crush Scott’s head and Kirk’s head and everybody else’s head that called me Cat Food. Brains and blood oozing between my super strong hands.

	“Matt. Matt Winter, would you…? Matt!”

	Mrs. Hempel’s voice drove away my massacre reverie and I said, “Yeah?”

	“Please, pay attention. Now, can you tell me the order?”

	Looking at the cards lined up on the blackboard ledge, I said, “Onion, onion,”

	“Stand up and say it loudly, Mr. Winter.”

	I pushed back and rose, angry, snapping straight up. My jogging pants did not come with me, nor did my underwear. The class erupted just as quickly as I bent to yank everything up. Scott had this sneer on his face, as if I’d done something to trick him when I didn’t tell him I wasn’t cool. Seeing his face did not mean I saw or felt his hand on my pants. I’m still not entirely sure it wasn’t anything different from my normal luck.

	As the class laughed, Mrs. Hempel stormed over to our table. Her face remained sullen behind a china white tone that’s reserved for old people and Geishas. Old or not, one thing about her that never aged was her hearing. Man, it never failed. She’d heard Scott’s change. Heard Kirk’s nickname for me repeated by the new guy, I have zero doubts. 

	“Scott! Robins!”

	“I didn’t do nothing!”

	“Up. Up.” Mrs. Hempel stood over us. I felt her presence like a storm cloud above the forest fire situation. “Stand up.”

	Scott did and the laughter in the room slowed. The tone soured for those having a good time and probably something relented for anyone embarrassed for me. I peeked out from my folded arms where I lay atop the table. My classmates were all enemies. Too many were still grinning, too many got pleasure from my discomfort. My cheeks were burning. It made me want to yell out for Todd to get his brothers, and scream for the god I visited in church every Sunday, and dig a hole under the floor and die in it. It made me want to do everything and nothing.

	Instead, Mrs. Hempel came back and continued as if I hadn’t waved my little pecker and un-dropped balls at the collective eyes of the class. Eventually Scott came back as well. He sat at Kirk’s table from then until the next seat change. 

	For a while after that, kids called me Dink, but it didn’t stick. I was Cat Food to most. Despite that twenty-four classmates knew what my wiener looked like.

	—

	The shit was constant. I got it on the bus from Linda. She pinched and scolded; many days I came home with a wet shoulder from where she spat on me, but mostly she reminded me of how worthless I was. I got it in the classroom and at recess from nearly everyone at school. I got it at home from my parents. I started getting it from myself by then as well. I would punch my legs and arms. I talked down to the sad boy in the mirror. I hated that freak the most sometimes. It was his fault, he was the loser, he was Dink, he was Cat Food.

	I’d stopped wondering why the Ray brothers didn’t take me into their world. 

	Of course they didn’t. 

	—

	Moving forward. Nine class days left until summer break. Linda was done with elementary school and high school had her eyes big as full moons. Having me, a little kid reminder in her seat, seemed to poke her in all the wrong ways. It didn’t change anything about me. I huddled up and got real small, like always. 

	If there’s a trick to doing this well enough to be left alone, I didn’t know it, because small wasn’t small enough, ever.

	“Get out of my seat,” Linda said.

	I didn’t move beyond stiffening.

	“Get out. I’m sick of looking at you. You and those dirty track pants. Can’t your parents buy you jeans? They feed you cat food and make you wear old track pants? What kind of loser are you?”

	I don’t know exactly what came over me. My inner voice became an outer voice and I whispered, “Fuck you.”

	Linda said nothing for the rest of the trip. That night after supper, the bus driver called my house and informed my dad that I had to find another ride to school for the rest of the year for using foul language with his daughter. 

	My bedroom door was closed, though not clicked. Dad kicked it open and lifted me from the floor by my hair. My cards were in stacks around where I’d been sitting. I’d organized those cards in every possible way, endlessly. In the air, my hands grabbed for my father’s strong greasy, perma-stained fingers. 

	“You stupid shit!” he said through clenched teeth.

	He latched with his other hand on my armpit and started shaking. It hurt like you’d never believe when my shoulder popped and the ball and socket un-mated. I fuzzed over and don’t recall much until we got to the wildly bright and clean smelling hospital. If the doctor at the emergency room had words for my parents, they never reached me. The hospital was cold and the pain was incredible again when the doctor started moving me around. Then fuzz. There’s nothing else to the memory. 

	For years I’ve wrestled with my imagination about these situations, as if it’s such a big and important thing that I need to score every point for the sake of a narrative, let it help draw away from the repetition that is existing at the ass end of the social totem pole, but I don’t remember that visit hardly at all and I don’t think it’s lingering in the recesses of my head. Like a hypnotist couldn’t dig it out if they wanted to because nothing’s left. 

	It’s so strange how the brain works. I barely remember what the hospital looked like before the fire took it down and that company came in a replaced everything, which was the time things in Tiberton really started to change.

	



Chapter Four

	The Ray brothers were usually close in mind over the coming years. It’s not that they had any kind of celebrity, and nobody but me seemed to notice them much, but they were solid—if that’s the right word. A few times Todd was in school groups with me. The other brothers always took the bus when I did, we were hardly more than an arm’s reach, reasonably, but mostly we stayed respectfully distant. Well, I did. They didn’t need me. Three additional times they came to my rescue when they spotted things going down. Not with Lee, he never touched me after they’d swarmed him, but Scott didn’t learn and Scott had a team of his own.

	Kirk was a minor league bully by comparison. His flavor was with his mouth and I was all for letting a kid yap, those bruises don’t surface until later. 

	—

	The hospital fire took the medical offices next door with it. They were brick on the outside, but the connecting walls were insulation and plaster. The oxygen tanks and the endless alcohol on hand lit like tissue paper moths seeking candlelight from one of those ancient silent movies. A fire was huge news in a dull county, even as it happened. My father raced in from the garage where he worked on his street stock racecar—a teenage hobby resumed the summer earlier. He was in a good mood and gathered my mother, my little sister, and me, and took us into town to watch the flames he’d heard about on the radio.

	Its heat and light were awesome. I’ve stood in front of many fires since and nothing hit me quite like that. The crowd acted like it was fireworks—oohing and aahing—rather than the destruction of the hospital. Only sound I made about it was saying wow a bunch of times. 

	An hour remained until sundown and again, still, wow. Black streamed into the dim sky above the blaring fire like spirits escaping Hell. It’s not easy to explain the craziness of the temperature. If you’ve never stood before a good fire, you have no idea. The block burned out on a breeze that dragged the show away from the bush out back. We watched hapless volunteers work to keep it from spreading because anything more than that was beyond their skillset. 

	They were like squirrels, their boots, suits, and helmets were comical next to their disorganization. They weren’t like firefighters on TV. A hydrant sprayed straight into the air, half-open, unattended. Another had two men trying to bring a hose back under control after losing a member to a tumble and a sprained knee. If there wasn’t a huge emergency, it would’ve been funny. These same men rode parade floats every year with their chests puffed.

	The firefighters on the other side of the block had to have something working properly because the town didn’t burn down. The flames never jumped to homes. It ate the hospital and attached buildings, but nothing more.

	We wore black streaks on our faces and had gunk in our hair. The soot found everything and everybody. There were hundreds of people out there and more pouring from homes and cars to drink in the scene and the secondhand smoke at the mostly safe distance of the street beyond the big parking lot.

	“Some mess, huh?” a voice asked from behind us. The inflection was familiar, but much heavier than I’d heard from Todd and his brothers—the odd time I’d heard any of them speak.

	Reservation accent is what some call it.

	“Hey, Gus,” my dad said to the old man with long, scraggly, grey and black hair in a ponytail. 

	Gus was an old man the way anyone over fifty is old to a little kid. He wore jeans and a plaid button-up like a cowboy or a farmer. Huddled around Gus were the Ray brothers. I nodded. They nodded. As it was.

	“Council gonna raise taxes,” Gus said.

	My father started into talking about insurance and other things he knew nothing about. He was the same as any other asshole when it came to that stuff. The topic eventually changed and my father sold me into the labor force because it would be good for my lazy ass to do something.

	—

	The Rays lived in a permanent trailer on the lip of seventy acres of hayfields and patchy bush with a big greyed-red barn and two dogs. My father dropped me off at seven o’clock, after I’d finished breakfast—a bowl of something, I’m sure. Gus Ray was in the front yard and began chatting with my father when we got out of the truck. Gawky and out of my element, I was too tired yet for real excitement, but I was happy to be there. It was warm and would be hot later on, that too, I hardly noticed. 

	One-by-one Larry, Carl, Roy, and Todd exited the plunked down trailer in chronological order. Larry had grown an ugly patch of moustache above his lip that I hadn’t noticed at the fire. He was twelve and was big as any of the eighth graders from the year before. Carl was a bit shorter, Roy shorter still, and Todd was about the same height as Roy. I was the shortest and skinniest of the crew. They were wiry thin but hard looking and I was plain scrawny. Larry and Todd had shaggy hair a few inches long, while Carl and Ray kept a tight clipper buzz. Ray picked at his teeth with a long string of grass he’d plucked from by the trunk of a spruce tree next to the lane.

	“Go on,” Gus said. “You know the boys from school.”

	Gus was their grandfather. Their mother had died shortly after Todd’s first birthday. Their father had been in jail. The court threw the book at him after his second DUI thanks to the way he went about it. He had a gold Tempo, it had three Mothers Against Drunk Driving ribbons tied to the plate. There was a bumper sticker that featured the slogan DRY ROADS ARE SAFE ROADS. The man had a problem and rather than deal with it, he figured the next best thing was making it less likely that his Tempo was a target of police interest. Unfortunately, a swerving car in a small town outweighs any number of bumper stickers and got his ass hauled in.

	The Crown decided the drinking and driving was a fact of Mr. John Ray’s existence and that purchasing a bumper sticker and tying the familiar ribbons was a calculated step in attempting to skirt the law. Premeditated DUI.

	In prison fights, John Ray fought and won. He proved himself to the other inmates, and to the authorities. His sentence stretched double and when he finally got out, he moved on—things had worked out for the boys with grandma and grandpa, why ruin it? 

	I had two uncles in prison, one for sex crimes and the other for armed robbery. I understood even then that people sometimes went to jail and that just about everybody knew somebody who’d been inside.

	“You ever hay before?” Larry asked.

	I shook my head.

	“That’s okay. It’s easy. Maybe get you some muscle,” Roy said.

	“Maybe keep them kids from kicking your ass some,” Carl said.

	“You think?” I hadn’t thought of this point. All I knew was that I had to work and I would get ten bucks at the end of the day, and that I’d hang out with the brothers some. 

	“No,” Larry said and then smiled. “But if you work like a Ray, we’ll treat you like a Ray, right?”

	Three heads nodded and damned if I didn’t feel as if this was my moment, like I stood before the coach of the Montreal Canadiens and he was giving me a spot on the bench if I could prove myself. If I went out there and gave it my all. 

	I sweated as I never sweat before out in that hayfield. Blisters, red and oozing, littered my hands. Red scratches speckled my forearms from where I’d lifted and piled bales from the field onto the trailer, and then in the afternoon, into the barn—like full-blown chickenpox or measles. Gus drove the truck and we rode or walked. The day moved slowly and I worked quietly as the brothers chatted. Larry, Carl, and Todd argued and discussed, Roy piped in occasionally, but he was more like me, quiet.

	At four-thirty, we finished. My face was tanned to a burn, dirt crusted around my mouth that I licked at too often, my body ached down to the bones, my hands throbbed, but when Gus handed me that weepy can of Labatt’s Blue and I took that first sip, I knew glory. It’s a moment I’ll never have again, but it’s something worth chasing in its simplicity and perfection.

	I was a man, after a day of man’s labor, drinking a man’s drink. A man amongst men. Good and right, no bullies reached into my head, my inattentive and sporadically cruel parents were far from my thoughts, and I didn’t mind being me. For the first time since understanding that happiness was a different state of being from normal, everything was great.

	“You’d best get some dogs in him, don’t want his mother on us for getting him drunk,” Catty Ray said. She was skinny like the rest of them. Her hair reached dried black and grey fingers to the small of her back like wispy tree moss. Her smell was nice like sweet tobacco and her eyes were a yellowy brown that caught the sun and flickered new light like a gold tone prism.

	She manned the hibachi because they were out of propane. On the table was a loaf of white bread in a bag, ketchup and mustard in squeeze bottles, and a jar of relish. There was also a pitcher of bright red Hi-C fruit punch, from frozen concentrate. Same stuff I drank at home.

	The two scruffy dogs were good all day until the food started smelling up the yard. Bob and Doug were their names. Half the cats and dogs in Canada were named Bob and Doug at one point. They sat far enough away to avoid a boot from Gus, quietly moaning pleas for scraps.

	I was dizzy. That was equal parts beer and exhaustion. The three hotdogs went down like water in a desert oasis and soaked up the alcohol in my guts.

	“You busy tomorrow?” Gus asked.

	“Me?” I said, setting aside the easy laughter the beer gifted me. The Ray boys had been discussing the merits of wearing an earpiece like a Secret Service agent if you went on Wheel of Fortune or Jeopardy! They decided Wheel was good, but Jeopardy! was too fast for the team on the far end to come up with the right answer because they’d have to be in a library, a whole team, pulling together answers from encyclopedias. The world was so different before Google.

	“Who else?” Gus said.

	The boys quieted, awaiting the unfolding storyline.

	“Not really, I’d mostly just bike around and stuff, I guess.”

	“Want to make another ten bucks?”

	I slept almost straight from seven that night to seven the next morning, naked after the shower I took. Too beat to put on pajamas. I remember waking up really feeling naked and I’d never done that before. But it was good. Being useful stunned in all the right ways. I’d never known anything like it. 

	Work is good for that. Catching pride from feeling useful is addictive, but it can start to wane, too, the feeling of usefulness, I mean. 

	At eight, the Rays’ old GM pick-up rolled in the driveway. Mom was in the bathroom putting on makeup. She’d started selling for herself by then, and hadn’t had a hard time plucking clients from her old boss who’d switched to Avon. It was like the mob, gangs at throats. That makeup was war paint. Ruthless women saying anything, trying to score a pink Cadillac.

	I ran outside after saying bye over the radio tunes. My mom offered a half-smile to the reflection that I caught on my way past. Catty was behind the wheel. Todd, Roy, and Carl sat up front with Catty in the cab. Larry was in the back with Bob and Doug. In favor of the rules of age, Carl hopped out and I jumped in the front next to Roy. Carl got in with his brother. Five minutes later, we were at the charred and gutted hospital. 

	Locals worked in a fever, knocking down, scraping away, and loading dumper bins with backhoes. The stink was tremendous, and still, a couple dozen people stood outside an orange snow fence, watching. Being inside that fence made me feel like a manly man again. 

	Gus was around the back, working with meticulous effort. He had the loader of his ancient Ford pressing up against a wall of cinder blocks. He’d already made two good piles and tossed the rest to the side. In the good piles were 2x4s, 2x6s, green insulation, and coiled wiring. 

	“Don’t none of you touch that green shit.” Gus hopped off the tractor, letting it stall with a jerk. 

	We were out of the truck awaiting orders standing in the sooty rubble. Larry and Carl were understandably excited about the day. Roy and Todd weren’t so enthusiastic. And I was there to work, looking for more of the day prior. Being at the hospital was confusing. Bob and Doug got out of the truck and began a sniffing expedition of the smoke scented remains.

	“Guys talking, somehow the council thinks there’s money for an all-new clinic and they need this cleaned out right quick,” Gus said.

	“That mean they gonna pay ya?” Catty asked.

	Gus turned to her with a fat wad of insulation at an arm’s length, pinched between the Tiberton Co-Op stamped work gloves. “Yup.” The insulation went into the back of the truck way up at the front. A tarp went over the stuff once he’d finished piling it in and then Gus ordered us to start with the 2x4s. At first I sort of wandered emptyhanded because I didn’t know what a 2x4 was. Larry saw and said, “This size,” as he carted a ten-foot piece toward the truck bed.

	Catty leaned on the rear panel by the rusty wheel well. “How much they paying?”

	Probably, originally, Gus asked to pick through the rubble for supplies in exchange for a little help cleaning up. The rush changed things and he was getting about double the supplies that he initially wanted. Just in case.

	“Enough that you’re gonna have to pour so I can help out a little longer than planned.”

	Catty made a tick noise, but didn’t argue. It took ten minutes to load the truck and still leave us enough space to sit. The dogs came to a finger whistle. 

	“You do a whistle like that?” Todd asked me as we waited on Catty.

	I’d always wished I could. I put my face down and said, “No.”

	“Me neither,” Todd said.

	“I can,” Roy said.

	“Bullshit,” Todd said.

	Roy punched Todd and Todd punched Roy. I pushed up against the door, part smiling, but also part worried that they were hitting each other so hard that this fight might mean something. Catty’s door opened. “Cut it out.” They did, and we were back at the farm unloading the truck in no time. Roy and Todd were back to normal.

	We piled the lumber and then as a group, we rolled the tarp like a loose tobacco dart and pulled it out of the truck bed, dragging garbage and recyclables beneath it. Catty said if we got fiberglass in our arms it would sting. “Though don’t know that that’s even fiberglass. Better safe than whining.”

	We then had a break and Catty had a coffee while she explained that Larry and Carl were to stay home for the next trip so they could dig a two-foot-deep gulley around the spot she’d measured and marked at the backside of the trailer. 

	“That’s where the new bedroom’s gonna be,” Todd said to me.

	It hadn’t occurred to me to ask. The Rays had a way of talking a lot without really saying the important parts, so my mind was always busy as my body. Right then they’d talked about how if they were on TV westerns, they’d be cowboy-Indians and make everyone get along, but they’d probably have to kill a few of each side to make sure folks took them seriously. Catty said they were full of shit.

	We went back to town. This time Gus informed us which cinder blocks were to come and then pointed to sheet metal, explaining that he’d like some of it, but there wasn’t really time to get the screws out, so we couldn’t take it. “That’s good heavy stuff.”

	I was confused, looking at the huge sheet metal walls with cinder blocks screwed to the backsides. Everything lay flat. I turned to the truck and then to the metal again, I didn’t catch that Gus had stated a fact that had nothing to do with our chore. Something I came to understand about all the Rays, once you got close to them, quiet people sometimes have much to say and said it all, but only when comfortable, and like anybody else, only half of what they said mattered.

	We worked in twos. Catty and Roy. Todd and me. Gus pushed the bucket against the bottom four feet of an exterior wall made of cinderblocks. All around us, the action was loud and reckless and we were separate from it. Then, I’d wondered what the others, all middle-aged men, thought of us. Gawking from different sections of the wreck. I didn’t sweat it, but I noticed. 

	Safe to assume now that everyone thought we were crazy.

	“Okay, try it,” Gus called out after every bucket lean against the wall. There was old cement and rusty rebar running up through the blocks and we had to wiggle and lift to get the blocks off the stacks. Any broken or cracked ones we threw aside. They were about twenty pounds each and it took two of us jiggling to get them up, off, and onto the bed of the truck.

	Once the truck was on a pretty good dip, we went back to the farm and had lunch.

	—

	By the third day, I almost didn’t want to go. I was tired and sore, but I went. The disinterest was purely a reaction from the physical toll. Looking back, working with the Rays is one of my most vivid memories from before the new hospital.

	Catty explained everything while we tied the rebar we had and set it into the foundation gulley. Todd and me each had to take corners while Larry spun the handle on the ancient mixer like a huge, crusty, grey mouth. Carl and Roy took turns dumping bags and shoveling gravel from a wheelbarrow. Catty held the hose, adding to the mix as needed. She said she was foreman and that foremen used the hose and gave orders, the rest was up to us to stop screwing around. She added this, I think, for the spirit of it, like her job as the adult was to remind us we were kids.

	It took hours and it was the last thing we did before Gus showed up with a bucket of KFC for supper. Sometimes Mom and Dad brought home the Colonel, but it had been a long time since. The last time was probably when Mom was pregnant—we ate all kinds of good stuff then.

	No beer that day, instead we all drank Mountain Dew from huge Batman Returns cups from McDonalds. They were old and scuffed. We had one in the cupboard at home just like it. 

	The Rays had the whole set and then some. It was as if they had everything we had at home and more, but also love like I never knew existed in real life.

	The next morning things went quickly. The boys took turns explaining how the new room would be the sturdiest part and why it had to go on the back. It boiled down to not paying for a surveyor and building permits. The adult information discussed in my direction was yet another revelation. Nobody had talked to me like I was anything but a little kid. If I heard anything about legal papers with my parents, they talked only because I was not really there to them. Just a kid, see?

	Gus was at the old hospital site still. Catty explained that everyone used to add rooms to houses and trailers like this, didn’t know why they didn’t do it so much anymore. You could also link up a second trailer: “But who has money for another trailer? Plus you never know if they’ve got termites or what, if you got a used one.”

	There was a skeleton of a wall and a roof just inside the poured foundation. I guess maybe this is all boring stuff to hear, but it’s so vivid to me now. The way the fields smelled fresh and how the air was sticky and thick, the way I fell in and never wanted it to change, it’s all clear as yesterday. Even though I was tired and sore, this was the best point in my life. Easy group monotony to a lonely boy is gold. 

	By the fourth day, we had the floor down and the walls up. The addition added a ten by eight room, give or take. When suppertime rolled around, Gus came back with sheet metal strips in the bucket of the tractor. He tacked the roof and explained to Catty about the wiring as if she was the one.

	“I ain’t no electrician, better get someone in here proper, or you do it.”

	Gus shrugged. “I was really hoping you’d do it. I don’t like shocks.”

	“And I do?”

	“Better you than me,” Gus said and then howled like a laughing cartoon wolf.

	That night I was at home watching TV with my parents. Thursday, a MacGyver rerun was on because it was summer and nothing new worth watching runs in the summer. My dad was on the couch, on his back. My mom was on the floor behind the coffee table filling out forms. I think it took a whole lot of sales to make any money, but she did make money. My sister was in bed already. I was in the chair that my mom’s father handed down when he got a new recliner. A good chair of worn brown weave that thumped and squeaked when you kicked it open.

	A commercial came on and Dad said, “So what are you doing out on the reservation?”

	One trailer hardly makes a reservation, but I knew what he meant and understood by his tone that he meant it in a bad way. One that pissed me off.

	“Building a new room.”

	“With the hospital shit? Robbie said he saw you there picking through the rubble.”

	“Lots of good material there.” These were Gus’ words coming out of my mouth.

	Dad grunted and an ad for the new F-150 that looked like the last F-150 began. The Ford trucks were the best you could get, it was ingrained, no proof behind it; cold chiseling like taking an oath to a flag before class. Then my dad said, “Ever hear this one? How do you get an Indian to save money?” I didn’t say anything. “Hide his welfare check under his work boots.”

	I’d worked hard for four days. I worked all day and so had the Rays and this stung me in an all-new way. Offended, but not just for myself, for others. I was angry how ashamed it made me of the work we’d done and how proud I’d felt to help. 

	Dad was a poisoner. A leech to happiness. A frustrated prick unable to get ahead because he focused on the wrong parts of life.

	“Let me guess, he’s slapping tin up like a teepee so the kids can smoke in there without burning the place down when they powwow in their underpants.”

	“No.” 

	Gus had joked to the boys, and they told me they were mostly non-practicing Indians, I guess meaning they didn’t do hit up powwows regularly. I didn’t bother trying to get this across to my father, he wouldn’t care, just another white man thinking he’s special because society treated him that way.

	“No, huh? What then?”

	I explained the sum of the construction, trying to make it sound extra fancy, and my dad snorted a laugh.

	“He told you he’s going to do all that once you get all the shit out there?” Dad said and sat up to finish his can. He was into it about a sixer, one or two more and I’d be wise to get into bed without a peep.

	“No, we’re almost all done. We poured a foundation and did a floor then the walls, only gotta put on the edge of the roof and do the inside, and the wiring I guess, but might have to get someone out for that because Gus doesn’t like getting shocked.”

	My mom stopped what she was doing and looked at me, shaking her head very gently. 

	“Bullshit.” Dad said.

	“No. It’s true and we all worked real hard, and they even eat cereal from boxes!” I stormed off and to my surprise—you’d think I’d know by then—my dad followed and yanked me backwards by my hair. I flipped as if floored by a great wind or a Dynamite Kid clothesline. He called me ungrateful. His beer spittle raining on me in a sticky mist. I crawled to bed and cried.

	My door opened a crack and my mom stood there, didn’t come to me. She stood there so damned long when I wanted her to hug me, and then finally she said, “Why do you have to get on everyone’s nerves?”

	



	

Minutes Transcript: August 27, 1995, Tiberton Town Council 

	<Mrs. Funar, representative of Lilitu organization> Thank you for your time, we at Lilitu want to first say how sorry we are about the extensive and costly damage of the fire. The stress of uncertainty is daunting and multiplies every obstacle in running a functioning and thriving community. Rebuilding is costly, but we all know things like this are never truly only about the finances. Financial losses compound the troubles, and that’s at the best of times. 

	Realistically, the lack of a working hospital or clinic offers a much greater potential for trouble than any other municipal loss. You see this in other communities, often in your more northern reaches, and in America, more in our south. People without access succumb. We at Lilitu have a board of advisers with eyes on the news, and although this is our first visit to Canada with an offer, we think Tiberton is a perfect spot for our flavor of assistance. You need help and the nature of that help is our business in a nutshell. We are a not for profit in the sense that we will give you money to rebuild, assist with useable materials, and even offer the temporary placement of certified professionals in dealing with the new equipment your local employees are not yet familiar with. 

	All we ask in return, is sixty-four percent of the governmental funding based on the patient visits and in-patient index for the first year, nine percent the second year, and one percent during the following three years. It might sound like much, but I assure you, the numbers will not match up. The income we take from the governmental funding allows us to continue our good work in the next town desperately needing our services. 

	In the end, it costs significantly more to our generous patrons. I can go into long, sad stories where most of them began to see the health services as the prime spots for their donations, but I’m sure you can imagine. You all have television and radio. Health service shortcomings are not an invisible issue.

	<Mayor Milton> That’s very gracious, Mrs. Funar, but I’m sure the treasury officer will need to look over the aspects of this deal and juggle one set of numbers against—

	<Mrs. Funar> Pardon me, Mr. Mayor, you don’t have time to hum and haw. If we start tomorrow, I’ll give you a check to employ local laborers to clean out the site, and then we get busy. Without the surplus we at Lilitu offer, you’re looking at years before you have a proper hospital instead of a matter of two months. Four months to resuming as you had before the fire lit. I understand the trepidation, but this is a time when the gift horse doesn’t have any cavities.

	<Treasurer Boon> You have a check with you? How can you assume what it costs to rebuild anything in this county? It isn’t as if—

	<Mrs. Funar> Every council has different restrictions, every location has different issues. May I approach the council, if there’s no security protocol?

	<Mayor Milton> Security? Ah, I think you’ll find us a little more lax here. Please, do approach.

	<Mrs. Funar> Thank you. This is an opening check. It might cover everything, but we’ve been in this position several dozen times before and know better than to assume anything is ever as clear as any simple assumption. Still, this check will pay for the labor and do so in a timely sense that creates a fever for agreement. We know about appeasing locals, even those looking for problems around every corner. If you hire local, nobody sane can complain. We want you to hire many, it causes this sense of urgency and community togetherness, the able and willing will want as big a piece of the deposit as is available, but they’ll also want to put their personal stamp on it. This is the building where people go to survive when all else fails, where people start their lives.

	<Councilman Tremble> Hey, now, shouldn’t we hold general bidding—?

	<Mrs. Funar> I assure you, Mr. Councilman, that your brother will get a sufficient slice, as will Mr. Bye. How was the fishing trip this summer?

	<A voice from the gallery crowd> Yeah, how was the backscratching trip, catch anything big? Noticed you got a new boat in your driveway, did it ride smooth on all that grease?

	<Treasurer Boon> Holy, is this right? We won’t need to pass the collection plate with this at the ready. Hey!

	<Councilman Tremble> How do you have this much—?

	<Mrs. Funar> I think I’ve gone over all of this. We at Lilitu want to help where we can, and we’ve taken it upon ourselves to be certain that governments get in the way as little as possible when it comes to rural communities accessing the services they should have. We believe in small governments, but functioning machines everywhere mean that they’re absolutely necessary.

	<A voice from the gallery crowd> Yeah, who pays the bill later ain’t your concern though is it? Gonna leave us holding some big tax issue or something?

	<Mrs. Funar> To be frank, I don’t care, but making certain that facilities exist is our concern. Donations are not typically taxable beyond any normal funding. I appreciate all the concerns of the public everywhere we visit, but you don’t actually know what you’re talking about.

	<A voice from the gallery crowd> Yeah, shut up will ya, Greg?

	<Councilman Baker> Doesn’t rushing this put pressure on the fire marshal to find an answer as to the cause of the fire? If there was an issue, shouldn’t we be able to learn and, if necessary, punish those who caused this problem?

	<Councilman Tremble>Who cares? Look at all those zeroes.

	<A voice from the gallery crowd> Okay, now you got to tell us!

	




Chapter Five

	The project reached the point where there was no work for me to do on that fifth day so I slept in and when I awoke, I stayed in bed as long as my bladder let me. When I got up, I resumed my summer and weekend normal. I ate toast and a handful of chocolate chips my mom kept in a big jar for when she wanted to bake. I flopped on the couch next to my sister. She had on cartoons, Felix the Cat and then Popeye. She’d sit there all day if nobody said anything about it. I couldn’t do that—still can’t—and I went outside. The wall rotary phone rang and I heard it from where I was on the driveway rolling slow circles on my bike. Mom answered in her sales voice and dropped the facade to shout for me.

	Todd was on the line. “The electrician did the wiring and Gran brought home new paneling. It’s gonna be all done real soon. Grandpa isn’t home ‘til later and Gran is napping, can you get a ride?”

	“Just a second.”

	I ran in my mother’s direction and she rushed past me into the hall. She had an appointment to do a makeover and no, she couldn’t drive me out the other way. I got back on the line and told the bad news. 

	“Can you bike?”

	This was much farther than I’d ever biked before, but it wasn’t too far. 

	“Just a second.”

	I broke from the phone out the door, running to Mom’s reversing car. I shouted and waved. She rolled down her window and barked, “What?”

	I asked about biking and she said she didn’t care. She was late.

	—

	At the concessions’ corner, I was sweaty and free as I’d ever been. My shaggy hair clung to my forehead, same with my t-shirt to my back. Bob and Doug reached me before I saw bicycles or boys on them. The old dogs had new vigor out on the road. The Ray brothers, all four, were there waiting for me by a stop sign that had bird shot indentations and flecking paint. In the gang I’d dreamed of being a part of, we rolled. 

	In that little addition, I touched the pine veneer walls. This magnificent thing was good and solid and my hands helped to make it happen. I wished I could show my dad, but he’d likely have called it trash anyway.

	“We just got to bring in the bunkbeds and the dresser,” Larry said.

	“We need a bar for the closet if we wanna hang up stuff too,” Carl said. 

	Hanging clothes was not an important point, but it was something to say. A fact rather than a noted interest. 

	The night before hit me then, and I asked, “What kind of cereal do you get?”

	There was no ponderous pause or reaction to the peculiar query; kids will ask and answer any damned thing if they’re comfortable with someone. All four boys said Frosted Flakes and Todd added, “Sometimes Corn Pops.”

	“Not really sometimes,” Larry said and as if seeing red, Todd latched onto his brother and they wrestled in the bare room. Me and the others watched silently.

	The brick room was a much better sound barrier than the walls of the decades’ parked trailer. The tractor had returned and Gus had entered the home, but we didn’t hear him.

	Gus swatted the doorframe with an open palm and said, “Hey, what’s with the fighting?”

	The boys on the floor paused and Larry said, “He said we get Corn Pops sometimes, but it was like three times.”

	“Why does that matter?” Gus asked.

	“It’s ‘cause Matt asked,” Carl said.

	“Oh. Get the furniture in here before I get back. I got a big surprise if you don’t kill each other.”

	Like that, the fight was done and we were bringing stuff from one room into the other. The belongings, comparatively fanned out before, took up much of the new room. There was a dresser, a bunk bed, and a ton of junk. The brothers had dismantled the bed before in order to move it around another time. So they had experience and understanding. It took five minutes to take apart the tubed steel and pop it back together.

	Once done, we waited outside for Gus to unveil his surprise. All Catty would say was that whoever funded the cleanup paid him already and that cash does no good in a pocket. Back then, I understood that money came from somewhere and was mostly for other people. I only half-believed Gus had a mind to pay me the ten bucks for helping build the new bedroom. The ten from haying was in my sock drawer because I didn’t have a wallet, because I’d never needed a wallet.

	Gus had gone somewhere and come back, a last minute errand of some sort, and then once returned, he popped his head out the truck window to shout, “Is that room all ready?” at us where we’d rushed to the porch when we heard the truck coming. We’d been in the kitchen, pacing and speculating.

	Minutes later, a new 32-inch Zenith TV went into the living room and the old 27-inch Sanyo went into the new bedroom. That wasn’t all. 

	Gus slapped his hand on his forehead. “I forgot, there might be another couple things in the truck.”

	The boys broke and I chased like a puppy. 

	A refurbished and repacked Super Nintendo and five used games: StarFox, Super Mario All-Stars, Royal Rumble, Doom, and Stanley Cup Hockey. Right then it seemed like the most amazing thing I’d seen not on TV. Like something from the Cosbys, not Married with Children or Roseanne. My dad had never given me a store-bought gift in my whole life, and a current system like the rich town kids had…man, I tell ya.

	I’d played games before, but only at Zellers. They had a demo unit. Video games were expensive, so they were for other people and that was a fact of life. Then it wasn’t anymore. It became an unfair garbage thing my parents burned into me. Regular kids got to have things.

	I now know how expensive habits and hobbies, and babies, are. Things have price tags sure, but it’s more about fair family allotment. Dad blew money on his stockcar and the mortgage, and Mom just blew money, somewhere.

	“You got one of these?” Todd asked.

	“No,” I said. I didn’t fill in anything else. The Super Nintendo had been out a couple years already, so, a reasonable question for some people, I guess.

	“You got a Sega then?” Roy asked.

	“No.”

	“Just a Nintendo then,” Carl said, not a question. Obvious to them, I had to at least have that.

	I didn’t answer and we all got quiet in an awkward flavor of wishing there was something to say. I didn’t want another bagged cereal moment because I didn’t have a system, didn’t want to start over, become an embarrassment and the ass end of jokes.

	“You boys’ll have to work extra hard to pay for that thing,” Gus said as he entered the cramped addition. “And Larry, Carl, you can’t hog the damned… What we glum about, it’s the right one, ain’t it?”

	Larry said, “Matt don’t have any video games at home. Right?”

	“What about the black one?” Gus said.

	“Not even that!” Todd said.

	“Not even the old grey one,” Carl said, speaking his grandfather’s language.

	I looked at my hands in my lap where I sat on the floor. I was a sinking boy. Soon I’d go back to no friends and getting whooped on the schoolyard because nobody was looking out for me.

	“Sure, he does, you guys ain’t gonna use that black one anymore, not with that fancy new one. He can take it with him when he goes home. ‘Less he’s moving in.” Gus grinned. “You gonna be Todd’s little brother?”

	Todd puffed out his chest—I imagine the way that I imagined being a brother of brothers, I bet Todd imagined being a big brother. He could win picked fights with a little brother, but he could also teach him things and look out for him with a special eye. Shit.

	I gawked around. Hearing is not the same as putting words together. It took me a minute to understand. These words were so big and full of surprise.

	“Hey, yeah!” Todd said.

	Roy started running and Carl chased him, both wanting to be the one to fetch the grocery bag and put the Sega system in it, to be the one to facilitate this incredible gift. Gus then gave me three tens for the other days I’d worked. I tried to pay for the Sega and then I tried to buy supper, it was so much money and right then I understood the burn. 

	That cash singed my fingertips. Money can be so foreign that it feels like a bug on your skin. It’s a gateway, a bridge to items. It can help you help people. It has to go if someone else needs it, otherwise, it’s a stress. 

	Rich folks don’t understand the point of cash. Does nobody good in the bank.

	I called home and Mom said I could sleepover. We ate chips, drank cans of pop, and basked in the 32-bit glory of the SNES. As a group, we didn’t play hockey, but when the Ray brothers passed out, I loaded that cartridge until Catty got out of bed.

	“You been up all night?” she asked.

	My first all-nighter. There were no windows in the addition and the spray foam closing the gaps between the cinder blocks and the siding of the trailer made sure no light got in. Light or bugs or cold air. Another revelation ticked off the list. Defining new boundaries for myself, setting new bars. 

	“You’d better get some sleep or your ma’ll hide us for bringing you home like a ghost.”

	There was nothing left in me to argue that my mom wouldn’t notice if I came home with a third arm or a boob job, but I turned off the system and the TV. 

	We’d made the floor into a nest of sleeping bags and pillows. Todd and Roy were next to me while Larry and Carl had crawled into their beds. I snuggled and tugged a loose flap of bedsheet to cocoon. I wouldn’t be surprised if Catty was there for the whole time it took me to fall off. 

	Being an exhausted kid is a state of grace; your brain lets you off clean and there’s nothing to do but sleep. 

	



	

Weekly World News – October 25, 1993

	Countless Murdered, Bodies Disappear, Town Shut Down

	Midbird, Idaho—just last week the bodies piled high into the mid-morning sky before nearly a dozen eyewitnesses. Hours later, military personnel forced media and civilians alike away from the scene. When the town was again open, the military was gone and so were all signs of life.

	“I think it’s a big lie. I lived just twenty miles out of town my whole life and never did trust a single soul living in that damned town,” said Bufford Tanner, local rancher.

	Was it the townsfolk themselves? Or was it something else, something otherworldly?

	“Aliens, I have not a doubt in the danged world,” said Belinda Tanner, rancher. “See them lights and you know they’s not military and they’s not airlines, they’s aliens.”

	Belinda isn’t the only one with an invasion theory.

	“I seen em. Fake lizards from space that fold up and disappear,” said Buddy Tanner, son of Belinda and Bufford. “Sometimes them lizards creep up through the dessert and snap at ya when you’s taking a leak. Snap! Bite the head right off your johnny, you’re not careful.”

	No matter which theory you prescribe to, something happened in Midbird. 6,438 people simply vanished and the military—no surprise—is unwilling to comment. In fact, they seem to think pushing the story away will silence us. We at Weekly World News pride ourselves in uncovering the scoops that other, less reputable, publications refuse to cover. 

	From what I saw, and smelled, this is the story of the millennia and we’re barely scratching the surface.

	



Chapter Six

	My life was all new. A spark in my boots lifted my chin and it changed how I walked and talked. How I existed on the whole. When I got on the bus, the driver told me I’d switched to the very back. The Ray brothers sat in a clump where they always had. Larry tapped a girl named Rachael on the shoulder. She was a year older than I was. A quiet girl with a face that resembled a camel, in shape anyway—a long bridge funny pinched nostrils that reached for her upper lip, and a short chin. 

	Larry told her to move. There was no argument from her and she got up, grabbing her backpack and the magazine she had—one of those teen ones, Tiger Beat or Bop or something.

	Mr. Dickenson didn’t like this. “No, Mr. Winter rides at the back.”

	Carl said, “It’s okay, he can sit with us. Rachael don’t mind, do ya?”

	She remained on her feet, awaiting instruction like a robot. Thankfully, she was either completely uncaring or totally pliable.

	“Sit down,” Todd said to me, and Roy tapped the seat in front of him.

	Rachael began walking again. Mr. Dickenson waited a few breaths, recognized futility, or effort deficit, or the pointlessness of the particulars of a seating plan. The worst kids sat behind the driver or at the very back, separating their numbers, the rest were padding. I hardly mattered and neither did Rachael with a camel’s face.

	The bus rolled and it was official. This was not just a secret that happened after school or on weekends. This was a statement. The world had opened a spot for me and I sat, a piece to a larger whole.

	Todd was in my class, but we didn’t sit together. Convincing a bus driver and convincing a teacher are two different things. Teachers put more thought into keeping students calm, keeping kids bored enough to stay quiet, but not bored enough to seek entertainment. There’s some line the best teachers know how to skate. The majority of the ones I’ve ever had employed this ideal. It’s probably effective for the end goal, though rarely did the teachers I had get this right very often. 

	The teacher put me directly in front of Scott Robins. Like always, he had a new set of duds, about half the class did, but his were fancier than most. His mother obviously took him shopping out of the county. Maybe bought stuff from catalogues or maybe they went south of the border to the big malls like they had on TV. Sometimes kids would come back from the States talking about all the cool stuff you could buy there, and about Disneyland or Six Flags. One girl told our fourth-grade class she saw an old man puke from the top of a ride called Magnum at Cedar Point. The nasty stuff nailed everyone behind him like he was a chunky sprinkler system.

	Scott Robins in his fresh gear assumed he sat behind the same me from before. Probably looked like the same me. If the last week hadn’t happened, I would’ve still been the same me. Confidence can hurt the skin in the long run, but every lick is worth it.

	“I’d hoped you’d moved away. You smell like cat food, Cat Food.”

	The boys in the desks on either side of Scott laughed, as they were always laughing because minions do that and thinking for yourself can be strenuous.

	Hearing the familiar taunt was more irritating than infuriating. Turning in my seat, as I never had before, I said, “Eat my dick, you faggot.”

	“What?” Scott was mad. The other boys sat agape. The surprised faces looked at each other wondering something, like if they’d bet on the right horse. Maybe. Could be they only wondered how bad I’d get it.

	“Lick my ball sack and eat my dick. Eat dog shit and choke on it.”

	“You’re dead, Cat Food.” Scott said this as if amazed, but matter-of-factly as well.

	The teacher came into the classroom. We had Mr. Nixon. He was a crank. He wanted to be an author, but when his novel didn’t sell, his fallback became life. Rather than pushing forward, working at it, he took out his frustrations on the children in his fifth-grade classes. He talked about how an agent told him he needed to work on his pronoun use and redundancy in sentences. He repeated this so many times it has scored into the bone of my skull. My guess, if I ever wrote a novel I’d do no better, but at least I’d think about not repeating myself too much.

	“All right, summer’s over,” Mr. Nixon said.

	“You’re fucking dead,” Scott whispered.

	No way to know how it looked because I’d never done it—but I’d seen the move on a raunchy comedy—I opened my mouth like I had an invisible cock between my lips and pressed my tongue into my cheek as if it was the tip. I moved my hand and tongue in general sync.

	Scott made the universally known sign for you’re dead with an invisible slice to his throat. Where I turned to taunt him, he faced me already, and Mr. Nixon.

	“Hey, tough guy, out!” Mr. Nixon’s voice boomed. “The hall, now, uh…” he picked up the seating chart he’d instructed the students to see upon entry as they passed him in the hall, “Scott Robins, out.”

	“He was…” Scott trailed, clenching his fists as he stormed off. You can never argue your side when you’re caught in the wrong. A universal truth a step removed from the adage, two wrongs don’t make a right.

	Todd grinned at me from his spot across the room. The kids in their new gear with new school supplies, trademarked pencil cases and backpacks, they were all the same underneath everything. The same church, thrift-bin garb hung wrinkled and faded over my back as it always had and I had the same bus mud-stained backpack from the year before, but under my layers was a razor-winged butterfly.

	I never assumed I’d get away with telling off a guy like Scott Robins, but he wasn’t going to get away completely unscathed calling me Cat Food. For the record, I’ve never eaten cat food and my mother stopped scrimping on cereal partly because my little sister complained and partly, I think, because I said what I said about the Rays having better cereal. My parents were racists and it stung them particularly that those folks out in a trailer had a better comfort level afforded to them by choices made in doling cash. Almost certainly Gus and Catty made less, and had close to the same bills, but they managed their happiness better.

	Scott and his boys tried to get me at recess, but gave up when it wasn’t me flying solo. A six on five fight, and Larry had most of a moustache, was not worth the potential loss—on the playground, a little lip fur, no matter how thin, was like adding a body to stand right there next to you. As if the hair would leap off his face and throw down.

	Safe at school, my smile wore out my face. 

	—

	The final bell rang. Standing from my chair, the weight of a full bladder hit me, so I told Todd I had to piss on my way out. He said he’d see me in the bus line. No big deal.

	“Cat Food!” a voice shouted as I finished shaking a dribble into the urinal.

	Kirk Thomas was at the sink washing paint from his hands. He was in the other class that year, another nice change. He’d pestered me day in and out during class time and recess since the first grade because he’d had the opportunity; fewer opportunities meant my life would be a little bit easier.

	He wore a Toronto Maple Leafs t-shirt, as he often had. This was part of the reason I always picked Montreal in fantasies and video games. I had my quiet revenge once in ’93, but of course, I didn’t get to say anything because losing sports fans are touchy and looking for any reason to pass on anger. The before me survived on a diet of cowardice that shames me to think about.

	“Did the Rays let you into their tribe? Did you have a peace pipe and drink milk from the squaw mom’s boob?”

	In the fourth grade, we had this book, I don’t recall the title, but it was about a Native kid who lived in the woods with his people. It had all the words that are since considered dated and uncouth, but back then, we had to do definitions of what a squaw was, what a peace pipe was, what a teepee was, what the great colonists did to help the savage Indians become real people by showing them to a Christian god instead of letting them live peacefully. So, total bullshit.

	“Fuck you, faggot,” I said to him, then realized a one-on-one fight might peg me down a few notches. A tremor rattled my spine. A little one.

	“What did you say?”

	Kirk turned and pushed me sideways. I decided that was enough of that and I started out of the can. He followed, pushed again. I stumbled forward. My sneakers squeaked through a puddle of spilled orange soda. The hall was busy by the gym doors, but empty where we were by the doors to the playground. I felt Kirk’s hands again and I braced, bending my knees. 

	He was bigger and I slid, my hands digging into the meat of my thighs.

	“Fuck you, Cat Food. You fucking gaybee. Call me a fag again and I’ll kill you, for real.”

	I took two more steps toward the gym and spun for the staircase that led down to the music room and the art room. There was a half-second when I thought he’d left me alone. He pushed again and I slid further yet on the worn soles of my scuffed to hell Venture shoes—a brand synonymous with Zellers thrift and loser style.

	“You fucking Indian fucker!”

	The volume of his voice revealed honest disgust. I doubt I hated anyone as much as Kirk hated me, as much as Scott hated me. It’s easy to hate what they did, and by extension, hate them, but I never thought about beating them up without needing to. My victory fantasies were a result of turned tables. Those dreams never painted me as the original aggressor. Never had I imagined becoming their bully. I was always Rocky and they were always the Russian.

	Kirk’s breath was close enough that I smelled pasta sauce and garlic. A push was but a heartbeat away. My shoulder dipped and I turned from the top step of the stairs. Kirk had had plans of sending me flying. The reality of his adjustment was incredible, crazy, cruel in maniacal forethought after I’d turned to the stairs. The big part was that I never thought he’d do it. It wasn’t a real notion, my falling and snapping bones against the stone steps. The running blood. The pleas and cries I’d moan from an agonized puddle. Kirk standing over me, laughing, maybe pissing on me.

	We were eye-to-eye when his right hand pushed against my left shoulder and his left hand swung at nothing. He spun against the force as I stomped toward him. There it was, events reversed, and my insides vaporized. The wet smacks against the stone stirred my lunch and acid burned at the back of my throat. Seventeen thumps to the bottom. The blood began smattering on the fourth. The first snap came on the eighth or ninth. The second snap rang when he landed on the bottom platform.

	Kirk was out and I ran. 

	I told the first teacher available.

	The bus left without me because I was in the office, sitting on a padded chair, feeling wrongfully accused. The principal asked and I told her exactly what happened, leaving out that I retaliated to name calling by offering an exchange. I guess I knew she’d call it on purpose if I even leaned near the whole truth.

	The principal phoned my parents and then I told the police in front of my mother, the principal, and Mr. Graham, my initial contact after the fact. The story began weighing extra. To start over, to go over all the excitement and scariness of it. It burned how much my tale the principal could corroborate. She knew Kirk teased me. She knew Kirk was bigger and sometimes the other kids beat me up. She knew so much that she never did anything about. She knew most of everything that went on and never had helped me.

	“And you did nothing all this time?” Mom shouted. This was new too. Her in my corner.

	The principal gave a tiny piggy grunt. “If it’s all the other kids have an issue with one kid, chances are, that one kid is the real problem. You can’t expect normal boys like Kirk Thomas and Scott Robins to… It doesn’t matter. This is about the incident.”

	“Can’t expect what?” Mom said.

	“You need to calm down,” an officer said. He looked like a TV cop, a thick Tom Selleck moustache, a head to rest a beer can on, broad shoulders, the whole thing. Aside from his bulging soft gut. 

	Mom pulled me up and we left. I looked over my shoulder once we reached the doors. The hallway was quiet and empty, a breeze caused the tape to slip from the corner of a vaccination reminder poster, sending it upside down. It was as if nothing happened. In the car, she said, “I missed a makeover for this. Why do you gotta screw everything up?”

	—

	The next morning on the bus I explained the situation. The Rays sat in slack-jawed fascination. Todd patted my shoulder. “Good job, little brother,” he said. And just like that, I felt all right again. Maybe there was a soul mix-up in god’s maternity ward and I went into the wrong skin.

	—

	Chewed pink Hubba Bubba gum was on the seat of my chair one afternoon. Someone stuffed yellow chalk into my summer sausage and butter sandwich another day. These were nothing, annoying nothings. Things that were a reality to my existence. I was physically safe and Scott, and whoever he could wrangle, had to work in the quiet shades of petty. They didn’t dare do things to my face anymore. Not with my new brothers so close and willing to defend me.

	Larry had shot up four inches between the first day of class and mid-October. He was the second tallest kid in school, but unlike Clint Munn, his arms weren’t skeleton thin. Larry looked like a high school senior and he was only seventh-grade. 

	Clint Munn was eighth-grade, and he was the human equivalent to a daddy long-legs. People called him Spider Munn and was the most awkward basketball player who ever bounced the rock.

	—

	Halloween fell on a Tuesday. In class, a card went around for Kirk. His hip was the second of those snaps, which was why he hadn’t come back yet with a white plaster boot and crutches. His right forearm was the first break. There were a dozen other injuries, but the hip amounted to the worst of it. Kids said he had a pin and would set off metal detectors and he’d get radio station vibrations during storms.

	Until that Sunday, he’d been in a bigger hospital somewhere in the south. On the day of the incident, the Tiberton hospital was nothing but three portable offices set in the open parking lot while construction companies began putting together the pieces for new and imported infrastructure. This happened in small part thanks to insurance payments, but much of the money came from the mysterious medical philanthropy organization that had rebuilt and modernized hospitals down south of the border. I’ve looked into them and I’ve found nothing much, but it wasn’t so simple back in the ‘nineties and since then, it seems they’ve changed names more than a dozen times, but that’s only assumption. Me connecting dots.

	Lilitu was a name that nobody seemed to know back then either, but they came with so much goodwill that nobody questioned it. There was enough of that goodwill to go around that a somewhat drained local economy had no choice but to open arms. Sure, some were probably greedy, but everybody, greedy or not, needs to eat.

	Most of the country could use a free bump in municipal work. Local contractors had checks in pockets. Local businesses saw the machinery in the works when families had more money to spend, more money to put against bills, and the general mood lightened. Local politicians were sufficiently greased as well, so Lilitu came like a friendly storm surge—from what I can piece together. 

	Adults talked. Bald opinions and loose statements. People say stuff in front of kids because they think they’re stupid. The general consensus of Lilitu was fine because everybody was happy.

	Only one mystery remained and the local marshal said the fire appeared to start in or near a storage room. Though directly next door to the storage room was the boiler and the fire might’ve simply used a vent as a route to flammables. Reasonable doubt won the day when the timeline pinched to zero and progress charged forward.

	In hindsight, the fire was obvious arson. 

	Kirk Thomas was the first patient residing in the small piece already up. Gus thought the way things went was abnormal. They built as if they’d just thought of things. Some parts came in like prefab skeletons, riding long trailers behind Mack trucks and Peterbilts. The design did not follow any blueprints afforded to the crews working on site. Every week had a surprise. The equipment was like new, but not new, and some was dated but in mint condition as if hardly used—this despite the promises from the politicians that everything was to be modernized, but a lying politician is a duck in water, so nobody kicked up much of a fuss.

	At the time, I thought nothing of the hospital other than it could’ve easily been me in Kirk’s spot. I probably would’ve focused more on the subject if I were older and knew anything about anything. 

	Not just the hospital, they eventually replaced all the medical offices. The dentist had more chairs and the pediatrician and the roving specialists’ spaces were nearly double the sizes they had once been. There was a spot for a physio person as well. My father barked in outrage one day as they’d listed the career opening and the offered salary in the back of the paper. He didn’t think a starting wage for such a frivolous thing should pay more than an unlicensed mechanic.

	The whole deal was a lot for a small town. But it was farm country, and an hour drive out of Tiberton to the next proper town with any kind of medical services. Beyond that, it took an hour and a half to get to a city for a big hospital. If you did a headcount and ignored all the cows, pigs, chickens, and horses, there were close to eleven thousand relying on the facilities in Tiberton. 

	The hospital became a constant dinner topic. My father took hours after his shift at the garage, helping labor and assess with some of the companies working at the site. Then the extra money put Lilitu into a god-like status in his eyes, shining bright as the sun, working in opposition to the medical professional wages of those operating within the building.

	My mother benefited as well. More money in town meant more middle-income faces had blush, lipstick, eyeliner, and perfume. My sister reaped these benefits. When Mom brought home bags of donation clothes from the church, there wasn’t much by way of nice little girls’ stuff anyway. The bags always had a ton of stuff I could wear because it didn’t matter much what my t-shirts said or if I had to cinch up the waist of my jeans with a belt that wrapped around me one and a half times. Extra holes are easy if there’s a drill, easy enough still if you have only a hammer and nail. This meant I got leftovers and discards and my sister got stuff with tags still on them.

	Dad bought new tires for his racecar and came home the next Saturday night with a little plastic trophy for his first ever feature victory. He moved a family picture from the top of the TV stand and put it in place. Mom bought new pantsuits with huge shoulder pads sewn in, called herself a consultant and took an ad out in the newspaper next to an opinion piece about Tiberton needing a theater or bowling alley to enhance the local entertainment sector.

	I’d long spent my work bucks and didn’t see anything extra to me directly from the hospital, but there were more sweets and some mornings there were Pop Tarts for breakfast. That was nice, and I didn’t need much. I played NHL 94 on the TV in my room. The set that used to be in Dad’s garage before we got a new one for the living room, and the hand-me-down cycle worked its magic. It was a little black and white unit that made some of the jerseys look alike, but I managed to kill countless hours.

	A few times that September, Kirk’s mother called the house and shouted at my mom, but abruptly stopped one day. She quit church for a while too. I’d almost forgotten about she and Kirk until that card went around Mr. Nixon’s room.

	Scott Robins snatched it out of my hands. “Why would you sign it? You threw him down the stairs in the first place.”

	“You’re next,” I whispered, meaning it none at all.

	If he heard, he didn’t say anything. But I think he heard. Mr. Nixon took the card back over to the other class where the girl who’d taken it upon herself to pass around a card sat in wait. She was an arrogant and bossy girl. She had been in my third-grade class. Her name was in huge glitter pink in the middle of the card over the fold and then filled in around it with charcoal grey and a dull slapdash rainbow offering from colored pencils. 

	Mr. Nixon gone, Scott’s fist nailed me in the back. One of his buddies then held me face down on the desk, as if frisking me. I flailed like a fish. The punch pissed me off more than it hurt. Scott got in one more shot before Todd broke across the room and kicked Scott in the back of the knee, toppling him. 

	The knee thing was Roy’s signature move, but we all tried it sometimes, though Roy was the master. 

	With Scott down, the other boy backed away, hands up. This was a blank vessel of a dick head named Gerald. His mother was a dental assistant. I don’t know what his father did. His mother wore Mary Kay makeup, my mother told me all this shit, as if bragging about her clients, as if I’d cared.

	Scott got up and tackled Todd. I jumped on Scott. Desks and chairs squeaked around the room and Mr. Nixon returned, shouting, having none of it. We went to the office, well not Gerald. He’d straightened the desks and sat before we got out of the room. 

	The principal gave Scott and Todd lunch detention for two days and made me call my mom because I had become a real troublemaker lately. That’s what people in power say whenever the beaten finally reach the point of defending themselves, you see it with those seeking social justice and equal rights, but I’m not like them. I’m no hero and never was. Fighting for rights and good beliefs is heroic and I’ve only ever worried about myself and the folks I love.

	—

	Dad came home late after grabbing hours at the hospital and pulled me out of bed by my hair. Once he had me on the floor, he kicked me twice, dishing out an assault because I’d attempted to dish out an assault. My guess, I was damned lucky my bedroom had so much crap everywhere, without it, he’d get in better range, better licks.

	Now I know I’m offering mostly the lowlights on my folks. They usually weren’t so bad. I mean most times I was simply a non-person. I was not a regular punching bag and I hardly took it in the face. Mom was bad when she said stuff and Dad was bad when he got physical, but if you’ve ever turned on the news, you’ve seen a million worse parents, so I’m not really complaining, just saying why I needed what I needed from the Rays, and how things got to the point they’re at. Now.

	After Dad stormed away, I climbed back into bed and cried, this was the norm and hadn’t changed with my linking up with the boys. The next day I had off because of the fight. Having a November first with nothing to do made me nostalgic for Halloween candy. My mom had a makeover thing that afternoon for some knitting group, so I was home alone. 

	The sudden influx of spending money translated into the flippant treatment of small change around the house.

	I scoured everywhere reasonable, everywhere that didn’t feel like stealing, put together three bucks, and hopped on my bike to head for town. I’d never done it before. There’s real freedom in confidence, and heading out like that was a wonderful sensation, almost as good as that first time I biked out to the Ray farmstead.

	—

	The town was essentially mine once I crossed the 50/KPH sign. Before that was a bit different. On the shoulder of the highway, I was nervous. The riding space slimmed and the gravel seemed forever loosening. Big trucks brought with them intense backwashing gusts. My handlebars shook beneath my hands and my knees grew momentarily lazy when I felt the rushing blows. Cars followed and the winds sucked away, letting me recover, but every time it was as if the drag wanted to yank me onto the road, pull me under some wheels.

	On and rolling, my arms relaxed and I took a slow route downtown. I went to Centre Convenience and the lady at the till spied me hard, as if I had to be a criminal. Ten in the morning meant kids my size were in class. If she’d asked, I was ready to brag about a fighting suspension. 

	Dependent on the audience, fighting could be a state of pride.

	She didn’t ask and I left with a bag of nickel candies, a box of Nerds, and a bag of chips. I don’t recall the flavor of the chips, not even the brand, and I don’t recall the kind of candies in the brown paper bag—though I was partial to sour keys and those big red feet. The nerds were orange and green. That I do recall.

	The town was alive in a way I’d never seen before. There were more people, they were busy; they were too busy to care about some kid buzzing around on his bike. Part of me thought I’d be the center of attention, like people would turn their heads in awe because I was out of class, in their workaday midst. 

	I rolled to the park. There were some mothers and a man with a dog. I moved on. A chill was in the air, winter would set for the season the next morning. But that morning, the temperature lingered in the high single digits. 

	I’d missed the recess break, but toured by the school anyway. This struck me as dumb once I got there and I left off, worried someone might rat on me. Once the thought of new trouble hit me, I kept to the side streets and found myself by the hospital construction site. I was on the back block and since the contractors and laborers were out front, I took the gravel lane right up to the new building. Something to see. I wasn’t particularly interested, just bored. 

	Rear windows faced the patch of bush. There were two floors and a total of nine windows back where the lane stopped. I set down my bike and pulled out my Nerds. Kernel candies dropped from the opening right onto my tongue. I had to tilt my chin back and while in the middle motion of turning my head and looking at the steely grey sky, I saw something that didn’t register immediately.

	The box went down in a hurry. What I saw clicked into something closer to recognition. 

	Through the window on the corner of the building was a face so pale it might’ve been whitewashed with chalk paint. An eerie and freakish visage, a monster. I took a step and thought about it, knowing it hadn’t been a face at all. Something like feeling as if you’ve seen a ghost and immediately you tell yourself you haven’t seen anything or how at night you get spooked and make yourself walk slower, just so you can pretend you’re not scared of noises in the dark.

	Now, I was still worried about the potential for parental discovery, if only in the eventual, so I kept low. I had visions of movie G.I.s in jungles—Charlie on my back, looking to snipe me down. I made it to ten feet from the window and shifted to get a look straight inside. Kirk Thomas’ parents lay in beds. Both were deathly pale and had IV lines running into their arms. Up and walking around was a tall man with huge shoulders and the brow of a caveman. His eyes were enormous and bugged from his face like the knobs of stabbed pirate daggers. His teeth stretched at the meat of his cheeks, pressing his lips to separate.

	He held a shiny black box with a silky red ribbon tied around the top. It was like a swanky shoebox or a gift cigar box. Something was wrong with the way Kirk’s parents gazed forward, the way their skin was like paper and so pale, even for fall. 

	That was as much as I saw because I’d turned my attention to the tiny ping-ping-ping sound of my Nerds spilling onto a charred hunk of metal leftover from the fire. The high-pitched reports seemed like a blow horn in the silent terror of the scene. I made for my bike like I had the shits and the hard black seat was the welcoming yawn of a porcelain toilet bowl. I glanced back and saw into the room, the walls, the skinny IV pole, but nothing else.

	I rolled home in a heat. I don’t remember any of the usual scary stuff with truck drafts or loose gravel on the way back. I put my bike away behind the garage so my dad wouldn’t bitch and went to my room to play video game hockey, trying to wash away the vision. By suppertime, I’d convinced myself that the man I saw was a monster, a real one, and that Kirk’s parents were pale because the man was consuming them somehow. I also swore that what was in the IVs was surely blood, there was no chance of it being anything else. Of this, I was so certain that I called over to the Rays while my mom set the table for supper. I couldn’t wait another minute.

	“You’re grounded from the phone,” she said.

	“I need to know if I have homework,” I said, serious as serious gets.

	“Bull. Hang up.”

	I did before I heard a ring.

	—

	The night was long, but it came to an end, as even the longest of them do. On the bus I was tired and shaky, but I relayed my tale to the Ray brothers. They didn’t second-guess the validity. No question of whether or not what I saw was the kind of evil we needed to take seriously. I hoped they had some old-world knowledge like TV Indians, but they didn’t and didn’t think Gus would either. 

	“TV Indians are like magic,” Carl said and Todd argued it, not magic, but magical. At school, they never took to fists against each other.

	The subject shifted to what we could do and what it meant in the scheme of Tiberton. There we ran into the first internal hang-up. None of us cared about Kirk or his folks and Larry had gone as far to say it was funny that Kirk had tried to hurt me and ended up all busted, the other brothers seconded the opinion with nods. This got no argument from me.

	The monster man seemed less scary after we decided Kirk and his parents were fine sacrifices. Let him have all the relatives and friends of Kirk Thomas. Let the monster have every Tiberton bully if that was his goal.

	—

	That Sunday, my mother forced me to join her at church as if attendance absolved my self-defense. My sister always went. I’d gained additional freedom once I had friends, but the way the new me acted axed some of the very freedom it granted. At least temporarily. 

	The pastor said the magic words and his little wave, but I was old enough that I no longer had to leave off when the little kids went to Sunday school. Instead, I sat bored, listening to the monotone drone of Josiah Jones. He was somewhere between sixty and two hundred. Soft and loose chunky, and mostly bald with wiry salt and pepper strands combed over a melon round skull. He spoke with a lisp like a parody of a preacher from a TV comedy banking on the easy laughs of uncomfortable characters. The entire congregation looked as bored as I was, though adults know to feign reverence. I wasn’t above having my head bob and roll.

	When I was smaller, I’d always had hockey cards in my pocket and I wished for something, anything to look at while the old man yapped, read, demanded song. 

	Over and over, I scanned the audience. Warm in the church, some had winter coats huddled around them as if they’d built nests. Others didn’t and opened heavy sweaters to bear the boredom in something approaching comfort. I rounded the crowd with a weak eye three more times, bouncing over people and the glinting golden set pieces before I stopped on two unexpected faces. They were in the second row across the aisle. I hadn’t noticed them before as they were normal given the location. Normal people who were normally in the crowd at the normal church. The color had not returned to their cheeks, not all the way, but somewhat. They still looked off, sickish maybe. 

	Kirk’s parents. 

	Frantic then, my eyes roved the room looking for the monster man, but he wasn’t there. I don’t know exactly what I thought might be happening or how a creature like that might avoid my gaze up to then. No matter what I was thinking, my heart was up and galloping.

	Service ended and my mom mingled with the crowd like it was a cocktail party. This was work for her, saying hello and meeting the people she hadn’t met yet. I watched my sister, which wasn’t difficult since she rarely did much of anything. 

	We both had napkins loaded with tea cookies and short Dixie cups of apple juice, waiting for the moment that we could go home and get on with Sunday.

	“Hello, Matt,” a voice said from behind me and I didn’t have to turn to know the owner. Terror spun me, not curiosity.

	Now, remember, Kirk’s mother had called my mom and had called me, demanding the skin from my hide be turned into a rug or a drum that she might bang in a show of dominance and retribution. She’d tried to get me expelled, charged, exiled.

	All of this, and here she was.

	“I sure hope moving forward you and Kirk can be friends again,” Kirk’s father said. “I bet he’d love to see you.”

	The words had me bolted to the floor, stunned. Mom must’ve noticed this confrontation because I saw the shade of her maroon pantsuit approaching from the corner of my eye, and in a hurry. 

	“Hey!” Mom grabbed for my sister’s hand.

	“Oh, hello. I was just telling Matt here that he and Kirk can be friends again, once he’s out of the hospital, of course.”

	“Bull,” Mom said.

	Kirk’s mother tilted her head slightly, like a confused cat, and smiled. “I understand we’ve had differences in heated times, but we’d both like to take this chance to apologize. What happened was a horrible accident, two boys playing around.”

	I wanted to scream that her shithead son was a bully and I’d throw his ass down a million sets of steps before I’d ever be his friend, but I didn’t. Of course. The weight of what I’d seen and what stood right there did that. The oddity of the amalgamation threatened to freeze me permanently.

	I’ve held these emotions and memories and now that I’m pulling them out, everything stings like a new shoe and I lack the best words to express the queered emotions and swirling thoughts from right then. I was everywhere and nowhere, but I was right there and these adults kept talking. I’m so thankful Kirk’s mother didn’t wear much makeup or my mom might’ve caved to this bullshit friendly show in the name of a sale. Number one for her was making a sale.

	“Your son is a problem, and we don’t need any extra problems. Come on.” Mom led and I followed her and my sister into the thick of the congregation where I milled and ate about a half-dozen more cookies before we went home. 

	—

	Leaned against the faded yellow floral wallpaper in the kitchen, I took up the phone and called the Rays and talked to Carl. The situation, as I experienced it, spilled out of me, and he asked if I could come out. This was impossible. It caused a lull. He said goodbye and an hour later, I answered the phone. 

	The brothers were coming over. 

	I was still grounded, but I’d had an idea. Boys in movies always, always have clubhouses. They’d have trapdoors and nudie mags, decks of cards with heavy creases and rounded corners, there’d be a secret handshake and an escape route. No time for that and no good spots to hang an entire house, but there was a thick bush of fir trees behind and to the left of the backyard. Dad had a bunch of scrap steel rods and angle iron leaned up against the house from the hospital site. He’d had shit to say about Gus, but did the same thing, almost. Dad took stuff with plans but no drive after the long days at work. 

	Stuff likely destined for the scrapper from the second he snatched it.

	There were bags of donation clothes in the basement from the church. Mom always picked through and let me choose new stuff for school, but she hadn’t taken the most recent bags back yet. Eventually, the bagged items became bales and went to Africa or somewhere. Mom was forgetful about things that weren’t sales, plus nobody really missed the junk. 

	One of the bags had these huge brown blankets of thick wool. They were almost as heavy as the blankets in the emergency bins in our science classrooms. 

	I loaded up.

	My mother was in the living room asleep on the chair and my father was asleep on the couch. A hockey game on the TV instead of a race. Outside, I worked quickly, moving the seven-foot steel channel tubing, the blankets, and dozen jumbo black zip ties Dad had for use in holding the roll cage padding in place in his street stock car.

	“Psst,” Todd said.

	The gloves I wore were huge and it was hard holding the ties. I also had on a bulky Seattle Super Sonics pullover coat that was a size too big—a true gem from the donation bags—and a black and yellow Ski-Doo toque on my head. The snow sprinkled down onto the crunchy frosted earth and my breath puffed steamy clouds between the falling flakes.

	“Where’s your bikes?”

	“Gran dropped us off,” Carl said.

	“Too cold for biking. She’s coming to get us in two hours. She had shopping to do. Don’t worry, she won’t tell and we can meet her on the road. We told her all about what happened and she said your mom had to ground you, even though it wasn’t really fair.”

	“What’s all this stuff?” Todd asked pointing at my gathered goodies.

	“You guys know how to make a teepee, right?”

	Larry said, “Everybody knows how to make a teepee.”

	Larry sent me to the shop for a knife, a step stool, and a hammer. The teepee was up and solid in about ten minutes. Cramped and dark inside, but it was okay with an extra blanket as the floor. Got kind of warm, eventually, well, more like not freezing.

	They hadn’t told Gus about what I said. They needed more proof before presenting the case. Adults always need proof. What the brothers had decided was that the monster man I saw at the hospital was in fact an alien. It sounded seriously plausible. The aliens were taking over people like that movie, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, and that’s why Kirk’s mother was so nice, because the more the merrier when it came to making pod people and conquering a town.

	“Or a planet,” I added after a moment of silence thanks to the somber idea that we were the only ones standing between survival and the human apocalypse. The view was completely juvenile. We were wrong about everything aside from the fact that I’d witnessed early onset evil and that the evil looked to make trouble for Tiberton.

	



Chapter Seven

	Michelle Boon shuffled from the small room next to the in-school suspension closet. Her eyes puffy, red, wore half-closed lids, cheeks rosy over paled flesh, mouth slightly open, a trickle of saliva running from the leaning lower left corner of her lips, and her hands hung in suspension around her hips, fingers bent like dried monkey paws. She was an eighth grader and we’d heard her name along with three others called over the school-wide PA system. We were in gym class across the hall at the time, pounding each other with big, red dodgeballs.

	When we started toward the changeroom, Michelle was in the hall. Middle of the road in cool meant she dressed to fit in rather than to impress—maybe these levels exist in every school. She wore a long-sleeved top in purple with the word Roots across her chest—lots of people had Roots shirts in that style, back then—a silver charm bracelet on one wrist and a plastic Timex on the other. She had on tan pants that rode a respectable height for a twelve-year-old. Some of the chubby girls had camel toes and the cool kids made fun, especially the cool girls. Michelle didn’t have that issue, but right then there was a dark red blotch spreading between her legs that worked ugly tendrils into the cotton over her inner thighs. A couple girls gasped.

	“Holy shit, Michelle’s ragging!” Scott Grimes shouted. “Everybody, look’it, she’s a bleeder, call a medic!”

	His minions and a few regular status seeker boys laughed heartily, as if seeing this wasn’t embarrassing for everyone. None of the girls in our gym class laughed, not that I heard. One girl said, “Oh no.” Todd nudged me and pointed at the heavily painted nurse stepping out behind her. I didn’t recognize the woman. Only when kids fell behind on shots or missed inoculation day altogether was there ever a real nurse in the school. 

	“Dear,” the nurse said, smiling, “come with me.” 

	She took Michelle back into the little room. I’d been in there before, once for a shot and once for a fluoride treatment because I’d missed the day the rest of the students had to do both. There was a sink and an ancient examination table on castors, and closets loaded with low-level medical stuff. 

	“Move along, children. This is none of your concern.”

	“You heard the nurse!” Mr. Penner shouted. He was the gym teacher for five through eight. He was almost as big as his voice.

	In the change room, Scott marveled over the spilled blood like it was the must see event of the year. He was on a bench, wearing only his boxer shorts, giving a sermon. “You know it ain’t her first time. You get the blood, then the titties. She got pointy titties and a bloody box! Hey, Tony, your brother wear a red beard when they dated? Did he eat that bloody pussy?”

	Tony was a regular dude in the social scheme and it sucked to be called out like that. He said, “Maybe.”

	“Come on! We know your parents are hippies and let her sleep over; did she dribble blood all over your house?”

	“Not hippies.” Tony lifted his jeans over his skinny thighs.

	On TV and in books, boys always showered in changerooms, even little kids who sweat something like recycled water. There were no showers in our changeroom. There was another changeroom with a shower, but hardly ever did Mr. Penner send students that way, only the eighth graders, and only in the warmer months. 

	I’d only been in that changeroom once when I followed another boy in to see what was supposed to be a turd on a toilet seat. Obviously, he put a melted and smooshed Reese Peanut Butter Cup there. Still, we all pretended and speculated which student left the heinous thing.

	“Whatever, Waldork.” Scott wasn’t giving up on Tony.

	The Waldorf School in the country north of town went up to the fourth grade. The kids that came from that school did things funny and, now and then, they let slip oddities of their education. The idea, as I understand it now, is equal parts utopia and fruitcake; teaching methods that demand all information that’s delivered must come in the form of a beautiful shell, flower multiplication tables and so on. Math might be beautiful to a select group, but even flowers aren’t going to give it mass appeal. Then again, whatever you’re accustomed to can feel like the right kind of normal, even if rationality says otherwise.

	The Waldorf kids were not easy targets despite their differences. They didn’t give a shit about social acceptance. They wore heavy wool instead of name brands or Zellers brands, they didn’t make fun of kids who did something stupid, they drank milk from jars, and they told every single time another student tried to give them the business.

	Tony picked up his bag after tying his shoes and stomped past Scott. 

	Fire blazed in Scott’s eyes, teary almost. Since he couldn’t goad one boy, he targeted a new victim. There wasn’t any eeny meeny involved; I was the obvious next bull’s eye.

	“I bet Matt would lick a bloody pussy if any chick would let him. Probably into licking dirty assholes. Probably into licking dirty Indian ass—”

	I was up and charging, Todd following me, both of us dressed to our waists. I reached Scott first, well, his foot reached me first and my nose burst in a blotch that blackened my sight completely for a handful of seconds. I rolled to the ground, cradling my face. Scott offered another racial go-to about dirty fucking Indian something something, but I was woozy and missed the complete message, though I can guess. Blood ran as if from an open faucet onto the cold tiles of the floor and my sweat-stinking hands.

	The door bounced inward and Mr. Penner was suddenly there looming like the Dark Tower over Roland’s destiny. The points leading up to the situation fell in my favor, for once.

	“Scott Grimes, on your feet!”

	“What? I didn’t do nothing! These freaks attacked me! Firewater crazies!”

	“You think that’s okay? You think you can pick on anyone different from you?” Mr. Penner was a huge man, wore a thick beard and a silver whistle on a string. His tracksuit made him look like a low-level mobster, but his figure gave off an ex-footballer vibe. “First people who make different educational choices and now for genetics, huh? That’s racist garbage and racism is inexcusable. Racism is a grave offense and you’re in for it. I’m not hearing any of that, not from any of you!”

	“Those freaks charged me!”

	“Yeah, it was all—” Greg something-French-sounding started to say. 

	“Zip it, lying for bigots earns a detention.”

	Scott Grimes was on an island facing a storm.

	“How you doing, Matt?” Mr. Penner asked. “Better go to the nurse since she’s here. You’ll take him, Todd?”

	Todd helped me up. Helped me get into my shirt without getting blood on it while I held a wad of rough brown paper towel to my face. Todd put a hand on my back as I walked with my eyes pointed at the floor. We moved down the hall. I wasn’t thinking, still in a bit of a fog. Luckily Todd was thinking. He turned me away from the nurse and down to the basement toilets.

	“Don’t need my little brother bleeding at the dick ‘cause of that nurse,” he said and patted my shoulder. Probably, right there, he saved my life, no exaggeration.

	We stood side-by-side and looked at the mirror. The bell rang and we remained for ten more minutes, discussing Michelle and what it meant. All connected. Nurses came from hospitals after all. We decided we had to tell our parents, both of us recognized the futility, but at desperate times, you use a buckshot scatter instead of sniper rounds.

	—

	“What? Leaking her period?” My father was incredulous, disgusted. “Don’t nobody teach these girls what they’re supposed to do?”

	We ate fish sticks with fries and ketchup in front of the TV. My sister and I were on the floor. Dad was on the couch. Mom was on the rocker recliner. The Hulkster was on the tube giving a monologue into Mean Gene’s microphone, shaking and red-faced. 

	“That’s not the point, the nurse did—”

	“Not another word! Every damned woman in that hospital is a customer. They’ve all come around and you’re not ruining that for me because some girl screwed up her period. Geez, I can’t imagine why you start these rumors. Kids don’t think about anybody but themselves. It’s crap. You better tell anyone you told that story to that you were joking.” Mom continued, off and on, for the next hour about how great everyone at the hospital was. She then added, “I’m even helping out with flu shots. The nurses said I can hand out business cards. They’re being really great. I bet I get fifty new clients.”

	“That can’t be legal.” Dad opened a new can of beer. He was only three deep, so I was pretty safe yet.

	“That’s what I thought, but they suggested it, so I’ll go along until someone complains. If there’s a rule or law broken, it’s on them, not me.”

	I couldn’t listen to any more and went to the kitchen to rinse my dirty plate. I dialed the Ray house to see how they made out. Gus and Catty shared a laugh, embarrassed for Michelle and her bloody pants, but were unfazed by the rest of the information. They suggested imaginations were loose and busy, but a good imagination was a priceless thing to have. 

	“He said, ‘we’re sure imaginative;’ and, ‘people are just weird,’ Gran said, not something to read into.” This was Carl on the phone and this was exactly how we thought this conversation would go. “We need some real proof, like a video tape or something.”

	“Yeah, right.”

	“Then we need an adult to see it.”

	“Right.”

	“Right.”

	—

	Gus and Catty were the closest thing we had to potential witnesses for the unfolding mess, but they were miles off from believing us, yet. Thinking back, I was fortunate to have even the Rays. Nobody but me saw the monster man and his little black box, and still, they believed me. 

	We continued to bat the issue around, going nowhere and settling nothing, sitting in a circle under the soggy teepee ceiling. We added a sputtering oil lamp and had a black tarp from Gus—it was the fourth time we’d met in the teepee. Gus and Catty poked fun at me for thinking we should build the thing. I didn’t understand why, but it was friendly. Of course, I get it now, and it was funny in that way childish, pretty harmless racism can be funny because it comes and goes so often. In reality, the teepee wasn’t a nice place, but it was a place free of voices telling us to shut up or mind our business. Roy tried to make it more authentic, drawing on the walls with chalk: pictures to make it homier and more us. He drew superheroes and monsters, a starship somewhere between Roswell and Star Wars, and a hockey goalie with a Voorhees mask for me.

	My parents never came out. Sometimes my sister went out there, I never told her not to and she didn’t seem to do anything but trail behind us like a curious fox, sniffing all the spots people had been. She never bothered us. I’ll never know now, but I think there was something wrong with my sister, in the head, I mean.

	Only once that I saw did she put on any real emotion. She had toys around her in a circle, talking nonsense with them. Three or four Barbie dolls, a couple rubber babies, and one of my old dinosaurs. She had a saw that came in a set of tools my mom got me years earlier. The handle had gone orange in the sun and the blade was brown with rust.

	She put the dinosaur on its back and used the saw on its middle and then said something about new insides and sawed a single swipe at her arm. It bled and she stopped cutting. Then she began howling. 

	I screwed off in a hurry so my parents wouldn’t blame me.

	—

	My bike sucked in the winter. Luckily, Catty was always happy to pick me up if nobody had time to drop me off at the farm. My mother never made me go to church again, probably to avoid any potential embarrassments or losing any sales, so that was good. Thanks to this, I often got to sleep over Saturday nights, sometimes I was at the Rays’ for whole weekends. 

	We camped in the addition on piles of blankets and dirty laundry. This worked for both sides. In a trailer, every noise is double strength unless the adults are passed out or still awake. Trying to sleep with five boys chatting it up in that little space, with those thin walls, forget about it. And we were always up later than Gus and Catty.  

	Sometimes we stole beers. One time we had whiskey and I puked in the toilet. Gus knew, but he only said, ‘that’ll teach ya.’ Sometimes we just drank pop and ate popcorn. Sometimes we watched movies, horror mostly, psyching ourselves out about the hospital monster and what he might really be. Sometimes we played video games until the sun was up. Whatever we did, we did together. I was best friends with Todd by default, but we were all in awe of Larry who just kept getting bigger and bigger. By then he had a patchy neck to go with his thin ‘stache. We all acted like it was a real beard, even though it didn’t grow on the front of his chin or on his cheeks.

	Always, the conversations landed on the hospital, no matter what we did or got into. I suppose that was a relief, because it meant I wasn’t the only one always thinking about it.

	“What if we just got, like Polaroids of the monster guy?” Roy said on the third Sunday morning of November. We were still in bed, but mostly all the way awake. 

	We’d discussed getting video evidence and struck it off as impossible about forty times by then. Despite this, we imagined the awesome power of irrefutable proof. This led down the less effective avenue and we looked to photo evidence and decided that was also basically impossible, at least for quick conclusions. The pharmacy would take your film roll, but you had to wait a long time unless you got lucky. They sent stuff to the city for printing only once a month and then picked it up a month later. My parents never went to the city and Gus and Catty never went hardly anywhere other than to town.

	“Where do we get a Polaroid?” Finding something like that was almost as big a mystery to me as getting a video camera. Polaroids were something that fell into the expensive category. In town, any place that sold them kept them locked behind glass.

	“Beth Grendel has one,” Roy said. “She brought it to class last week. Her birthday present.”

	Beth Grendel’s father sold real estate and her mother was her father’s assistant. Everyone knew them. They had their faces on signs for their Royal LePage office. Their heads were all over the place, on benches, a billboard, and on the back page of the paper every week. They lived in a huge house on the hill in with the other new houses that went up whenever someone had enough money to be bored with the stuff available below. 

	The wealthy literally looked down on everyone else in Tiberton.

	“Will she give it to you?” I already knew the answer before I asked.

	Todd snorted at this, which was plenty answer enough. We sat quiet for a few seconds before Roy suggested that it didn’t matter if she would and then began devising a scheme. Beth had brought the camera to school once but hadn’t brought it in again. That meant we had to get it from her house, and this took a fairly sophisticated plan that had us down several dead ends before we decided it was impossible to get into much of anything until we knew the landscape. Which meant reconnaissance. 

	We made up a story to Gus that we wanted to take the Krazy Karpets down the hill behind the arena. There was hardly enough snow yet, but that hill always had more snow than anywhere else because the arena’s Zamboni pitched it out. Eager kids shoveled the heavy deposits down the hill and everyone won. 

	The hill was rock solid and since we were there, we each went down once. The surface was tough on the ass, every bump jamming up through the plastic. Catty was gone with the truck by the time Carl returned to the top. There were two Karpets and everybody went by then.

	This meant we had a couple hours to get up to Beth’s house and inconspicuously poke around before we had to be back, looking normal, riding the hill. This was harder than we imagined for reasons we hadn’t considered. 

	Beth lived at the butt of a dead-end street. For us to be there, walking made no sense. It was the closest thing to a gated community our county ever had. No doubt people saw us and noted the time and date on calendars; like those white women who call the cops on Black people in shared spaces. I was a little more naïve back then, thinking true proof of a crime was necessary to dole out punishment.

	We got to the end of Beth’s driveway. Not a long lane, probably only as long as the house was high. There were no cars parked there, but the garage door was closed. Behind us, a huge green Ford Expedition turned onto the street and it had us walking again, probably too hurriedly. 

	The Ford pulled into the Grendel lane and we heard four voices trade an exchange about us. Who we were, why would we be there, were we friends with the Johnson kid? Still, we felt okay about stuff—let them talk, we hadn’t done anything wrong. 

	We stopped walking and huddled up halfway down the block. I glanced back at the house a few times and then I saw Beth in an upstairs bedroom. She was sneering at us, I think. Could be I only remember it that way, it was a good distance. In fact, we were probably pretty lucky it was actually Beth and not someone else.

	“Okay, that’s Beth’s room.” I almost pointed.

	The brothers looked over and up at the window where the big girl stood in a bright pink shirt. You could see clearly her width, the color of her shirt, and the hue of her hair. A lattice ran up a wall a bit to the left of her window. There was an overhang above the front stoop. Beth’s window wasn’t far from the peaked roof of the overhang, but it would take some slick upper body strength to get in that way. We’d have to come back at night. 

	But you also can’t just get in. Can’t climb through a window, search a room, and assume not to wake anyone. We needed a plan for this to work and even then, whatever we figured was going to be iffy. Our original ideas were no good, but now we now had the terrain, so progress. 

	Really though, it was all up to Roy.

	—

	Scott came back from his suspension with tales. His stepfather took the day off and together they went for the weekend to the city and caught a hockey game, hit a theater for a movie—movies didn’t come to our town until they spooled onto VHS two years from theatrical release—and ate at every cool place we never got to eat at because Tiberton had little for options: no Burger King, no McDonald’s, no Pizza Hut, only KFC. 

	Even when Scott got in shit, he won out. Some kids just hit the lottery from every angle. I couldn’t help but envy him—the hockey game, the food, the theater, everything else on top.

	The lack of options was not the worst part of growing up country, but it certainly compounded the annoyance and tedium of the never ending repetition. 

	Scott said to the class before Mr. Nixon came in, “I bet Matt never even had a Happy Meal ‘cause they don’t come with a cat food option.”

	Many laughed, but fewer than who would’ve a year earlier. I was not a lone target anymore and the cat food thing was getting old. 

	“Bite my taint,” I said. There were even a few laughs my way.

	“All right, let’s have some order in here. Let’s pretend you’re adults and you quietly absorb the knowledge I’ve got to regurgitate.” Mr. Nixon flopped behind his desk, began flipping into his Post-it tab laden binder. “Ah, Mr. Grimes,” he looked around, “you’re back. I trust you’ve learned your lesson.”

	Scott offered a single Ha!

	Mr. Nixon looked above his square glasses for two heartbeats and then got into the lesson plan. Eventually, the recess bell rang and everyone stood as if called to attention. Scott bumped into my shoulder on the way out. “I’m gonna get you. Fucking redskin wannabe.”

	I didn’t do anything. Some of the teachers had begun watching me. Not putting up with things made me a problem. It was imperative that I be cool if I wanted to spend the weekend with the Rays. Probably wise to avoid confrontation anyhow, but that’s life in general.

	“What’d he say?” Todd asked, eyeballing the back of Scott’s head.

	“Nothing smart. We better save it up and fix him later. Can’t get in trouble until after we get the camera.”

	Todd shrugged and we walked. Gus and Catty were all for their grandkids putting up a fight when the situation called for it. To them, if the boys made it all the way through school that would be nice, but not exactly necessary. School wasn’t for everyone and Gus and Catty went through a system forced upon them by a church that left an everlasting bad taste in their mouths. The world wasn’t exactly on their side and wouldn’t be for their grandkids either. No sense forcing undue strain when nothing good would come of it.

	“Well, I gotta behave,” I said. 

	Todd understood that too. We met up with Carl and Roy and hung out by Larry’s locker. He didn’t come and the next bell rang. No biggie, Mrs. Sheehan used to ride his ass about bad marks, making him spend the break times in the room listening to why he might never get to high school because he’d never make it to the eighth grade. This was a bullshit threat, nobody failed. Easier to pass strugglers like that proverbial buck.

	—

	It was a regular week aside from my going back to being a kid taking without dishing. Most of the other kids left me alone by then, but there were always those looking to impress Scott. This wasn’t all, school was an open-ended series of anything can happen. On my way back to class after visiting the can one day, I saw this eighth grader with a lazy eye asking out Cheryl Rosen. Now this was a girl with a face like a porcelain doll and breasts that reached for Ds. She was nice. She was popular. She seemed intelligent. She was class president, as jokey as that is in the eighth grade. Turned out, she was also polite.

	“Oh. No. I’m sorry,” she said and touched the boy’s arm. He deflated right there, his puffed up chest shrinking as if Cheryl let his air out with a pin. I’ve tried to imagine the courage he had to muster that question, just to try, and I can’t fathom how he saw his chances worth the risk. I mean, this dude was an obvious dud; it wasn’t only the eye, nothing about him suggested he was on her level. Not even close to her level. Then again, there’s also the very real chance that he was one of many self-unaware boys out there thinking they are a gift to women and girls. 

	No matter the pre-thought or pre-emotion, the post-thought was negative and the post-emotion for this guy was anger.

	As he walked toward me, he cocked an arm back. I didn’t flinch, mostly because my head was elsewhere. My inaction pissed him off further. He had a foot on me and gave me a shove against a wall, called me something uninspired.

	Cheryl saw this from the hallway around a half-corner. I said to myself, “What a dickhole.” 

	Cheryl smiled as if I’d spoken to her. “Are you okay?” 

	I laughed and my heart fluttered. Keeping my eyes up was hard. Those breasts were beyond the norm by about two cup sizes for the eighth grade. This is infinitely larger than the average amongst the fifth grade. About six feet separated us. She wore a perfume that was sweet as wet candy and I swear I could feel the heat from her cleavage, the little bit showing above her v-neck. Boys are absurd, but to look back, the pervy nature is kind of funny. Still just monkeys wanking in the trees. 

	Imagine really trying to deny evolution. 

	That Friday, Scott took especial offense to my existence after lunch. Tiberton Elementary was once a high school as well. There were old lines and wall edges that split the high school part from the younger grades, but the structures were removed long before I got there. This meant the seventh and eighth graders had lockers, there was a shop room, and we had a proper cafeteria, a real rarity for country schools. Most schools from what I’ve read, eat in their gymnasium with Murphey tables that fold out of the walls, have special hot food days, but they aren’t regular. 

	If you had the coinage at Tiberton Elementary, you could score a hot lunch every day. On Fridays, if you had two bucks, you could get a slice of pizza. If you had three, you could get a juice, an ice cream sandwich, and a slice of pizza. 

	I ate my pack lunch with the brothers. We got up and headed outside. Despite the numbers, Scott decided to try me. My feet shot out and I landed with my hands and my chin on the asphalt. Shouts followed. Scott screamed about a ‘fair fight’ and ‘crooked Indians.’ I hopped up and turned to face him, Larry had him in a stiff headlock. 

	“What’s your problem?” I shouted.

	“You!”

	“What the—?”

	“You fuck!” Scott’s face was tomato red.

	The brothers and I held eyes on him, not really sure of how to play this thing out.

	Eventually, the headlock loosened and Scott struggled free. He broke away and said, “I’m going to get you. Someday you’ll be alone and I’ll fucking get you. You’re a loser and you’ll always be a loser.”

	Carl said, “Cushing Street. House with the big shrubs and the double garage. Keep it up.” The delivery was deadpan. 

	Scott stopped, the sneer on his face melted into something like cautious curiosity when he glanced over his shoulder. Then he kept going. 

	We turned to Carl and he said he saw that threat on TV. Mobsters always made vague threats—using information for intimidation. Scott lived on Cushing and his house was pretty much all that Carl said and little more.

	What we never really considered was how Scott’s parents paid for that home and what pull might exist on governmental levels. Friends with politicians are always friends with benefits, or at least beneficial when it came to turning screws on so-called troublesome kids.

	—

	Mom was allergic to the first part of summer. Nothing after June, but late May and all through June, allergies attacked her—not a good look for a makeup saleswoman. She’d sneeze like crazy and then complain endlessly about how tired the pills made her. Benadryl is what the box said and I stole all but the last pill, six in total. Leaving one would suggest she was almost out once May rolled back around. 

	Of course, May didn’t roll around for her, or the rest of the town, ever again.

	This was Friday night. My parents didn’t care where I was and had stopped feigning an interest. Mom didn’t trust me to sit for my sister and Dad didn’t think a boy should be a sitter anyhow. Sitting was for girls, even if it cost them five bucks a night.

	The plan had to go down on a Friday because Friday was when Gus and Catty drank with purpose. They never got sloppy, but on Fridays, they got loud and laughed like the booze washed away every care in the universe. Roy figured the next part out after I told him about the pills. He spent half an hour milling around the kitchen while we hung out in the extension bedroom. We tried to sound like normal, but we couldn’t. It was tense and it seemed as if Gus and Catty would never finish off their glasses.

	And then it came. “Hey, Roy boy, fill these up, huh?” Gus said holding out two empty tumblers. All the boys had filled cups before and knew how much liquor to use—more or less, within reason. Roy squashed Carl’s idea. He knew better than to think they wouldn’t notice if he tried to coma load their drinks like eighty-twenty. The pills though, they might work.

	My heart pounded and my hands clammed. Roy was smooth as natural and gave the only slightly stronger than normal glasses of Seagram’s whiskey and Coke with ice, and the crushed Benadryl. Drugging good people was not exactly the greatest feeling, but it wasn’t as if we spiked the glasses with tranquilizers or roofies, and there was no way to know if the dope would work as we hoped. Though we agreed that if they made my mom tired, it made everyone tired. Probably. Not great logic, I know.

	Roy came back and we played StarFox for more than two hours. At midnight, Larry went to check the living room. Catty was awake. Gus was asleep on the couch with his mouth wide open and his arms hooked above his head.

	“Don’t stay up all night,” Catty said to Larry, we all wore dogs’ ears, listening to everything.

	“Okay,” Larry said. 

	I imagined his voice quavering and the house of cards falling. But that was absurd.

	“Gus, Gus, bedtime,” Catty said and smacked his arms.

	Larry came back with the Seagram’s bottle and told us what we couldn’t see. 

	“Courage,” he said and we each took a swig. In my mouth went the most horrible shit I’d ever tasted—especially, after the time I choked it back up. 

	We waited until one-thirty and moved like trained special ops. Bob and Doug were in the barn with the door latched, they’d have to go downstairs and through the vacant pens and around the yard to find us. It was probably too cold or too late for them to bother. Something, because they didn’t come out. They’d reserve their energy for opportune times, almost as if they knew when we wanted them around.

	We’d already gathered everything and loaded the bed of the truck when I popped it into neutral and steered blindly as the brothers pushed me backward out the lane. Without that shot of whiskey, I think I might’ve caved and oversteered, but under the warmth of that heavy mouthful, the situation passed like a blink and I turned the wheel exactly as much as the road dictated.

	Once there, I moved over and Larry got behind the wheel, by default. Roy got in next to me. Todd and Carl rode in the back with the stuff, gladly fighting the cold to hold our payload. Larry took us the long way around the outskirts of town using backroads until we got to the rear of the ritzy subdivision. Town was dead. Zero traffic where we were and there wasn’t so much as a deer on the road before we got onto the highway for the seconds we had to ride it. The moon banked cold crystals off the asphalt and I had visions of us spinning out and landing in the ditch. Try to explain that one if it happened, yeah right.

	Larry parked on the street around the block from Beth Grendel’s house and we started out. Roy, Carl, and Todd took a sideways route toward the woods behind her house while Larry and I stepped straight along, aiming for the front lawn. Minus ten centigrade, our breath puffed like smoke under the blue night sky. Quiet, not so much as a TV flickered in the windows of the two occupied homes we passed. There were two other homes, one half-finished and one with a for sale sign out front. Surprisingly, the sign was for Century21 and not for the Grendel’s Royal LePage office.

	Mine was probably the easiest chore of the plan. I carried an old plastic flashlight and stood next to the garage while Larry climbed the lattice and reached up for the windowsill so he could swing his feet up to the roof where the eaves trough was level with the target. Tough as it sounds, tough as it had to be, we all thought Larry could do anything. He must’ve thought that too, still, frost and snow covered everything and Larry slipped four times, barely saving his grace, before he got up to where he needed to be. Huge puffs of steam jumped from his lips and his eyes were wide, tears of effort glistened on his cheeks. He then lifted his hand and gave me a thumb up meaning it was my turn to get busy.

	Rushed to the back of the house, I flicked the flashlight switch off and on. The idea was to keep on doing this until I saw the shadowy shape in the distance light up in a great ball of fire.

	Days before, we’d worked it out. A burning man was apt to steal attention and get Beth out of her bedroom. I’d gathered stuff from the church donation bags, heavy, rough materials my mother would never miss. Some people straight donated trash, so ruined nobody would ever use it other than for rags or patches. 

	Or a flaming scarecrow.

	A pair of beshitted thermal coveralls and barnyard dirty boots became the base. There was a pink, pink bike helmet. We used faded hay from the Rays’ barn to stuff the man. A 2x4 up its back made it sturdy, tied with electric fence wire, fastened to a three-foot seed pallet. Gasoline soaked into the man, we’d agreed that it needed to be a big fire and used four two-liter pop bottles filled with fluid siphoned from Catty’s car. Diesel was always more readily available, but it isn’t the same, and in weather that cold, diesel was unreliable as a flammable.

	Another one of those things I had no clue about before I met the Rays. Incredible how much they taught me, how much Gus and Catty taught me, and how little my parents had ever taught me. Practical stuff, sprinkled with things absurdly impractical for a skinny ten-year-old to know. I soaked in everything they offered.

	The man went up in a huge orange ball that burned in an oil drip shape. As was the plan, I began shouting, “Help! Help! I’m burning! Help me! Help me!”

	A yappy dog took its cue and then lights came on. I looked out and saw three silhouettes running in the shine of the fire. I slunk away to a shrub around the side of the house.

	“Holy shit! Look at that!” a man shouted after a door opened.

	Another voice said, “C’mere Petey.” It was an adult woman. “Shh, Petey,” she added, but the dog kept yipping, as if he was in on the plan.

	There were other voices and then I heard a small snap and a shower of glass. The window must’ve been locked. Thank god for Petey or that would’ve done us in right there. The sound was tremendous.

	Suddenly, I was too scared and gave myself more room. I went to a neighbor’s and selected a tree to hide behind. A ten-foot pine that tented shadows over me in a safety blanket of darkness. I basked in that safe darker than dark, my eyes pinned on Beth’s bright window. A few seconds later, Larry climbed out and rather than easing down, jumped off the overhang into about a foot and a half of snow. Reckless and brave, an act I could’ve never imagined myself doing, jumping from so high. When situations demand it, your body acts or it doesn’t. I’ve already said it, but I’m no hero.

	Larry sprang up and took off toward me. I ran too and we reached the truck within a foot of each other. He was so much faster than I was. The trio were in the cab and I climbed into the back and huddled into the bulkiness of my coat.

	“Hang on!” Larry said. He wore the clunky Polaroid camera around his neck like a tourist.

	The truck rolled and slid sideways on the icy street, Larry kept the lights dead for the obvious reason, but the brake reds glowed off and on like a loose connection until Larry had the truck straight and on the main road. Behind us, police lights flashed quietly in the direction of the Grendel house. Once far enough away, Larry flipped on his headlights and took us to the farm in the relative safety of the highway that led to the empty back road. 

	It was another all new feeling for me. Euphoria and adrenaline and success. We rolled the truck quietly to the trailer. There were lights on, but only the ones we left on, nothing new. We’d done it, or mostly had. 

	Bob and Doug whined and Carl ran to the barn to unlatch the door and whisper for them to be cool. We stood outside the trailer door waiting, gathering ourselves while Carl ran across the yard. 

	“That’s a different camera,” Roy said.

	—

	We wasted no time. Up before Gus and Catty, up before the dogs started barking. We made pancakes and then cleaned the mess. That part was Catty’s suggestion and Gus’ demand in order to take us to town. The lie of sledding once again played the role of excuse. Todd had his backpack on. In it was a thermos of hot chocolate, granola bars, nine dollars in change, and one stolen Polaroid camera. Good thing I didn’t have to carry it. Thinking about it had me burning up inside.

	



	

Midbird, Idaho, 05/11/2018

	 

	The camera drinks in a gutted mini-mall and a single size-one sneaker, blue and white beneath a layer of dust and the bleaching of days gone by. “Who is doing this?” Tamera O’Neil says and picks up the sneaker before gazing into the horizon. She turns back to face the lens. “Who is doing this? Who would? Maybe you know. Pop your theories and proofs into the comments, and if you haven’t already, don’t forget to like and subscribe.” 

	She holds the shoe for five seconds before dropping it and stepping to the camera where it sits on a tripod.

	



Chapter Eight

	We panicked some when we discovered that there was no film. In fact, none of us had ever so much as held a Polaroid camera. Right there, it seemed all over; I was on the verge of being a wreck. Turns out loading a Polaroid was much easier than loading a normal camera, well at least how they used to be with sensitive film rolls. The digital age is a world of comparative ease and convenience in a lot of ways, cameras included.

	Todd and me went down on the Krazy Karpets while Gus rolled out of sight. There were about a dozen kids using the strip of steep hillside. A perfect excuse to need to be in town. When we were done, Catty said to call, giving us about six hours of full daylight left, not like we could ever pretend to stay out sledding after dark. Young kids don’t do that. 

	The morning was chilly, but much warmer than the night earlier. First task was to hit the drug store to get the film, supposing we had enough money to do so in the first place. We had to go six blocks from A to B. 

	The film cartridge was expensive. The bits scrounged came out to just enough—I mean barely, with extra thanks to a lucky coupon in that week’s flyer that saved us a buck fifty. The teller seemed to get a thrill out of showing us the coupon, explaining the regular savings on whatever had a coupon for it in the flyer, and then sending us on our way with the lesson. 

	Todd pocketed four pennies change after tax.

	The way some things worked makes it seem like destiny, but that’s bullshit. Any number of things could’ve gone easier or gone worse and we hadn’t truly imagined how hard things might get yet. As much as we yapped about what we’d do in the face of something horrible, we had no clue. Like those dudes who ready for Armageddon with a shelter and six months’ worth of water and endless beef jerky, only to find out the cigars they’d been puffing on had their lungs riddled with cancer.

	—

	We gave the rear of the hospital an expansive berth. The building was twice the size it had been on my last visit. Everything seemed connected in a way that made the Rays’ addition seem regular. I mean, it wasn’t quite like using mismatched colors to build a Lego house, but it gave a similar, disjointed kind of vibe. They’d obviously shipped in more pieces and tacked things together and it made me wonder if the adults thought it was strange, too. 

	The window I’d seen the monster man through was not what it had been. At first, we thought it was drapes covering the opening, but on closer inspection, we saw rivets in steel. A roller wall of some sort had been installed, the same type stores in sketchy neighborhoods have to use. 

	Drapes hung through the next window. Same with the following and the one after that.

	“We got to go in,” Larry said.

	“Sheee-it,” Carl said.

	“Yep,” Todd said.

	I knew this was coming, I mean eventually, it wouldn’t end with a candid snap or two; things are never so easy. My naivety died a little with each passing day.

	We had no plan beyond getting the camera and going to the windows to snap off shots. Instead, we stepped through the doors and hoped we’d get somewhere essential to the plan. Immediately a large woman with a short mom haircut, grey and brown, stopped us and demanded to know what we wanted.

	I was a wet-mouthed chicken, but again, Roy had the answer while the rest of us stood stupid. As thieves, as investigators, he was the brains and the rest of us were smash and grabbers of the operation. 

	“Our uncle came in with stones,” Roy said.

	“Oh, what’s his name?”

	“Joe.”

	“Joe what?”

	Roy didn’t miss a beat, acting exactly as dumb as how most people see messy boys with scuffed shoes and damp and aged thrift store stylings. “Uncle Joe.”

	“Uh-huh, and what’s your name?”

	“Michael. Michael Jordan.”

	“Is your uncle Joe Jordan?” The woman had an edge in her voice.

	Roy shrugged and the rest of us shrugged.

	She picked up a clipboard and ran a finger down a list. “No Joe, but things are still a bit confused. Gull stones?”

	“Stones,” Ray said, letting her connect any old dots she wanted to.

	“He come in today, yesterday?” She asked as she read and none of us answered. “All right, go down that hall and hook a left. If you reach emerge’, you went too far. Ask a nurse about Uncle Joe.”

	“Thank you,” Roy said, and we parroted the sentiment in a series of mumbles and nods.

	We walked down the hall, our shoes squeaking a chorus on the waxy stone floor until the moisture fell away. We took the left, waited and broke in the opposite direction. A nurse in the hall headed our way, she opened her mouth to say something and then smiled at us. She was pale and gaunt, and too damned young to wear those features without drawing curiosity, given what we’d seen. After she passed, I whispered that she looked sick like the nurse who came to the school and gave the shot to Michelle. Perhaps that was paranoia, but the guys nodded. We were in sync as a boyband.

	There were four closed doors on the left, three on the right, and at the end of the hall was a window that looked out onto the edge of the side lot where the employees parked. We broke up and tried the doors. They had locked handles except for the second to last one, not the one where I’d seen the monster man. A letdown, but at the same point, an immense relief. I was terrified and that room compounded the sensation. This was real deal life or death.

	“Psst! Hey,” Carl whisper-shouted.

	We went to the door, and he opened it a crack further. Dim inside. Two figures lay on beds. They had their eyes open but appeared comfortable. We filed in and as soon as the door closed behind us, we heard two new voices approaching.

	There was a closet and a toilet. Larry, Carl, and Todd took the can while Roy and I hid in the closet. The door opened inward and I saw nothing, staring at the grains of wood, thinking about the IV lines hooked to arms that ran up to bags that appeared to be filling rather than emptying. 

	The contents were deeper red than Dario Argento’s wettest dream. 

	—

	We listened, still as a hardwood forest. Movement approached, but suddenly the conversation died. Things jangled and shook. Sneakers squeaked rubber voices, once, twice, a third, irregular and spaced. Someone moaned. 

	My breathing was so loud, and the more I thought about it, the louder it got. If I was alone, I would’ve curled into a ball and waited out the turn of the century. Beyond the door, no doubt about it, was a monster. A real live monster.

	And then the brave sound clicked, once and again.

	Todd from the can, with the Polaroid, doing what we came to do. The click and the mechanical movement were telltales and incredible. That meant undeniably, the figure out there was what we came to see. Christ, it was almost too much. The noises in the room ceased and feet swished over toward the can, one squeak, a second. 

	Hospital cans aren’t like house bathrooms, if you stink up the joint, you can’t open the window because in the hospital, windows near toilets are a luxury. Stuck, no way out from there but the door.

	My lips started mouthing fuck fuck fuck fuck rapidly, hissing at most.

	A click sound rang siren loud and a door swung. It squeaked and wheezed.

	“What do we have here?” The voice was feminine it obviously wasn’t the monstrous man. From the closet, the figure moved to our right. What was I supposed to do? I wanted to do it all, save the brothers, save the town, but my body and brain had flown the joint.

	Roy was on the move before I had another second to hum or haw the potential for a pre-pubescent demise. The Rays were brave in a way I tried to fake, I tried to emulate, but I couldn’t imagine running straight for the monster first, even if I had a signature move like Roy. 

	He got low and then exploded into the backs of the knees of the monster man. The giant figure toppled, its head smacking wetly through thinned hair against the stone tile floor. Its enormous eyes gawked around. The nurse with him was still smiling at whatever crept into her mind and had taken over. I think it was a defense mechanism: see? I’m smiling, see? We’re all cool. See?

	I pushed her and she fell over the sprawled body. Ray squirmed free as the monster man swatted giant hands. Big bony flesh swatches like scaled bat wings. Its long fingernails grazed Roy’s cheek by his ear but got no closer as Larry reeled back and fired a punting foot into the hideous face.

	“Come on!” I knew exactly where we had to go. I sucked at moving in for action but rocked at peeling out in terror. My body was in flight and my head was clear.

	The brothers followed me. I had the window open and I was half out by the time I felt Carl pushing from behind. That’s when I tipped and the snow-covered earth came rushing at me. Carl fell on me and I rolled. Larry came next, then Todd, and then finally Roy. We ran, Todd had his bag, but it hung open and flipped and flapped with every step. The thermos bounced out, pinging that hollow metal sound against the asphalt. He stopped and grabbed it, zipped his bag then. We started up again, burning down the cold streets like the monster man was right on our asses.

	We slowed eventually, but didn’t stop again, jogging all the way to the arena, where we’d stashed the Krazy Karpets. We then heard the call of Gus, “You boys causing shit?”

	We turned and there he was, but he wasn’t alone. My mother was there, as were two cops.

	“You boys know anything about a disturbance and a breaking and entering last night?” the younger looking of the two cops asked.

	“Last night?” Roy said, incredulous. He was amazing.

	“Last night at a home in the northern subdivision of town. A classmate of yours, Beth Grendel. She and her family saw you walking around the area last week. What business did you have there?”

	“I heard these kids in gym talking about a haunted house for sale where the rich people live. So we went to see if there were ghosts, but wasn’t no ghosts in that house. It’s just for sale. Unless, you think a ghost broke into Beth’s place?” Roy was excited, as if seriously thinking ghosts might be running around instead of us.

	“There’s a camera missing,” the other cop said. He had a moustache like most of them, but this one was Lanny McDonald huge and Lanny McDonald orange. “I’ve heard about you, Matt Winter. Your buddies here following your bad lead? You, how about you show us that bag?”

	That was it. I knew we were fucked. Todd handed over the bag. The cop checked it for about two seconds. Polaroid cameras weren’t exactly inconspicuous. So when the cop didn’t find it, I was dumbfounded. I wanted to check Todd’s hands, see behind his back, rifle the bag myself, hell, I wanted to ask him what he did with the damned thing. Instead, I stood quietly and let the cops do what they usually do: scowl, accuse, and then bend rules to match assumptions as far as possible.

	—

	There were questions at the station and we were separated to keep stories original. Of course, my mother was with me. The cop changed and acted as if he’d mixed it up and needed to square away all the possibilities with Mom there. I told a story about ghosts, saying as little as possible. All the way through I wondered what Larry would say, what Carl would say, what Todd would say, and what Roy wouldn’t say. I was a grasshopper waxing on and waxing off, trying to do that chess battle stuff where you have to think three steps ahead of your opponent.

	“Is there a washroom I can use?” Mom asked after about ten minutes in.

	“Sure, out the door and then at the end of the hall.”

	She left and the cop rose. He came around the desk and put meaty hands on the arms of my chair. “How about I smash your fucking face until you tell me what happened?” His voice was full of anger.

	It caught me by surprise, but it wasn’t the first threat I’d heard that week. 

	“We were looking for the ghost house.” I sounded stronger than I was. This giant prick had me terrified, had me shaking, my heart thumping, but the adrenaline cleared my head rather than clouding it. Something about this cop was reminiscent of dealing with Scott and Todd. Something I had experience with, something I’d come to understand.

	“I know you did it; your buddy already spilled.” 

	My heart ached and fell into a valley of doom, but rose up like a glider. This was bullshit. The disappointment or terror or whatever I felt lasted for about four tenths of a second.

	“It wasn’t Dougie?” I said. “He didn’t talk, did he?”

	“That’s right, Dougie spilled everything. We just need for you to confess, it’ll let you off easier and I won’t have to bruise you in all the spots your mommy won’t look. Dougie told, now you tell.”

	This cop was dumb and then some. Pretty much the standard issue officer.

	I actually smiled, couldn’t help myself, despite the promise of pain. “Dougie who?”

	It took a few seconds. His hot coffee breath stalled for long enough for the rusty gears in his tiny brain to click it together. 

	The fingers of his right hand pinched the meat of my shoulder, twisting. “You little cocksucker. You think this is funny? I ought to pound your goddamned face to mush.”

	A little Rocky III voice in my head egged me to say go for it in a deep, mega serious tone, but I shut up, aside from the whine I emitted with the pain. It wasn’t so bad either, he was obviously going easy.

	The door behind us opened and he patted my shoulder like I was a little buddy. 

	 “Mike, Gary wants us in on this meeting. You’ll have to set this business aside.”

	“What? I’m in the middle of something.”

	“Turns out we’ve got a missing mother and daughter. They’ve been gone all night. They were sick and they never came home. Husband’s freaking out, guess it makes sense, getting pretty chilly at night. Now, let’s go.”

	“You haven’t gotten away with anything,” the cop said and walked past me. “I know you did this. Everybody knows you’re trouble. You won’t get away with anything ever again.”

	Right then, I was thinking that’s exactly what we’d done: gotten away with it. My mother mugged at me, but she had nothing. I suppose she did have that the cops called, demanding her attendance. Probably it blew a sale. Terrible inconvenience was what I was for her.

	—

	The day had worn me out, and stupidly, I went to bed early, before my father came home. You’d think I’d learn by then that keeping an eye on the man with hair trigger anger was the smart way to exist. Still, I don’t know how I could’ve readied myself. Something. Can’t stop a snowstorm, but if you know beforehand, you can get yourself a parka. 

	I rose and awoke in pain. My scalp burned. Shaggy hairs left my head as they bore the weight of my body for what seemed like a whole damned minute, though was probably only a second or two. Long enough to reef me from bed and onto the floor. My dad let loose three kicks, shouting something beyond memory. Experience taught me how to ball up. It didn’t hurt so much, not physically anyhow.

	 If nothing else, this was the final inkling that I didn’t need to ask my parents for help if I ever got in a jam. Home was hostile. The place had nothing for me. If I needed help, it had to come from the Rays.

	—

	I had to wait until Dad was asleep and Mom had a consultation in town—that’s what she called then, consultations, like she was performing something more significant than doing an in-person make-up tutorial—before I could phone over to the Rays. 

	“Where’s the camera?” I whispered, standing in the kitchen as far as the cord would reach away from the base and the wall that partially blocked the living room. 

	I had Carl on the line. “Todd dropped it when that weirdo came at us.”

	The ordeal was all for nothing. No camera. No proof. And shit that might come yet from the cops was all for free, giving them a pass to fuck with us.

	“But he got a picture,” Carl added.

	I blew a thankful air. “Did you show Catty or Gus?”

	“No. They’re mad at us in case we stole the camera. It’s ‘cause we weren’t where we were supposed to be.”

	“Did you tell them we stole the camera?” It was hard to imagine telling understanding guardians something that outweighed another thing.

	“No, they didn’t ask either. ‘Don’t ask a question if you think someone’s gonna lie to ya about it,’ Grandpa says. Like about politicians and stuff, but it fits with this. They didn’t want us to lie to them. I don’t know if I would’a.”

	“We need help. This is big.”

	“We’ll show them later, but we gotta find out more stuff, clues or whatever. Did you hear about Michelle Boon?”

	“What? No.” She hadn’t been to school since the period incident. People had jokes, but no serious explanation to where she was. I kind of thought she was too embarrassed to come back, figured I might never see her again, and I didn’t blame her. Of course I was wrong. The teachers certainly weren’t broaching the subject. Nobody talked about girls’ cycles outside that one week in health class.

	“There was a thing in the newspaper today, Gran read it and was saying that she and her mom are gone. Her dad is freaking. Gran said she could tell they added it real late ‘cause it was hardly any words and just their pictures, the other stories are about quilting and stuff. You know, Michelle missing makes sense. I guess her dad must be like good with the newspaper. Grandpa says it’s a big deal to do a story in the paper from the day before. It’s connected, you think? You think it’s like to do with the crazy nurses and the freak weirdo?”

	“I don’t know,” I said and then heard my father moving on the couch. “I gotta go.”

	“See you tomorrow.”

	



	

Tiberton Examiner – November 27, 1995

	Woman and Daughter Disappear in Broad Day

	Wayne Todd - Reporter

	Cynthia Boon and her minor-aged daughter have been missing for more than 20 hours as of sending this story to print. William Boon, Tiberton Council treasurer, reported the oddity after observing their absence into the night. The following morning, Saturday, he took it upon himself to trace the steps of his wife and daughter.

	He confesses that there have been health issues with their daughter recently.

	“She had an incident at school and it really took a toll on her, mentally. We took her to the hospital and Dr. Pillisch suggested that she take time, and she prescribed her something. I figured it would be like happy drugs, but it didn’t seem to work. There was an appointment on Friday for Michelle, you know a checkup, but nobody saw them at the hospital and nobody saw them around town.”

	Boon went on to explain that his wife’s Audi was found parked on the street a half-block from the hospital. The police have canvassed the area, but to no avail.

	If you have any information on the missing persons, please contact the Tiberton Police Station at 091-9920.

	 

	Quilts Galore

	Wayne Todd – Reporter

	This Saturday and Sunday (December 2–3) from 10:00 AM to 4:00 PM the annual Tiberton quilt fair will bring fantastic pieces from around the county for you to see and bid on. The showstopper will be a six-generation quilt depicting the lives of the Camber families, early settlers to the area and eventually the name that centered the town’s original masthead. William Todd Camber was the first mayor of our peaceful town. The Camber quilt is not for sale. 

	However, there will be much to purchase and not just quilts. As it was last year, the fair has expanded further to include preserves, knitted items, and new this year, original artwork, perfect to fill those hard to buy for names on your Christmas list.

	This year’s fair is sure to be the biggest and best on record. I know I’ll be there and if you’re shopping for your favorite local reporter, I have a spot for blackberry jam.

	 

	Flu Season Reminder

	Wayne Todd - Reporter

	‘Tis the season for chicken soup and high fevers. Remember, this coming Wednesday and Thursday (November 29–30) from 9:00 AM to 6:00 PM, the hospital will be offering free flu shots. 

	The flu is no fun, so get the shot! It’s better to have it and not need it than it is to not have it and need it. 

	This is particularly important for individuals in high-risk categories, but more so even for those of you who work in the public sectors. Please, think of others. You can carry the flu virus for hours, even days, before the symptoms surface and in that time you could infect countless people.

	Be safe for you and be safe for those you know. Visit the hospital and get your shot; it’s free after all. And if you see me there, say hello and we can compare puncture wounds.

	



Chapter Nine

	That Monday, the town began a visible turn. A snowball, rolling steadily until something put the plan of that hospital group, Lilitu, into action and really pushed that snowball on its intended course. There were two kids absent from the bus ride and four more from my homeroom. One teacher failed to show. They weren’t missing, just unwell, according to Mr. Nixon anyhow. That’s likely what they told him too.

	One unexpected face did appear in our classroom. It was Mrs. Thomas. She had the principal with her, both wore Cheshire Cat grins. You know what I mean? Those grins that say in an evil Jack Nicholson voice, you got a big surprise coming to you.

	“Hello everybody, we know you’ve been missing Kirk and since it will be at least another month until he’s back to class, we’re running a trip for any students wishing to see him. Tomorrow morning,” the principal said.

	“What?” Mr. Nixon laughed humorlessly. “You’re going to parade children through a hospital during school hours? What do the nurses and janitorial staff at the hospital think of this?”

	“I’ve recently joined the hospital board and they think it’s a lovely idea,” Kirk’s mom said. “The hospital is a public place. It’s often busy and is now functioning better than it has ever before.”

	Seeing these adults talk over each other, in front of students, was a special kind of strange. Mr. Nixon was incredulous, generally aggravated. The principal and Mrs. Thomas were grinning manikins. They had no reaction to his tone and expression. Like in the movies where someone’s replaced by a robot. Also, they were pale and Kirk’s mom was thin in the cheeks in a way that was worse than before—guess sallow’s probably the word. She’d always had that fresh milk and butter look to her, in the cheeks and neck. Well fed. 

	I turned to Todd and he shook his head gently. This was unnecessary. Still, he knew instinctively, as I did, and that meant the others would know too. This was a ruse. This was a trap.

	The permission sheets went out and in the top paragraph, the Thomas parents requested that guardians come with their children. The place would be a zoo of sorts and I wondered what they could possibly need with so many people at once. I wasn’t about to jump onto this particular snare, and even as mad as I got with my parents, I didn’t wish whatever trouble this was exactly on them either. 

	There was hope here when Mr. Nixon said, “What? You expect me to chaperone? This is insane. Think about this. It’s a waste of money and time. I’m not a babysitter!”

	The principal smiled at him, wider yet. “You’re an employee of the school board and I’m your boss. You’ll do as you’re told. It’s how having a job works, you know that by now.”

	“Who will stay with the students not going?” Mr. Nixon was livid. It had become a scene. This was a rational man sinking in irrational waters.

	“Why would any student not come?” the principal asked.

	“Because it’s absurd!”

	The temperature cooled and eventually the bell rang. Todd came to my desk with an idea. “Let’s show Nixon,” he said.

	He’d brought the picture to school. 

	—

	We waited until lunch and rounded our numbers. Larry passed a quiz and had the opportunity to join us. Mr. Nixon ate his lunch in his classroom, always reading newspapers or books, avoiding the other teachers. We never knew for certain, but there are a thousand and one reasons a man shirks his co-workers, same reasons a kid avoids another kid, maybe. He was an outsider and that played in our favor.

	“Mr. Nixon?” I said.

	He groaned and two long seconds after, lowered the copy of the Examiner he held spread wide before him. “Ah, the Ray boys and their adoptee. I’m not on lunch duty today.”

	There was a big chance that I’d screw this up, but since he was my teacher, and I’d let the brothers do so much leading already, I did what was right. I said, “Mr. Nixon, isn’t it strange that we should have to go visit Kirk?”

	“You don’t have to, but I would say that it’s absolutely strange.” His eyes roved to the words on the spread paper and then to the cookies in the little baggy before him. “What is it that you want?”

	“There’s something funny going on at the hospital,” I said.

	“Oh?”

	“They’re poisoning people or something, like real bad stuff.”

	Mr. Nixon lifted his eyes. “Now that’s some accusation. You ought to think through things you say before—”

	“We have a picture!” Todd said.

	He handed over the softened-edged Polaroid. 

	“Ouch, look at that mug.”

	“Forget him, look behind him,” Roy said.

	“Yeah, they’s doing something real bad. We saw it, but everybody’s in on it. Why else do they want all those kids and their parents to go to the hospital?” Larry said.

	“Yeah!” Carl said. 

	“Where’d you get this?” Mr. Nixon asked, looking with some interest, finally. “This is from where?”

	“We…uh…” I trailed, this was beyond my easy answers, so I looked to Roy. It seemed he had nothing to offer.

	“Doesn’t matter. When is this from?”

	“Saturday,” I said. “At the hospital.”

	“You boys wait right here, got it?” Mr. Nixon said and rushed from the room with the photograph. It felt like he’d taken our only poker chip, and we sat at the table looking at the flipped cards having gone all-in.

	We stood for a minute, debating running, but settled that this was our chance at having some pull with an adult—the only type of person who matters in a conspiracy. 

	It was fifteen minutes before he returned. I expected the police to be behind him, or maybe Mrs. Thomas, hell, even the monster man with his hideous eyes and extreme features, but Nixon was alone and looking serious.

	He shut the door. “This appears to be blood. And I know this woman. In fact, up until a week ago, we had a good thing going for the last two years. She said she couldn’t come out for coffee. She said she was going to stay home to read. She said she needed sp—I can’t imagine why she’d need a blood transfusion.”

	“That blood’s coming out. That’s what I think,” I said. 

	“That makes even less sense,” Mr. Nixon said, staring at the photo. “She’s had Hep… Doesn’t matter.”

	“Is your girlfriend looking funny? Look at her face, does she look like Mrs. Thomas did, like with sucked in cheeks and all pale and stuff?” I asked.

	Mr. Nixon lifted his head, puffed his lips, then laughed. “Okay, that’s a convincing tale and the idea that Shannon is in the picture is quite a coincidence, but this is all absurd. She’s probably having blood taken, for whatever reason, and decided not to tell me.” He handed back the photo.

	“No, wait,” I said.

	“Boys, you’re imagining things, intriguing as they are. I must be nuts to have even entertained you this much. You should know better, and I do know better.”

	“What about the monster man!” I shouted.

	“Calm down. I’m sure there’s a medical term for this man’s disfigurement, it’s probably not fair to call him a monster. It’s certainly not nice.”

	“No, but…” I looked at the brothers for help.

	“Man, tomorrow, don’t go in no rooms with a nurse,” Larry said. “You’ll see, it’s all weird and they’s doing something real wrong.”

	It was heartbreaking the way it concluded. We went to the pop machine and pooled our resources to buy a Dr. Pepper. We hardly spoke as we passed the soda like a joint.

	—

	We couldn’t let it go and had a short, hopeless conversation on the telephone that night. Gus and Catty were disappointed and it wore on the brothers. Mom, Dad, and my sister were out again. I sat flipping through the nine hundred channels that came in on the pirated dish before I gave up. Only Dad always seemed to find something to watch. For me, somehow getting all those unlocked, stolen channels gave seemingly unlimited content, but nothing to watch. 

	My dad came home first and told me to make him hotdogs. So, I did, on a pan with butter, plain white bread acting as a bun. My mom and sister came home a little before nine. My sister was asleep on her feet and my mother was excited about a meeting she’d had at the church about the flu shots and the marketing opportunities. Flu season often left people looking how they felt; a perfect angle to push makeup.

	Pale folks paid for a little rouge, a little foundation. 

	—

	The classes amalgamated for the day. We had a confused sub. The other fifth graders came to our class. To my surprise, Scott Grimes hadn’t ducked out with the majority to visit Kirk. A movie played for the morning, a second movie started, and then the lunch bell rang. One of them was A League of Their Own. I don’t remember what the others might have been. For like two seconds I forgot about the hospital when what’s his face said he was going to give his wife a pickle tickle. That’s how come I remember one of the movies. 

	The grounds and cafeteria were eerily sparse once we got out of the room. Todd and I met Roy and Carl at a lunch table. We assumed Larry had to stay late again until he made the most amazing entry in the history of Tiberton Elementary lunchroom entries. He was not smiling and I don’t understand how it was possible that he wasn’t. Leaning against his shoulder was Cheryl Rosen. They walked together like a couple leaving a funeral. 

	A couple.

	“Cheryl, these are my brothers, Carl, Roy, Todd, and Matt.”

	Every time one of them said something like that, I experienced a spike in internal value. A rise that almost makes me want to cry when I think about it now, like some damned sap.

	“We need to take a walk, you don’t know who’s listening in here,” Larry said. 

	I looked around. All eyes fell on us. 

	Outside was comparatively warm to what it had been—only three or four below zero. Cheryl started into her story after Larry began it, only to need clarification every handful of words or so. Her story anyway.

	On Sunday, her sister had had a fever and her father took the sister to the hospital. One of those scary level fevers, and her sister wouldn’t wake up. Her father kept talking about putting ice cubes and cold water in the tub. “And Mom kept saying, it’s okay, it’s gonna be okay. And then Dad and Sarah came home, but not really. Sarah stayed home from school yesterday and Dad didn’t go to work. When I got home, they were like cloudy, and their skin was all whitey yellowy. Oh, I don’t know.”

	“Tell about your mom,” Larry prodded.

	“Okay, so then Mom got angry and started yelling that Dad was sick now too and that they were going to make me sick and make her sick. Usually Dad would freak out. One time he threw the TV remote at the couch he was so mad and yelled for her to please be quiet.”

	This statement struck me as impossibly silly, but I didn’t dare say anything. I didn’t know that most angry dads didn’t punch holes in walls and toss their kids like trash bags. To me, the dad mold was whatever my dad did. Even Gus and Catty weren’t a factor, they were grandparents, so, different.

	“He can get angry, but he just went on smiling at her and told her they should take a little drive. They were gone ‘til even after I fell asleep and I stayed up to watch Forever Night! Sometime later, they came back, but I was sleeping. It must’ve been very late ‘cause I tried to stay up. I got up once to see and they weren’t home yet. I looked at my clock last at two-oh-four and they were still gone. 

	“Mom was different in the morning. She was all smiley and then she gave me the sheet of paper I brought home and forgot about. She said it was very sad about the Kirk boy. I don’t know him and neither does my mom!”

	“She signed it and you didn’t go?” I asked.

	She nodded and she was my dream woman. I was helpless. I think we all were. Her perfect cheeks were rosy and tear damp. She wore a coat with a fake fur collar. She held Larry’s hand. It’s impossible to imagine a firmer, newly thirteen-year-old boy for a beautiful girl to lean against. 

	“What do we do?” Todd asked.

	The answer presented itself.

	—

	Cheryl made a second executive decision about where she was going to be, and it wasn’t home. She walked with her head down toward our bus as it pulled up, the plan was to have her hide out at the Rays’ and I’d go out to meet them and we’d all make Gus and Catty listen. Then from the street, a voice called out and changed our plans. 

	“You, Ray boys! Get over here.” Mr. Nixon leaned from his Nissan sedan. He had a funny expression, but not really smiling. Not like the others. Scary, he’d spent all day at the hospital, knew that we knew something was up. If they got him, he had us. The only hope was that there was no smile on his face. 

	Moving my feet was a real effort. Cheryl stayed back.

	“Get in; we need to do some talking,” Mr. Nixon said.

	“No,” Larry said.

	“Hurry your asses into this fucking car,” he said and something about a teacher swearing put us into gear, stupid or not.

	Larry turned and called for Cheryl. We climbed in. Up front, Cheryl sat on Larry’s lap.

	“How’d you wrangle her into this one?” Mr. Nixon asked, his expression still an odd, open-mouthed sneer, not his normal sneer.

	Larry and Cheryl took turns giving the Coles Notes on the sum of her fears about her parents. Mr. Nixon drove as he listened. Slowly winding in the busy traffic. After school, the buses muddied Main and we had as close as we ever came to jams. 

	It became clear after not too long that we headed straight for the hospital. The time to skip out of the car fleeted in a hurry. I poked Carl and pointed. He licked lips then bared his teeth like a guard dog. I poked at Todd, but this was unnecessary, he and Roy burned holes in the back of Mr. Nixon’s head as he drove. They were ready to act. These were warriors and I was a duck waggling along about to get it, just lucky I had someone watching out for me.

	Mr. Nixon slowed down by the hospital entrance. Todd pulled a sharpened pencil from his bag. I looked at that tip and imagined it slamming into an ear. I imagined the ensuing crash. I imagined a handful of things, all of them featuring blood showers of the Tom Savini variety.

	I imagined so much blood.

	The car slowed further. I told myself it couldn’t be, they were all smiles and Mr. Nixon was angry. The car began to turn into the lot and Cheryl said, “Wait, where we—?”

	There was no time to finish the thought. Todd swung and Roy stabbed. A pencil rammed into the meat of the teacher’s neck, an inch above the headrest. The second pencil broke the skin of Mr. Nixon’s cheek as the first shot bent him forward. 

	My imagined blood was more than what came.

	Still, blood sprayed a short-lived geyser onto the arm and collar of Cheryl’s fancy coat. She screamed and Mr. Nixon made no sounds at all as his hands came up. Blood pumped around his fingers. The pencil in his neck had long vacated the hole it made. The car veered left until tires rubbed up against the sidewalk. Larry reached out and pulled the shifter into park with a horrid gear-barking cry. We hopped out and hoofed it in jailbreak fashion.

	Mr. Nixon looked around, stupefied, according to the vacancy in his eyes. Blood ballooned around the pencil hole in his cheek like a gum bubble. It ran down his shoulder. His arms hung slack. It was as if he was a broken toy, drunk on injury. That or dead already.

	“Hey!” a voice shouted from the front of the hospital, but we were long in the wind and I doubt the owner of the voice saw us more than a glimpse. Sometimes that’s enough, sometimes it’s not.

	—

	Cheryl’s grandmother lived two blocks from the hospital. She was seventy-seven and mostly senile. She did little beyond watching TV, fixing tea, and nuking microwave dinners. After Carl called home to no answer, we sat and ate stale Arrow baby cookies while the old woman smiled at us with lips so thin it was as if she didn’t even have the top one. 

	Her space was like an expanded old age home. There were pictures on the walls of varying decades. Many had yellowed, some had no color at all. There were off-white dollies separating objects from the wood of tables, and it smelled of mothballs and old lady perfume. 

	The woman herself was done up as if awaiting guests or planning a day out. She had high and tight white curls and thick ‘eighties glasses with a tiny gold chain rounding her head, dangling over her ears. She looked like a TV grandmother.

	Cheryl convinced her that she’d invited us and that we were American exchange students. It seemed like a too elaborate lie, but even a crazy lie right then seemed significantly more believable than the truth. We never contradicted her, never even added to her story.

	After watching Urkel, the Fresh Prince, and Wheel of Fortune, Carl called home again. 

	“People are looking for you,” Catty said.

	“They’re all in on it,” Carl said. “There’s something bad happening.”

	“Oh, don’t I know it. It’s so nice that you think so too. Your grandfather was at the hospital today.”

	“What?”

	“Yeah, he’s feeling fine. In fact, I don’t know that I’ve seen him so cheery, not dry as he is. He also made some friends, but he’s not really how they are, not yet.”

	“No. No.”

	“It’s okay. See there’s three of them and once you get home, they say we’re all going to visit the hospital too, that’s what they say. They say they’ll fix up old Gus and me. I didn’t know we were broken. Ain’t that something?”

	“Gran,” Carl whined, looking at us. His eyes told part of a story we didn’t want to know the rest of. It was just too damned much. “Did they get him?”

	“Oh no, me neither. They want you, too, and your brothers. You just get on home and we’ll figure this all out,” she said. “Unless you want to stay away, Gus and me we don’t—” 

	The line died.

	“They didn’t get them?” Larry said.

	“I don’t know, maybe, but I don’t think so. I think she was telling us to stay away. There’s people there. I think they want us to come ‘cause they know we know.” He replayed the other side of the conversation then, the parts we didn’t hear. He said Catty sounded funny, but not sick funny, more like she had to trick somebody. We’d all seen movies. We knew.

	How did kids get past the trickery of adults before movies?

	Roy said, “We can’t stay here.”

	“What?” Cheryl was ready to cry again. She hadn’t had weeks to imagine the worst, so as the worst unfolded, she wasn’t ready. 

	“Your parents will tell that you’re gone and soon they’ll come here. They’ll get us and that’ll be it.”

	“No, but…” Cheryl’s waterworks resumed as she trailed.

	“Does your gran have a car?” Roy asked.

	—

	The Buick wagon was long as a boat and the tires were soft as mozzarella, but since it started, it would do. Cheryl was reluctant, and yet, pliable. We discussed the likelihoods and possibilities of what kind of thing this truly was, as we’d been doing for weeks, but now understood how big and fast it was. We needed to know the enemy and we needed Cheryl with us. She had the power to tumble our card house if she decided we weren’t taking the car or if we’d worn our welcome at her grandmother’s home.

	Thankfully, she was scared enough to go along without hardly any questions. 

	Larry wanted to drive straight home. I wanted to as well. It was heavy duty knowing there were men out at the trailer. Roy said one word to this thought: “No,” and that settled things, if only outwardly. 

	We first went to the closed Co-Op feed store and used the free air on the same lot as the gas pumps. Town was quiet, but not as quiet as earlier. The emptiness had had an isolating charge that rode on my back like the summer sun, burning its truths into me: this was not going to be easy and we were almost certainly fucked. However, this change gave me hope. More people meant that more people might be okay and recognize an issue, people better equipped than six kids in a stolen Buick. 

	We wanted to save the world, but we were too small and ignorant. What Roy knew was that we needed to step smart and in careful, calculated strides. What I didn’t know was that people saw everything and chose not to understand because it didn’t fit into the box of expectation. Adults have imaginations. I know that as an adult now. It’s that the majority of adults choose to lock the supernatural in a box and swallow the key, swallow it over and over every time it becomes necessary to do so. 

	“We’re calling the cops, right?” Cheryl asked as Carl worked on the final tire.

	I hadn’t thought of that and I don’t think the brothers did either. When in need, you call your people. When in need, you call someone reliable. When in need, you call someone on your side. The cops had never been on our side. 

	We had Cheryl and she was a town girl. Town people have different truths from country people. People with fancy coats and dads who only got mad enough to throw TV remotes into couch cushions have different truths. People who are products of generational oppression and genocide at the hands of so-called authorities, have different truths, and those truths rub off on hopeless hangers-on—me.

	There was a payphone by the main doors of the Co-Op storefront. Change, in the glovebox in a little purse, a little more than ten bucks, was right there waiting for us. I pocketed the money, assuming we might need it eventually. Nobody mentioned it.

	Larry rolled the car to a few feet from the phone. Cheryl was back to the car after about three minutes, long minutes. The entire time, I saw creepy-faced dudes popping up in my peripheries, jumping from shrubs, climbing down from rooftops. I was losing my mind over this thing.

	We were alone in a crowd; only us and the girl on the phone, and the general public going about life as if the day was any old day. 

	“They didn’t believe me. They said there’s sick people all over town and it’s not a good time to make up stories. I told him it was true. He said he’d already had two officers check out the hospital, there was an incident outside. Then he asked if I knew anything about it or if I saw anything. I said no and he said he had to go. What are we going to do?”

	“Roll Main,” Roy said.

	No questions, Larry put the car in reverse, turned onto the mostly empty street, and rolled.

	“It’s like half the people are gone,” Todd said.

	“Always more after work, where are they?” Carl asked.

	“They got them and it’s all screwed. They’re changing people and soon they’ll have more. What’re we gonna do about Gus and Catty?” I asked, there was a long whine hanging around behind my voice.

	“Turn right,” Roy said.

	“Where we going? I mean, we gotta think of something. Let’s get out to the farm. We can’t let—”

	“We will,” Roy said to sooth Larry’s argument. 

	The car pulled to the curb and Roy explained his idea. 

	We’d rolled Main so Roy could see that Wilson Hardware was still open. Old Lady Wilson ran the store by herself. She’d done so for about a decade after her husband had a heart attack in the home appliance section—bit it right there next to a dishwasher that he’d pulled out of a box for display purposes. A kid named Ronnie found the man when he was in shopping for a hockey stick. Playground lore carried on generationally, Ronnie had four younger siblings, and the story never died. Instead, it grew fangs and claws. By the time I heard it, there were rats feeding on the man’s month-old corpse and the old man had shit himself. Nonsense, of course.

	After the death, Old Lady Wilson sold the big house and kicked the renter out of the apartment above the store. She lived where she worked and kept long hours because she had nowhere better to be, so people said.

	At ten minutes to seven, we had the smallest of windows to get Roy’s plan in place. 

	The till looked straight at the door and I needed to get inside unnoticed, hide out until the lights died and the locks spun bolts. Old Lady Wilson sold some high dollar stuff and had bars over the windows—only place in town with bars. I guess that’s probably thanks to the rifles more than any price tag. Guns carry multiple values and the guilt that comes along with a stolen and then used weapon. That probably had real teeth. Depending on the person that is. I suppose it could also be an insurance thing, having bars I mean.

	No matter the reason, we needed an inside man.

	I gave Cheryl the ten in change and I got down on my fours right behind her, crawling along to the door. Snowmelt soaked my pants and salt stuck to my palms. Inside, Cheryl was great, did everything perfectly. 

	“Closing in a few,” Old Lady Wilson said as the bell jingled.

	“I only need a battery for my grandma’s hearing aid,” Cheryl said.

	“What size?”

	“I’d have to see them.”

	I kept my head down. Cheryl kicked back gently to let me know it was cool to move and I broke away from the door toward the clothing section. I ran like a gorilla. Amid the snowsuits, I waited, attempting to calm my breathing into a steady, everyday draw. Cheryl chatted for a couple minutes, asking if Old Lady Wilson had noticed any sick people around.

	“Yeah, been a few. I’m getting my shot on Thursday. I recommend you do the same. Damned flu is vicious this year. That all then?” Old Lady Wilson said.

	It wasn’t long. In fact, it seemed too soon, and the lights went dark and the locks clicked into place. Once I heard the TV upstairs, a sitcom laugh track, I crept in the blackness of early winter evening. The only thing that had changed in my lifetime of visiting Wilson’s Hardware was the product packaging and occasionally their placements, and even those were slow going. I weaved around the shades of shadow and to the door. I tried to be quiet, but the deadbolts absolutely slammed out of their locks. After each, I listened for footsteps, imagined the old woman leveling a shotgun and pressing it into my shoulders. Again, this was terror. It’s not easy to be bold and brave. I’ve done some hard things since then, I’d been a coward on dozens of occasions before then, but for those cold days looking to survive with my people intact, I was great, more than I’d ever been before and more than I’ve been since.

	Larry and Cheryl stayed in the car, engine running. We went to the rifle racks and tried the barred doors. Locked. We then scurried back to check the till and the desk space around it. There were several drawers, but no keys.

	At some point, feet swished down the stairs and a light flicked on. Old Lady Wilson was as good as my imagination. Though I did not dream up her track pants and bulky Calgary Flames Stanley Cup hoodie. That hoodie was from ’89, the one and only Flames cup run.

	“Don’t you little buggers move now, you hear me?”

	She stepped toward us, reaching with her veiny left hand for the desktop rotary phone. I was scared shitless, but Carl wasn’t up for a visit to the cop station and pulled his hand out of a drawer with a whipping arm, flinging a bottle opener at Old Lady Wilson. She dodged but lost her equilibrium with the move. The shotgun she held dropped to the floor, breaking open, revealing empty chambers. 

	“Sonofabitch.” She stumbled on unsteady legs. She bumped into a de-icing display, tottering her the rest of the way off kilter. Toppled, her head landed on the steel corner of a shelf of paper towels. Blood gushed beneath, running in a huge swatch. The paper towels six inches above the mess, useless in their packaging. Her eyes blinked rapidly, audibly, wet. A wheeze escaped her lips.

	Todd made a strange ooohgaaah noise.

	“Holy shit!” I said, volume control well out of grasp.

	“Uh oh,” Carl added. 

	Roy ran to empty her pockets while Todd went to fetch a referee’s duffle bag from the hockey equipment section. Business was back in order. Nobody said another word about the dead or dying woman and we made it out to the car with enough weaponry to cause real trouble.

	We stopped on the entrance steps, stunned. Larry and Cheryl were locking lips in the car, as if they’d parked on Lover’s Lane instead of on a street in the midst of a supernatural takeover. We slunk back into a shadow and watched. It was a weird moment for me. So many emotions conflicted, mostly I was jazzed for Larry and miserable about the old lady who we hadn’t really checked on, but knew if we called for an ambulance that the monster man and whoever ran this fucked up situation would have her. Better dead, I figured.

	I like to think that’s true. It’s possible we could’ve called an out of town hospital. Maybe they’d come and maybe not. Most likely they’d have placed a call to our hospital and have a Tiberton meat wagon pick her up. Knowing this helps my conscience.

	Once lips split, we broke for the car. There were a few vehicles rolling Main. Not many.

	Roy told Larry to drive the opposite direction from the farm, in case of a ride check looking for us. Roy saw how deep this thing ran long before I ever truly put the pieces together. He was ahead of us, but he was on our side, so this was more than good. It was hope for the hopelessness we represented. 

	



Chapter Ten

	“I don’t want to come,” Cheryl said. 

	We’d stopped a mile or so from the farm to settle our heads before pushing onward. Maybe the reality of possible failure—likely failure—had begun sinking in for the others, too, and that demanded quiet consideration on that near-total dark stretch of gravel. The trees on either side of the road canopied over the path, letting in hardly any moonlight. We just sat there, watching our breaths puff out in the interior light as the windows fogged. Without suspecting that Cheryl wouldn’t care to come, we’d grabbed enough weaponry to include her. 

	I don’t blame her for wanting to stay behind. It still sucked much of the intrigue out the girl, how I perceived her anyway. She was just some babe looking out for herself and only herself. Which wasn’t true exactly, emotions move the head like nothing else and I had a new image, if only momentarily. 

	Larry keyed the ignition and rolled until we could see the yard light. We left Cheryl with a loaded .22 and rushed from the car, bent like combat soldiers. So dark seeing into the trailer was simple. There were heads inside, moving around. More than two.

	A whimper rose. Horrible. Doug was in a pained puddle. The snow looked like a black aura around him. Someone had shot him and he was dying, but the prick didn’t have the decency to finish the job. This really spoke to the things within the men; they used only as much human understanding as was necessary. Seeing that dog made me want to burn the hospital all over again and every heartless fucker in it.

	Roy told us in the Buick that this was a trap to snuff out the chance that we find people willing to listen to us. Older people. People with connections. They saw us as a problem and we planned to live up to that assumption. The idea was similar to what we’d done at Beth Grendel’s house. We’d have one of us make a ruckus at a distance, drawing attention, while the rest of us found a way to close in from the other angles. 

	“You gotta stay back,” Larry said to Roy.

	I assumed they’d make me do it as I was the youngest and smallest, the only one without experience pulling a trigger, but no. Roy nodded and ran the shadows to the backside of the barn. Larry took over the leadership role and directed us toward different shadowy lines, flanking the trailer. The door was fully in the light, but there was an access hatch under the master bedroom. This was in case the original buyer decided to unhitch and plant it atop a foundation with a crawlspace. The Rays’ home had no proper foundation beneath it, only stilts and cinderblocks. Todd took that spot by another case of default, being the smallest who knew the way. 

	I had the back end, near the barn. The order was to wait until the sign was in full sight and sound. We weren’t certain what exactly the sign would be, but I figured it had to be bold, so we’d know it when it came. 

	The rusty wastes of a disc plow that remained on the property for parts gave me a lean to. Mostly what was left was a long tongue, a flat tire on an orange rim, and six cracked and tarnished discs that were too rough to use, so far. One never knows when one piece becomes the better of a collection and parts resume a sense of value. That plow’s still out there awaiting some scrapper to come along. A couple times since, I’ve gone to that spot just to think.

	I began to wonder if somehow I was wrong about how big the sign would be. I’d heard nothing. Then I began to imagine seeing Bob running around. Still no sign of him either. 

	Everything that had happened was insane. One dead almost certainly and one more than likely to go, pick or choose which was which between the old lady and Mr. Nixon. If there was no conspiracy, I was just a boy standing in a foot of snow, freezing, with a tremendous rap sheet growing in my wake. What happened next was another link in a chain of impending trouble if we’d made a mistake. 

	The barn door rumbled open and a burning tire rolled out. Flames began licking up the barn walls, slowly, crawling along the base on fluid set to flame. Roy dragged an empty steel barrel out to the yard, standing in the open, easiest target on the range. He lowered the .410 into the steel tube and fired. The boom was incredible, his arms rocked with the kick, but he seemed totally ready for it. He broke the weapon open and loaded another shot, fired. Again, the sound was exactly what we wanted.

	I took off running. 

	The door of the trailer creaked open, but I didn’t see what came of it. I was off my feet in a whoosh. When I landed my teeth clanged shut and my tongue found chipped molar gravel while I gasped for breath. Somebody must’ve made me long before I moved. 

	A cry came from my left. 

	I was wheezing, I couldn’t say anything. The others made sounds too and the air gushing from my chest was twice as loud. A car started in the lane and rolled away.

	If Gus and Catty were still at the trailer when we arrived, they were gone by the time they caught Larry, Todd, Carl, and me.

	—

	There was a bang that echoed in the air beyond the trailer. We were inside on the kitchen floor. The men corralling us were locals, I didn’t know their names, but in a small town, kids recognize a neighbor, even out of their element. The fact that these three men, pale and sickly looking as they were, stood in the trailer while another one roamed the shadows looking for Roy, was especially nauseating. They were so out of place, foreign creatures in suits. One had a bloody hand from what appeared to be a bite.

	“What the fuck are ya, a bunch of cocksuckers?” Larry asked, chin out awaiting a punch.

	These men said nothing, gave no notice, or feigned as much. We took turns accusing them and naming them for crimes they likely hadn’t committed, some things weren’t crimes at all. We called them pedophiles, we accused them of killing babies, we called them gay, we called their mothers ugly, we went through the entirety of the childish flavor of insults. Nothing worked. 

	The kitchen was a mess. Obviously, a decent altercation went down before we got there. There were broken dishes on the floor and a sixer of beer had fallen, one can cracked and spilled a golden puddle surrounding it like a boozy halo. I started counting the cans and got to five, but didn’t see the sixth. I remember thinking that I hoped Gus got to drink it. Part of me marked him dead already, since he was old, it wasn’t a stretch.

	“What’s it you do to them?” Larry asked and then swung out a fist, nailing one man in the knee. 

	He turned and used the butt of his rifle like a soil tamper and popped Larry in the shoulder. Larry fell. That man did finally speak. “They’ll be with us, just as you will.”

	Another shot rang out beyond the thin walls of the trailer and the sixth beer can came into play. Todd reared back and winged it at the man closest to him, sending a head into a cupboard after a well-aimed toss. This was the man with the injured hand. He dropped his .22. Carl pounced. The one who butted Larry aimed at a new target and Larry kicked out his foot. A shot went into the ceiling. Another shot went into the left arm of one of the men. 

	The one who’d dropped the weapon latched onto the rifle while simultaneously jerking a foot into Todd’s chin. The rifle went off again and clipped the shot man in the chest. A leak sprung, but it was too late for us to take over the situation. This all happened in a matter of three or four seconds.

	The rifle was retrieved and the brothers were on the ground in pain. I was a brother and had to prove it. I leapt forward, if only to take a lick. A knee caught me in the right eye and purple rings danced as I rubbed at my face and rolled onto my side.

	“To hell with them,” the one who’d taken back the rifle said. An emotion won out. He was straight mad. Human, male mad. The rifle pressed against my head and I waited for the end, playing tough guy, but practically shitting in my Fruit of the Looms. 

	There was a click. 

	The door of the trailer squeaked open. Two shots, one after the first came with smallish pops. The men stumbled around with loud snowmobile boot clomps. 

	I opened an eye to see what had happened. The door yawned. The cold rushed in, but whoever shot this shot, wasn’t coming inside. 

	Though hit and in visible pain, the men weren’t done. The one who’d attempted to execute me opened the magazine tube and loaded more shots, thinking that was the issue. There’s something to be said for gun maintenance and some of those weapons had sat in Wilson’s Hardware more than a decade, getting dusty. The man who pointed at me held the rifle I’d carried.

	He began grunting, trying to pop a new round where an unspent round remained caught. The other man still standing leaned on the counter and pointed his weapon into the darkness. Larry was on his elbows and knees, he donkey kicked the dude in the thigh. The man stumbled and the outside shooter stepped forward and blew a channel into the man’s head. 

	Cheryl then screamed and dropped her rifle. 

	Watching the boys load the weapons and understanding the simplicity of firing made what she did physically easy.

	Seeing that smashed gulley of grey meat and scalp was hard as it got when it came to the mental aspects, I have no doubt about that. Another shot rang out from the yard. We chased it, ready to shoot anything that moved. Things were not through yet. It was bright under the big light. That shine blinded us to the darkness beyond. We stood with our backs together. Cheryl and Larry ran off to get the car. 

	Roy stumbled into the light, holding his arm. His rifle was gone. Blood dampened his jacket, glistening as if icy. A voice rang out, “Put down your weapons or I’ll kill him and then the rest of you, one at a time, until you learn.”

	We dropped our weapons because that’s what you do, but it wasn’t without consideration. I weighed the chances of blindly nailing the speaker in the blackness like I was Robocop using sonar or heat sensors or something. There was a growl and the man whined. Another shot blew and Roy dropped, doing a front-facing snow angel.

	Yet another shot rang out and a micro-flash glowed before the final whimper of, the courageous, Bob the dog. We bent and grabbed for our weapons. The ancient Buick broke up the lane and we saw the prick who’d shot Bob and Roy. The lights kept coming and fast. This wasn’t one of those I’m here, hop in instances, he was rolling to kill. 

	The man took another shot. 

	The windshield turned into smoky spider webs across the top corner of the passenger’s side. Before he got another shot off, the Buick nailed him below the waist and he pinioned over the hood, flying high and not touching down again until he smacked on the lip of the trunk. He looked like a doll, his body twisted in a stilled cartwheel before his head and neck snapped audibly after the initial landing point against the rear of the Buick. 

	Larry didn’t wait. The reverse lights shined and the Buick thumped over the man, as if he wasn’t more than a pothole. We ran to Roy, he’d begun rolling in pain, wind back in his lungs. 

	“Fucking birdshot, why would they have birdshot loaded?” Carl asked looking at his brother’s shoulder. There were about a dozen tears in his coat. Blood speckled willy-nilly all over.

	—

	If Cheryl hadn’t peeled a scalp with a rifle, we might’ve pulled default sexism and made her use the tweezers to pull the bits of steel and fiber from Roy’s back. But she had proven herself more than just a girl. Still, she cried a hell of a lot more than the rest of us, including Roy.

	The fix was hardly surgical. Mine were the deftest hands with the tweezers. We were in the kitchen again, under the yellowy light coming through the ancient bulb overhead. There were two bodies with us that I tried to avoid looking at. 

	The pieces of steel stuck in Roy were no worse than slivers. The blood freckled and bloomed while Roy squirmed under the sharp pains running through the meat of his shoulder. The worst part was plucking the bits of cotton that seemed to meld instantly with the twines of his being. The cotton took on his colors and shapes, as if rebuilding the breaks in flesh.

	Eventually, I stopped being picky and finished up, thinking there might be something to worry about later. While I was at it, the others talked about storming the hospital. They were furious, punching walls and kicking cupboards. I understood this completely. Larry and Carl reloaded the weapons we’d brought. Larry used a knife to wiggle free the stuck round from the barrel of the weapon that should’ve been my executioner’s tool. Cheryl was a pale-faced ghost in the corner, gazing at the floor like a stoner. She’d done so well, she’d earned the leisure. 

	—

	Westerns rolled through my head as I worked. Tombstone had been on the unlocked pay-per-view stations several months back and I’d watched it a half-dozen times. Val Kilmer’s junkie gunslinger was a great thing, but it wasn’t that part that struck me then. 

	Bill Paxton dying on the pool table and Kurt Russell cradling him. Like live in living color.

	I don’t know what I’d do if Roy died in my hands. I thought it would be all over if one of them died and that I might cave in and break into particles of pain. Just fucking evaporate. I never considered two of them dying, or more than two of them dying. I couldn’t foresee something like that. I was so young and naïve. 

	Even then, it was as if something cosmic doomed us, but not to lose all the way. To win painfully. 

	The mind of a boy does that, puts the outcome before the journey, doesn’t fathom pre-mature expiration. 

	



Chapter Eleven

	We took the long route back into town and stopped when we saw the sawhorse and the flashing lights. The air in the old car seemed to suck dry and drop several degrees. My heart went haywire. The scene at the trailer left me wrung out and feeling my age. Kids need sleep and food and reboots in safe spaces. Really, it was hard to see taking more without some kind of breather. 

	The reality came clearer as we rolled closer to the distant cutting light. Orange. This was not the cops. Orange meant a tow truck or a road crew vehicle, maybe a tractor—some farmers had those orange lights too. Anybody, but it wasn’t the cops.

	“Do I go?” Larry asked.

	There was no answer, so on he went. 

	A Mercury Sable had its ass end a foot from the ground. A sleepy-looking dude with a long grey beard worked the levers of the tow arm on the back of his truck. 

	I sighed. “You think they got the cops yet?”

	The pointless question started a pointless conversation. Boys can speculate. Even Cheryl got into it. 

	Town was dead as we rolled through, but that made perfect sense. It was after one. Nobody had yet visited the hardware store. There were no armed guards awaiting us at the hospital. The place was bright, but seemingly vacant, though we didn’t get too close to the main entrance. Cheryl again seemed torn about leaving the assumed safety of the car but followed us when we got out.

	At the end furthest from the parking lots were windows that no light reached. We tore through three different screens until we found one unlocked. We climbed into a personal office of someone more interested in paperwork than anatomy and diseases. 

	We’d each said shh in turn to the rubber sole squeaks and little grunts all of us made upon entering. It was brown, nearly full black in the dark office. There was a glow from beneath the door that let us see enough to move around the furniture.

	Carl took the lead and fumbled with a lock on the knob, and then pulled in. The hall was bright in a way that became ominous with all that had come to be in those recent weeks. 

	“Wait,” Todd said.

	Carl pushed the door closed and the dark resumed. Someone felt around the wall and found a switch. The room was suddenly alive with monotony. There was a desk, three chairs, a closet door. There were cupboards on the wall. Cheap hospital-supply art prints hung in gold frames. A bulky baseboard heater orbited the interior space two inches from the floor.

	“What if we go up there instead,” Todd said and pointed to the heavy cork drop ceiling. 

	Larry hopped onto the cluttered desk, sending a stack of continuous printer paper toppling like an ultra-thin Slinky. It made that brushing paper whispery sound and was almost comical how it kept on going and going. A binder crunched under Larry’s weight, bending the toothy steel rings out of whack, sending pages sideways. Each portion of ceiling was two feet long and about a foot and a half wide. They were heavy enough. The weight was obvious in how Larry had to put his arms into it to shove one out of the way. Hands latched on a steel crosser, he did a chin-up. 

	Larry bent back down after resettling his feet. “I need a higher step and a light. 

	Right there in the top drawer of the desk was a pack of Viscount quitter smokes and a blue Bic lighter. The other piece to the puzzle wasn’t so simple. The chairs had casters, so they were too risky. Kids are reckless, but they’re not always stupid. 

	Then again maybe they are. We made a stool with fat hardback folders of loose pages stacked in twos, hardly steady enough to change a lightbulb. 

	Larry stepped up and shined the lighter.

	“Okay” he said and returned to the desktop. “Carl, you lead.”

	There was universal understanding here. Larry couldn’t go first because he had to be the one to protect Cheryl and damned if she wasn’t going last. Boys are funny, but it’s how the world made us. Boys grow up saving Princess Toadstool, watching damsels in distress, stealing looks through fingers at Shelley Duvall wailing when Jacky-boy loses his marbles just like our fathers at home. The world is out to get girls and it’s a boy’s job, in his mind anyhow, to protect them. Though, I suppose that’s a pretty dated way of thinking. 

	And it isn’t lost on me how Cheryl saved out asses back at the trailer.

	I followed Todd who followed Roy who followed Carl. Roy was slow, but did not complain. Larry told us to make sure our weight never went fully on the squares and keep to the frames. Obvious, but nobody said anything smart back. Normally this would’ve called for a duh or a thanks, Sherlock. What we knew sucked the fun from life several weeks prior and we never got it back the same way we had it before. There’s a weight to what I miss about that comradery. I certainly haven’t had anything like it since, not in the same way anyhow. These freaks stole that from me. 

	Crawling above the ceiling was easier for me than for the others, I think. I put down my head and moved, turned off my brain. 

	Then we heard the first voice and hushed up and slowed down. These voices were to our left, in the hall. Now and then one of us lifted a tile so the one behind could peek underneath. We crossed six dark rooms before we found a lit room. There was a voice and other noises. Moaning, but subdued. 

	Todd pried up a corner and I bent forward to look. The scene was sickening, but I couldn’t turn away. In movies or books, characters get so scared everything lets go, like they shit and piss into their pants. I’d never believed anything like that until I experienced the shift in my guts. Nothing released but it wanted to. My body demanded to expel and be damned if I was nowhere near a toilet.

	It was him. It was the monster man. He had a black box. There were two people in beds, wide-eyed, terrified, but not moving their bodies. 

	The man lifted the lid of the box and turned it at an angle that I couldn’t see. The people on the bed weren’t Gus and Catty so I straightened and nudged Todd to move on. Not easy to leave them, but we were kids, not superheroes. Those people were doomed.

	We got to the next room. The tile lifted and Carl looked in. He spun back and pulled Todd forward. Todd looked and scurried aside so I could see too.

	It was a brick to the head. 

	Him again. The monster man. He had a box, but this time I looked straight at him. The ribbon tie fell and the lid came off. The interior was black silk like a morbid casket done in doll-size. On the silky bedding, two blood red worms the size of tomato slugs wriggled. The monster man created a landing and the first horrid thing crawled onto his palm.

	After leaning out of my view, his hand emptied somewhere. He again made a platform and the second worm climbed up. I scurried sideways as the pertinent question hit me: who were the people on these beds? I lifted a corner so Todd could look. 

	There was no thought to this. He shouted and aimed. The shot came a half-second later and the sound caused us all to tense and move. I fell through a tile, then Larry and Cheryl. The others dropped down behind us. 

	The monster man was on the ground. The worm thing was by his hand, shifting all too quickly. It climbed the steel railing of the bed. I raised my weapon after scooping it from the floor. No time to think, no time for hands to go shaky. I aimed and the shot pinged with a windy thwup sound as it went wide by six inches, though still rattled the railing. .22s aren’t exactly canons so the worm continued in, no matter the vibrations. The door swung inward and the other monster man roared and charged. Shots rang.

	I jumped to my feet and leapt onto Gus. The worm was on his pillow. I tried to grab the thing, but it squirted free with a disgusting mud wet gush. The red, red fluid coated my palm. Even before I understood the things, I had that stuff figured for blood. I shook Gus, wiping the shit on the collar of his t-shirt.

	“Wake up!” 

	He gawked, his lips barely quivering. Hands latched and spun me from him. 

	Shots continued ringing. 

	The monster man from the floor had risen. Greenish fluid burped from a hole in his forehead like hot candlewax. The other had holes in his chest, the same nasty gunk spilled. I saw all of this as I spun.

	Neither of them had me, but somebody did.

	When I landed on the floor, a shot of pain ringing up from my tailbone, I looked up to see a smiling Catty. She was pale beneath her smoky hair and the person behind those eyes was not the person I’d come to know like a second mother. Was not the woman we came to save. Not anymore.

	“Help!” I said. “They got her!”

	Carl turned and I saw his heart break, but he did what had to be done. It was like Old Yeller, sometimes you kill what you love. It’s probably for the best when you have that strength. I’ll never have it, not that way. He chambered a new round and stomped toward me, pressing the weapon to Catty’s chest. Her breast meat muffled the boom. The hands left my shoulders and I climbed to my feet. Tears obscured my view. The monster men were both on the ground. There were nurses yelling beyond the room and down the hall.

	We were almost out of time.

	Larry ran to Gus. Carl stood over Catty, bawling. 

	“Wake up!” Larry said.

	“What happened?” Todd shouted, tears starting all over the room.

	It seems almost excusable that none of us remembered Cheryl. When she fell through the ceiling, she must’ve landed painfully because she sprawled in a woozy daze, turning gently side to side as if having a bad dream. 

	The second worm broke into the corner of my sight and then across. It happened so quickly that it’s difficult to understand how any of it could be, not with gravity being what it is, not with a god that was supposed to care about people, not when there were no cameras rolling. I mean, these things were movie lore brought to life.

	The worm found Cheryl’s lips. They turned bright red as the worm slipped from sight. Her muscles twitched out in a hundred different spots and then she froze stiff. Her mouth chewing as if testing new dentures.

	Behind me, Larry shouted, “No, No!” He began slamming a fist into Gus’ dead chest. It was all for naught and so much worse than that. I don’t know how it came to be, I guess whatever they gave him didn’t sit well with his heart or brain. And he just adiosed, amigo.

	This was one of two tactics the freaks use to infect people. The other being eerie in its mass scale and quiet. Both are fucked up to see.

	From the floor, Cheryl’s eyes opened and she stood, looking at us and then backing toward the door, like a robot, too stiff to suggest great control. She stepped over the bodies of the monster men without looking. That’s when we heard the parade of feet.

	“Get this one out of the way!” Roy said as he pushed on a monster man’s foot. 

	Larry chased after Cheryl and for a heartbeat or two, I thought he meant to grab her, perhaps spin her, kiss some sense into her. He didn’t, only watched her leave.

	I crawled forward and pushed at the other foot of the big thing. Larry helped too. The body slid and just as an angry woman dressed like a nurse, waving a needle, came into view, Roy slammed the door. He turned a lock on the knob. Hardly Fort Knox approved, but it had to do.

	The window had steel shutters and Larry and Carl worked at it while Roy and me leaned against the door. Nurses and security, probably doctors and who knows who or what else, slammed on the far side, demanding that we open it. 

	“Fuck you, you freaks!” Todd had gone to Catty on the floor and held her dead hand. No time for that, but there was only so much to do.

	A handle clanged heavily and the window cover opened with a squeaky steel on steel slide. Larry and Carl opened the glass and climbed out, shouted back in for us to, “Come on!”

	Todd went and then I went. Roy broke for a counter with a sink. He opened a cupboard while the banging on the door continued. A snap snicked.

	We all shouted from the window, “Roy!”

	The door broke in and Roy had what he went to get. He twisted the lid and splashed the jug of alcohol onto the floor. He then shouted to Carl, “Start a fire!” because Carl had the lighter. He’d pocketed it before we’d fallen, I guess. I never saw him do it. Roy ran the two steps, squeezing the final drips onto the window.

	Carl lit and Roy skirted sideways, a harmless flame burned on his hand and quickly died as it ate up the splashed alcohol. The voices chased us only so far.

	We’d lost our weapons, we’d lost people, we’d lost the reason we came, but we’d gained something too. When you take things from people who have nothing else, all that’s left is retaliation. 

	But first, we needed rest.

	Without another option, we broke into the school. There were mats in the gym closet and we lay down. There were tears and moans, there were punches and kicks into the leathery pseudo-bedding, and eventually, rest reached us and I dreamed of blood worms the size of whales, sliming their way down streets.

	—

	We awoke to the sound of the national anthem ringing tinnily through the crappy PA speakers. Once that ceased, a single voice barking orders set a charge of junior grade feet breaking for the change room. We waited for the gym teacher to swing open the door and discover us on his damp and dirtied landing mats, but it didn’t happen.

	A minute or more passed and we eased with the seconds. The tensing and relaxing was tiring physically, and tough on the brain. You don’t get used to it, not as a kid anyway.

	I opened the door wide enough to stick my head through and looked around the white walls, the wooden bleachers, and the hard, brown cork floor. The gym was empty. There was an office and changeroom for the teachers just behind the bleachers, so our window was likely short.

	We broke.

	Money left from the battery purchase—thank fuck Cheryl handed it off—went into the vending machine. My guts grumbled for something that felt real. Not a great selection, only junk food. I ate most of a bag of Doritos and two pieces from a Caramilk, or maybe an Aero. Don’t remember which for sure, but it broke into little squares.

	Stupidly, we stood in place while we ate. The Dr. Pepper we shared helped to wake me up, but it was too late when any of us clued in that if someone saw us, they might be more trouble than a teacher offering detention.

	Cheryl was a crack in the heart, probably more so for Larry. She and six other girls saw us and approached at a jog. Their wide smiles seemed to stretch wider upon making eye contact. Almost sickeningly, otherworldly. They didn’t speak, no outward communication occurred between them, but somehow there had to be a signal. They were linked, it showed in their faces, moving like those swooping birds you see in great packs, and they were on us.

	They scratched and clung. One girl began throwing fists. Todd, Roy, and I were the smallest, even of the girls. Larry was big enough to toss them one after another like bad guys in a Kung-fu movie, but they kept coming back. They went at eyes and balls. I kicked and punched and elbowed. There was blood and shame. 

	A janitor appeared, shouting. 

	I said, “Help! They’re crazy!”

	“What the hell?” the janitor said, quick shuffling toward us. 

	Seeing him, or maybe sensing him, again something unsaid went understood and the girls dispersed, sprinting to the two exits. It all happened and ended so immediately. It’s tough to describe that level of nuts, we rode waves of ups and downs, rocked like a rowboat in a storm. 

	It makes everything hard to express and understand, even these years later while I’ve had nothing but time to remember and relive the scenes.

	The janitor tried to take us to the principal but gave up without much concern when we refused. Probably, since the school was a perpetual mess, he had work to do. 

	—

	We were out the door on our way to where we’d parked, feeling relatively safe until we saw the same damned cop that questioned and threatened me about the break-in and the Polaroid. A second sat in the unmarked car with him. They gave us the eye. The prick cop slammed the gas and squealed to a stop a few feet away. He popped out the driver’s side door like a Jack from a box.

	That door opening was like a starter pistol for our feet. 

	“You! Stop!”

	We didn’t. Of course. There were two streets that led from the school. It would’ve guaranteed the getaway for some of us if we split, but the stakes were too great to separate. This wasn’t shit for truancy or even a regular charge that had us in holding, visiting court ten times before they ever get around to deciding a charge, this had the potential for forever, for each of us. 

	The slushy street made it tough, breaking into yards was even tougher. Nearest to the school were the oldest apartment buildings. The paint had faded or chipped away. Chunks of cement littered the edges of the lot, mixed in with blackened snow. About half the windows were cracked or boarded up. Larry was the fastest and made the choices. Down an alley, around the side of a second building, one slum next to the first. He kept charging until we got to the designated low-income housing building. This was a scummy place and most times, we’d be wise to avoid it. Home for people on disability, those fresh out of jail, the junkies who’d sold everything but the veins in their arms, and the dealers who’d dabbled in their supplies.

	The sirens rang once while we made space. The cops had to swing around the buildings, so we cut between them. 

	“Yo, get on up here,” a raspy lifetime smoker voice called down to us from a second-floor window. 

	We looked up to see a mostly toothless grin. He was tanned, his head round and bald. Deep purple spots bloomed on his cheeks. Skinny as a skeleton.

	From the fourth floor another voice shouted, “Don’t bring that shit ‘round here!”

	“Man, they just kids,” the smoky man said.

	We were already inside by then, hearing through the cracked door. Snap decisions come easy when the options are cops or strangers. Cement stairs with old, dirtied glue residue led up to a steel door covered in handprints of various shades of filth. We pushed through and the old dude stood at his door. He was in an open button up shirt, thinned with age, and splotched with stains. Grey jogging pants with telltale brownish red blotches bulged loosely down to the elastic band cuffs and heinously bony bare feet.

	Now to look from the general angle, this might seem like a stupid idea for kids, even on the run; seeking shelter from a very sickly man, but there’s something that folks in these situations never articulate: when in need, seek out the poorest people you can find and they’ll bend over to help, especially against systematic oppressors. It’s an ingrained knowledge that keeps the hapless poor, but helpful in a squeeze.

	The man, up close, looked AIDS sick, succumbing to something. Those purple blotches were like puckered lips all over his face and neck. His tongue was grey and yellow as it ran around his mouth, strangely actively, as if numb and looking for a feeling.

	“Y’all ain’t but little kids even, huh?” he said and then closed the door.

	The room smelled of tobacco smoke. An ancient couch with no legs, threadbare paisley, sat against a wall. There was a coffee table with medicine boxes and a brown bottle with a white and orange label wrapping around it. A steel ashtray, mounded and spilling with orange-filtered butts, sat next to the meds. The ceiling had a stalactite plaster finish. Yellowed cobwebs canopied downward. There were spiders every few feet. A little Zenith TV on a milk crate and an RCA radio in the filthy kitchen. Not really dish dirty in the kitchen, but it was a mess all the same. The whole place wore a grime that made me subtly uncomfortable.

	Still, we had time to catch our breath. 

	The cruiser pulled up to the building and the sick man hurried to the window. “Hey, you here to arrest the coke heads on the fifth floor?”

	“Have you seen a group a kids?” one cop voice asked back.

	“Nah, but I seen’t the pushers on the fifth, how ‘bout you go get them?”

	The cops ignored this.

	“Looks like you boys better huddle up in the toilet or the bedroom,” the man said.

	We moved in a silent line toward the disgusting bathroom. Bright light shined from above the cracked mirror on the water damaged wall hung over the sink. There were stains everywhere, browns, and reds, and yellows. These were like hospital stains, stuff you didn’t want to touch. 

	Roy veered us toward the bedroom. Messy like the guy didn’t give a shit, and the ceiling looked the same as the living room, but it wasn’t a biohazard zone. We stood whispering to little conclusion, door closed. We had no plan, but the topic of destruction returned. We all wanted to destroy the hospital, make those freaks pay. This feeling was fleeting. We were about ready to call the game and head for the hills. 

	A few minutes passed before knuckles landed on the main door. The man must’ve sat down because the springs of the couch groaned gently. The couch shared a wall with the bedroom. I breathed counted seconds before a human exchange rumbled loud enough for us to know anybody spoke at all. The voices were low until the cop demanded to be let in.

	We leaned against the wall. Tobacco streaked it like running wax. Nicotine and tar were the least of our issues right then.

	“We don’t have gloves,” one of the cops said and the man mumbled something back at them.

	“One of those fags,” the other cop said.

	“How about you…?” the sick man trailed, speaking lower as he finished his sentence.

	“You’d tell us if those kids were in there, right, you filthy fuck.”

	“Eat shit, and for the goddamned record…” the man’s voice lowered as he spoke, but the power came back before he concluded, “…accident and the blood they give me is what’s killing me. You ignorant pig—”

	“Sure thing,” the prick cop said in the same tone he used with me in the interrogation office. “Hate to have to write a report for a dead fuck boy when there’s better things to do.”

	A door closed. We waited. I don’t know if the brothers followed any of that. I know I didn’t at the time. The man opened the bedroom door. He looked more tired than when we got there, as if the five minutes of excitement wore him out like five hundred minutes.

	“Y’all better go now.”

	“Thanks,” I said and then thought of my mother and the hospital, this man looked like he needed help—funny that I didn’t think of her really until then. “Don’t go to the hospital or get a flu shot.”

	The man smiled. His teeth were ugly, even his gums seemed emaciated. “A flu shot would probably kill me.”

	More right than he knew.

	The cops were still in the halls knocking on doors, but on the floor above; we could hear them. They weren’t smart, they should’ve stationed one of them downstairs, but it’s not exactly astrophysics to pass the two-year cop training course.

	Outside, we gunned it, heading down the exact route that we’d come, and only a notch slower than when we had the cops on our asses. The backtrack had us at the car in two minutes. We climbed in, Larry drove three blocks south and then we sat, awaiting inspiration.

	“Should we…I don’t know, like maybe we can try to get help from like Hanville or something,” Carl said.

	“From who?” Larry barked, angry on extra levels—love being quick and encompassing, and there’d be no more smooching with Cheryl. 

	“Nobody would believe us anyway,” Todd said.

	“We can’t just sit here. Maybe we should drive and then like, find a place where we can get money shoveling snow or washing dishes or something,” I said.

	“Yeah, we could farm-hand too,” Todd said, nodding.

	“We need to get out of town, no matter what,” Roy said, leaned forward so his shoulder wasn’t bothered by the seat.

	There were grumbles of agreement. None of us had a concrete thought.

	“We should burn that motherfucker down,” Larry said and started the engine.

	A whole lot of nothing is all I thought about. I wanted to shoot home for a minute and gut my house of all the meaningless shit I had on hand. I hadn’t sorted my cards in months and right then I had an urge to sort them. Something fierce, I wanted to handle those cards again, like any old normal day. I’d won the Stanley Cup on Sega a dozen times already, but a fresh fire burned to try another run, anything but to keep from fighting.

	At home, I had clean clothes and food, cheap and mostly tasteless or not, it wasn’t all sugar snacks, food with necessary substance. There was a bed there and I needed sleep, too. Even the miserable need to see my parents and sister bubbled up, though I will never be able to explain why.

	I wanted to attempt warning them again. At least my sister, as stupid and quiet as she was, she was still my sister. I wondered where they were. Maybe they were at home, awaiting my visit. The cops or someone would’ve checked, but it wasn’t like the Rays’ trailer. My parents would be fine because we weren’t so close and taking them didn’t pull the same strings as taking Catty and Gus. 

	Obvious clues hadn’t linked yet for me, despite all the signs of why I should’ve known better. “We should warn my family,” I said, but wholly doubted they were home. Still, I needed to go. 

	



	

FM Station 102.9 The Day

	“…numbers are incredible. There’s been an unprecedented spike in cases of the flu, especially for this early in the season, this according to our own Dr. Menning, seconded by Dr. Pillisch. The flu is spreading across the county and it’s imperative that you get into the hospital for your shot. I’ve had mine and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Please, don’t risk your family, friends, and co-workers with inaction. 

	“It takes only a few minutes and the ease of a few minutes in the hospital is worth it. Do the right thing, protect you and your people. Keep the smiles on your faces.

	“Next up from the request line, we’ve got some Lionel Richie following a taste of Michael Jackson, but first, we’ve got SWV and their track, Anything to take you over the ten o’clock hour.”

	



Chapter Twelve

	Going home was a bad idea.       

	Everything seemed cool. The place was as expected: empty and dead. There was an odd yearning in this, part of me wanted to hug my mother, something inherited I guess or genetic, or whatever. Nothing about our relationship suggested more than a hereditary sort of love. 

	No matter what should’ve been, home felt safe for the first time in a long time. I should’ve known better than to expect much of anything good from that place. 

	We went to my room and Todd, Roy, Carl, and me changed into clean and dry clothing. Larry went to my father’s closet and stole a t-shirt, blue jeans, and a Harley Davidson belt that my dad never wore, but both my parents used. It was good to see that belt pulling duty for something other than on my ass. 

	Spankings were bad, but the belt was both degrading and significantly more painful. 

	Our coats and shoes went into the dryer. They clanked and banged. Boot season, sure, but boots are too much for school once you reach a certain age, unless you’ve got cool boots, and that’s a whole different deal that either you get or you don’t. Cheap shoes suck. Cheap boots suck even worse and it doesn’t matter how tight your crew is, some things you just don’t do. Wearing hand-me-down snowmobile boots that showed their ‘eighties genealogy were the kind of thing a best friend might feel queasy about standing next to on the playground. 

	Wandering between the kitchen and the living room, we ate sandwiches and drank all the Hi-C from the pitcher. The tube went on, I flipped to the Canadian stations to see if Tiberton was news. Part of me expected to see live video of the army coming to save us. Maybe not expected but hoped.

	Roy suggested we try the Hanville police on the phone, and since it was my house, they nominated me. I found the number in the yellow pages, spun the rotary, and listened to pure silence. The phone was out, and all those horror movie scenes came crashing in. The bad guys always cut the lines before they got around to killing everybody. 

	That put us into action. We raided the drawers of my parents’ dresser, looking for money. We found forty-five dollars in a box labelled Christmas. I pocketed that and we headed back to the kitchen. Considering the options made us think of the rifles we’d stolen. They’d be handy moving forward. In fact, we’d discussed in length the weaponry we’d forfeited and how much easier it be just to go in shooting wherever we had to go. On and on we circled that, pointlessly. It was as if we were delaying action, but eventually, we looked for new tools, even crude ones would do. Had to do. 

	The fight wasn’t entirely hopeless. There were knives in the block. There was a Sher-Wood hockey stick and a Louisville Slugger baseball bat in the garage, as well as other stuff that I wasn’t sure about, but was certain something might be useful. When in doubt, heavy, blunt, swingable: the trifecta of smashing shit.

	I pulled open the dryer door. The dampness stank, and dirt from our shoes clung to our coats, but they’d dried, more or less. The shoes were about the same as they’d been, though now warmed up. 

	We went out as a group and sized up the junk and my old stuff. Dad kept the garage in an organized mess. He knew the rhythm of the space, of that I was sure, so I was a bit leery about doing too much in there. We picked at things, wrenches and pliers, rifling through the drawers of his battered, red, and decades’ old Snap-On Tools chest. Everything wore automotive grease. Crumbs of dirt clung and made our hands grainy. 

	The room was slim for walking as the racecar took up the brunt of the floor. The general collective bric-a-brac of low budget racing cluttered up the extra space that should’ve existed. Any other time and I might’ve even been proud to show off this car and somehow claim an ownership, if only by bloodline default. 

	I’d never even seen it race.

	I thumped my shin against the reinforced and extended bumper as I made my way around to the back. Larry said, “What is it?” with a wrench raised, like something jumped out and got me. I told him I banged my leg, and he settled. There was a boxy welder next to the door and behind the door, the bat and the stick were where I expected. They met eager hands. 

	Todd had a long knife. Larry gave up the wrench for a mini-sledge. I saw a lighter and lighter fluid, I pocketed those. I also pocketed a steel razorblade box cutter from the skinny little drawers of the top of the chest. 

	Before, I’d had to sneak whenever I needed something from Dad’s garage. He didn’t mind me in there so long as I treated it like a museum and put everything back exactly right, but now, this was different. My brain struggled against rationality; if the shit at the hospital blew over, there’d be hell to pay for taking stuff from Dad’s garage.

	“There’s some pipe ‘round back,” I said and stepped out through the rear door. 

	I fingered through the pile. There was a broken long-prybar and I picked it up. The moment my back straightened, my neck whiplashed and the hair of my scalp screamed for mercy.

	“You’re gettin’ your shot, you shit,” my father said and began dragging me in a jog.

	I swung my arm back and nailed his nuts. He oophed and dropped me. I kicked upward and he decked me on the top of the head, swatting aside my kick. The pain of rising by my hair returned and my swings became hapless when his free arm wrapped around me and squeezed.

	“Help!” I screamed, but my voice was real small with the lack of oxygen.

	The brothers came out the backdoor slowly, too late. “Hey!” Todd shouted. My father had me and was moving, through the privacy trees and shrubs. We got to the neighbor’s lane where my father’s truck sat, running, grumbling its I-need-a-tune-up default.

	“Help!” I shouted again. I squirmed and struggled, but he had me much too tightly.

	Larry was close and running, I heard his mannish steps. Dad heard him too, let go his grip on me, rolling me in an almost freefall swing, and then belted a meaty fist Larry didn’t have time to dodge. It nailed his forehead and he flew backward, landing on the icy asphalt.

	I took a swing at Dad again and he gave me a double-tap with jackrabbit-like punches that sent my head swimming. 

	My body was Play-Doh when he picked me up. He manipulated my form onto the bench seat and slammed the door. 

	We rolled in reverse and jerked into the dash before I slid to the floor. My face hit the glove compartment door, sending a refreshing shock into my core. The bumps and the passing time brought me around further. I tried to see out the window from the corner of my eye. Normal winter shades, trees, I had no idea how far we’d gone. I looked in the other direction.

	My father wasn’t as bad as some we’d seen, but he had the telltale ghostly pallor and sunken cheeks—like early rounds Kemo-sick. A smile began stretching on his face and it infuriated me. This was something that had always been against me, mingling with a new tormentor, teaming up.

	Memories rushed. Right there, beaten but not broken, I felt all the times he launched me by the hair. I bore the heat of the spankings and the belt. I re-experienced the brunt of those closed fists. Then, in fuller, painful view, I saw Larry going down by this man’s hands. He had no goddamned right. Me, maybe, I was his son, but Larry, no way. It’s one thing to torment me my entire life. It was another thing to fuck with my brother for a second.

	I reached into my pocket, felt amid the lint and layers of slick vinyl and cotton blends, certain I’d dropped everything. But what I needed was there in that enormous football style muff pocket. I pulled out the lighter fluid, finger on the plastic nozzle top, and sprayed a good stream from the white and red bottle. Dad didn’t say anything, turning his head sideways, back and forth, like a confused dog facing off with a garden hose leak. 

	Another squeeze had it misting like a spent ketchup bottle. My dad only grunted, holding out a palm to block any of this confusing and, so far, harmless attack. The way he acted helped me form an idea even better than I already had about what was happening inside. The lighter fluid proved the takeover was too selective in what information it saw necessary from the human brain’s database. A weakness was here. Something to exploit. 

	I pulled the lighter and lit the floor. The fire trailed and finally Dad found his real voice. The flames danced over his face and he swung his hands, the bright trail licking into his mouth, nose, and eyes. 

	He screamed in a most human cry of pain. His smile gone. His eyebrows gone. The fire was everywhere, burning the sleeve of my coat, browning the white S and star of the Starter emblem, sizzling the dampness carried beneath.

	We’d reached the outskirts of town. The truck veered hard to the right. This set us on a path into the cement and wood WELCOME TO TIBERTON sign. The thump was like a punch to the entire body in one blow. I tasted teeth crumbs again from my rear-most molars as peaks flattened further. Once I went to a dentist and she made a joke about my flat teeth and that I should go in for checkups more, but I didn’t like it, so once was enough, at least until they start hurting when I get old, or whatever. 

	From my spot on the floor, I yowled like a confused cat in panicked heat. My eyes and head spun and I drank in the demented truck interior. Despite the flames, what I saw had a calming effect.

	Dad clawed at his face with one arm, the other arm was useless, beyond my sight, the flames ate into the seat, glass sparkled everywhere, glinting the orange, orange of the man-pyre he had become, I reached for the door handle over my shoulder, tugging, yanking, it did nothing, Dad screamed anew, his voice hoarse and smoky, he then began convulsing and his body shook from the waist up, below the waist no longer belonged to him and his mouth yawned wide, making hork sounds that echoed up from his throat, it was like dry heaving but much worse and a great mist of blood burst and painted his side of the truck like a bank bag ink bomb, I yanked harder, trying to turn beneath the impounded dash, the cab had shrunk by a foot, the flames reached for everything, melting the seat padding while Dad continued choking and oozing blood from his stretched mouth, a huge bloodworm crawled over his bottom lip, leaving him a limp meat sack, causing me to scream, it tumbled down to the burning seat, the blood coat it wore sizzled as it crept toward me. 

	This one was different from the others. 

	It blinked a single eye, breathed smoke from a tiny mouth. It must’ve been injured or sapped; it didn’t move like the one in the hospital. This one was slow, but it was bigger, and struggling, I turned and used both hands on the handle, it wouldn’t move, my shoulder pressed and bumped against the door. Nothing.

	The worm was inches away.

	The worm was so different. It carried a new level of ominous, disgusting, putrid. Almost as if the other worms I’d seen wore a layer of extra skin, something to skirt the realities of our biosphere or atmosphere, or whatever. 

	“Help me! Please!”

	The worm, steaming, boiling through the flames, reached and maneuvered onto my elbow, instinct jerked my arm away, but it clung, I grabbed it and the heat of the thing burned my palm, my hand slammed against the glove box door, the thing was on me, still coming, no space to lose my coat, the heat climbed in my collar, it was impossible to put good weight on the door, hope was all out of dancefloor and my partners were fire and a bloodworm. 

	Despite the pain, I grabbed and pulled at the worm again. This time the burning bastard clung to my palm, and then leapt. It burned against my neck. My voice broke up a harried throat, gravelly and burning. 

	It had me, was going to make the skin that had always been mine no longer mine. 

	Then I heard it, above the melting and burning vinyl of the seat, above my own screams, the glass of the passenger’s door broke inward. Hands grabbed onto me. My body began sliding up and my legs instinctively assisted. My upper half slunk sideways and I came out the window as if being reborn.

	“Get it off’a me!”

	Todd grabbed for it and swung his hand away. “Ah, fuck!” he shouted.

	Larry did it then, ignoring the pain of the heat. Once he had it, he slammed his palm against the frozen gravel at the base of the welcome sign. Blood burst in every direction around his hand—reminded me of a slammed pizza pocket. 

	This was no normal worm inside. There was more to it, coiling within was a superior constitution to that of an earthworm: twines and veins and membranous material. And teeth.

	The brothers helped me up and we got into the car just as a siren call chased toward us. My breath came in a raspy bark and sweat soaked into my shirt and hot coat, instantly chilling me in the frozen air. My teeth chattered as Larry drove to the first corner and hung a left, then a right, followed by another left. 

	“It was different,” I said. “It had an eye, a mouth.”

	Todd patted my shoulder from behind.

	Larry parked in front of a row of split-level homes and said, “What now?”

	I was up front with him and Carl. The bright orange fuel light glowed and the tank indicator sang the song of fumes. That bastardly tune.

	We sat for close to an hour, shocked, pained both physically and mentally, and terrified. Cowardice had me second-guessing the need for revenge. Those miserable weapons were junk compared to what those worms had. They had men, numbers, a willingness to die for host shells. 

	—

	Tiberton was small, but since the exit was not far from a good stretch of blank highway that led to places worth visiting, it made three gas stations perfectly reasonable. One station was full-serve and, although the price was higher, it seemed the wisest choice for a quick in and out. 

	Esso was at the other end of Main Street. None of us wanted to stand around pumping gas, like some kind of human bull’s eye. I mean there was no interest in being seen at all. 

	Larry puffed up his chest and bulked his shoulders as he drove, thinking bigger, hoping to look that way as well—my guess. The rest of us fell to the floor. Roy stretched in the long cargo space. 

	Larry talked the whole way. 

	“There’s lots of people.

	“They aren’t all smiles.

	“There’s a bus loading old people from the home.

	“There’s a group of kids handing out flyers. School’s not even out yet.

	“Some people are smiling.

	“I don’t know ‘bout none of this.” 

	His words wore his worry on the outside.

	The rubber hose bell bing-bonged and Larry pulled to a nervous, jerky stop next to a pump. The window roller squeaked as the glass dropped.

	“Fill’er?” a gruff voice asked through the window. Bill Watson. He’d been a pump jockey at the Esso since the beginning of time. I remember seeing him helping town kids fill bike tires from an air-compressor hose. He’d always seemed like a good one. 

	Dad had said he was a good one but had no ambition. My dad always said shit like that. Probably, he saw all his own faults in other people, and that’s why he hated them so much.

	“No. Twenty,” Larry said.

	That was smart, who knew how big that tank was, and we had ideas to stretch that little wad. Through the door, the sound of the cap turning and the unhurried rush entering the tank moved with agonizing slowness.

	Bill had obviously set the flow to trickle and leaned on the car by Larry. “Some real funny stuff going on today. You hear about all the people calling in sick?”

	“Uh, no,” Larry said. “People seem a bit off, though.”

	“I think they got a bad batch of the flu shots. I don’t trust no flu shots. I haven’t had the flu since I was a kid and I never got no shots for it. The shot’s to get people in the shopping mood for Christmas. That’s what I hear.”

	I was a turtle on the floor underneath the dash, a ball of indiscernible boy materials. The pump clicked and it was tough to remain still. I wanted to pop, Jack-in-the-box style and yell drive!

	“That’s smart. Don’t get a shot.” Larry moved around, causing the car to rock gently.

	This exchange seemed to relax him a bit.

	“Oh yeah, something funny going on, don’t you think? Maybe why so many people smiling, you know about smiling?”

	“Maybe.”

	“Come on, I bet you see it. People is straight funny.”

	“Um, I think it stopped going,” Larry said about the pump.

	“So, it did.”

	Larry nudged me and I dug in my pocket, found the bills, and handed them off.

	“What’s with you kids anyhow?”

	“What?” Larry asked.

	“Well, you got at least four kids in there with you. You skipping town?”

	“No… What?” Larry keyed the engine.

	“Roads are closed; just heard it on the CB. There was an accident, but then they left men there, planted men at the other end too. Whatever they got going on at the hospital is closing in.” His voice changed. “But we ain’t going quiet. I’m not in a smiley mood, get me? You know where the library is?”

	Larry cleared his throat. “Um, sure.”

	“I’m sending the normal ones over there. I take it they got your people already?”

	“Yeah,” Larry whispered.

	“Sorry to hear that. You go ahead and get to the library. They ain’t taken us all so—” The rubber sensor bing-bonged. The man slammed a palm on the roof of our car. “See ya round, good luck with those flu shots. It’s important to keep healthy this time of year.”

	Larry peeled away, stupidly, terrified, just as any of us would’ve done. 

	He kept talking while we hid.

	“Do I check?

	“What if there’s cops?

	“What’ll I do?

	“Fuck, there’s another bus. They’re getting people. What do we do?”

	“Don’t risk the highway. Go by the library,” Roy said, steady as ever.

	—

	Larry had parked on the far side of the lot only long enough for all of us to hop up, drink in the scene, and then drop back out of sight. It was as it always was in some ways. The composition of the tall redbrick building hadn’t changed in relation to the scenery. The doors were closed, as always. The upper floors were dim, which was normal, the main floor and the basement lights were much brighter. Again, normal.

	However, unless there was a meeting, the lot was typically empty. At least a dozen cars lined rows. A woman helped cart her bloodied husband toward the doors. Taking an injured man to the library rather than the hospital was a damned good indicator of an acknowledgement of social perversion. 

	Larry continued on then and rolled back to where we’d stopped the first time, as if called to safety by a homing beacon. We waited, upright in our seats, except for Roy, no less harried, but we had a three-quarter-tank of gas. We needed to consider the options before we committed to anything. The risk of visibility was enough to terrify us deep into the soft stuff of our bones.

	We looked out onto the suburbia of Tiberton. This section was mostly mid-range bungalows, homes manufactured between the ‘seventies and early ‘eighties. Many had a car in the driveway. The homes appeared vacant of life. People were at work, people were shopping, or what we knew to be likely, people had gone for their shots.

	“What do they want? I mean, what are they and what do they want?” Carl said, elbowing the bench seat behind him. 

	“Think they’re like using up people’s bodies? Like the slug things get in there and make people all smiley and, like, link with the others,” Todd said.

	“So, what were the monster men?” I asked. For a bit, I think we all assumed we’d killed them and that was that.

	“Quiet!” Roy whisper-shouted. “Look.”

	We turned to see out the foggy left-side windows of the car. It was Michelle Boon and her mother. They were filthy and rack skinny. They’d turned yellow as if their livers had failed them. Their feet shuffled and their arms dangled around their sides. Neither wore coats. Both women had dried maroon stains streaming down their legs, stopping at their knees. In the eyes, they were dead behind clouds. Something had gone wrong, far beyond the takeover. These were shells stumbling toward an abyss, or perhaps already knowing the abyss. One time, years later, I dreamed I was with Michelle and her mother. We were on that same street, and then we were in an ocean, at the bottom, and then we were on the moon before floating into the forever night of space.

	Michelle and her mom got to the far end of the block, Larry began to say something, but the appearance of a bank truck from a side street stole his words. It spun to the right and backed up to the ambling pair. The rear doors of the truck swung open and three monster men poured out, gathering the Boons. My heart pitty-patted like hummingbird wings and the air in my lungs went foul. There were more. There might be a countless sum of these deformed goons.

	The truck did not pull off right away. 

	We slunk down in our seats, watching, waiting.

	“What are they doing?” I asked.

	“Should I go? I should go, right?” Larry said, hand on the keychain. 

	The doors of the truck swung open again and Michelle and her mother spilled out onto the street. In a blink, the truck was gone. 

	The Boons were dead lumps. These were no longer people. Something stood between human and vessel, something that sent this transformation askew, so those monsters just killed them.

	Without another word, Larry turned the key, pulled the shifter, and rolled up close to the bodies on the street. It was absolutely fucked. The tops of their heads had wide gullies, but there was little blood. I could see all the way to sinus bone below the pink brain matter. 

	“Let’s check out the library again,” Larry said. “Or I don’t know, maybe something else? Think the roads are really blocked? Or…what should we do?”

	—

	A year-round chip wagon was in the lot of the old Pontiac dealership. The food had a dirty vibe, but it was cheap and eating was a task we could cover before facing down making a decision. We could drive for a few hours at least with what we had in the tank. The Buick felt like a safe space. The next best thing to home. 

	For five meals with five cans of pop, we blew seventeen of the final twenty-five and change. Our getaway cash had become a morning out of the house and we hadn’t come to understand anything besides that the future was bleak. 

	This thing had all of our people. I wanted to cry. I think the others did too. But I also wanted to kill, there was a fire in me, deep down. Murder all of those wormy motherfuckers and monster men, whatever they were, murder them slow. It’s a guess, but I think I can say the others felt the same on that front, probably doubly so.

	“We need to go somewhere,” Todd said.

	“We need to know what’s going on,” Carl said.

	“We need to burn this fucking town to the ground,” Larry said.

	“Goddamned right,” I said.

	“Drive by the hospital,” Roy said. We all turned. He was on his side, lying on the floor of the cargo hold. Something about speaking without facing any potential rebuttals quashed any potential rebuttals.

	The street was a zoo. The lot was full. My mother was outside, guiding people in, telling them where to go—according to the motion of her arms. That was the front where the emergency doors and general intake were. At the side where we’d parked on our last visit, there was an appliance delivery truck. There were two monster men carting giant, cotton, human-sized doobies. They then tossed them into the back of the truck. We watched four of these until they brought out a body without a bedsheet cover. It’s possible that I’m wrong, but it looked like the slow woman who worked the till at the grocery store—she’d always yapped her head off, stumbling on words and misusing turns of phrase and clichés. Seeing this body meant our imaginations and assumptions met confirmation. Like no fucking doubt confirmation.

	A second body without a sheet came out. Another woman. She was sunken and pale, almost grey. Skin like they’d sapped all her blood out. She was older and unfamiliar to me.

	Larry drove on then. Everywhere we looked, even on the side streets, people wore one of two distinct faces: a stern, perturbed curiosity, or smiling and lost. Larry parked a street behind the library. There was nobody in our immediate vicinity. 

	“I guess we don’t have any choice on this,” Larry said.

	Despite what I knew to be true, I wanted to check the routes out of town, but I kept quiet. Everything old Bill said had been right and true.

	A footpath led between two homes up to the backside of the library. We took it. I’m not sure who decided meeting in a community building, in the light of day, would go unnoticed. It was an oversight I hadn’t considered until years later, but I wasn’t in charge. Not even Roy saw the trouble then. 

	



Chapter Thirteen

	The last time I’d gone to the library was three years earlier, when I was the old me and Mom had finally branched out to be her own saleswoman. But she was still new at it. This meant more footwork, I guess. Mom really had drive, if nothing else. Probably not a thing in the world made her as happy as sales. She had to do a group makeover thing and instead of paying for a babysitter, she sent me off to hang out in the library.

	This only happened once.

	Mostly adults in there. They’d sat reading newspapers and using the Apple computers to type out stuff and save it to floppy discs or to print for two cents a page. It’s hard to imagine my mother thought I wouldn’t stick out in there, maybe she figured public libraries were just bigger versions of school libraries. Not like she ever went in and took out a book.

	Books have never interested me either, even now, unless they make me better at something, like manuals or tips, so I was bored quickly. I flipped through dozens of picture books and magazines. I scanned the National Geographic pages because kids at school said that sometimes they had naked women in them. I never found any boobs, lots of animals, but it was mostly ads and words, neither kept my attention. I switched seats away from the magazines, then away from the kids’ books, then away from the sports books, and buzzed enough that the librarian took exception to my unattended visit.

	I don’t recall her name, but she had curly brown hair. Wrinkles orbited her eyes and her mouth was in a forever scowl. The story around school was that she used to be nice, but one summer, her brother went out behind the barn and blew his head off with a shotgun. Nobody ever said why, just that the cops found him and she had to identify the corpse with its head smashed to bits. One of those stories everyone knew, even the adults, so there was a good chance that it had some truth to it. 

	She was still at the library when we arrived and was the first thing I saw coming through the door, looking no happier. Her brown hair had gained grey, but my guess was she was about forty, maybe forty-five. She’d relinquished the general’s post to a man with a long white beard and a skullet hairdo. He wore a green poncho and had a cane. 

	Hardly anyone listened to him. People even fingered books, those who weren’t immersed in war stories. The consensus swirled around that most figured someone should grab a county snowplow and blow a road closure. This bit at my lingering hope of quiet escape. 

	Grandfather Time in his poncho wanted to plan an offensive against the hospital because things would continue in a different town, with other people. “Hell, it might be catching and the whole country could meet the Blood Bugs.”

	Too many conversations left me unfocused. Bits of information filtered through: someone cut off their phone lines, the long distance radio was pure heavy static, the freaks had pulled people from homes and were apt to worsen their tactics the longer they had an opportunity to do so. Much was speculation. Around the room, these points came from sort of familiar faces, expressions angry, sad, and scared. 

	Nobody seemed to care about actually acting, all yapped, but that was about the sum of it. In there were faces I didn’t recognize, but most fell somewhere in the grocery store and co-op store collective, or of the congregation, or those who walked the streets and passed me by enough to imprint. 

	Everyone was talking and bickering, no matter how they’d lived up until the shit turned sour. 

	The brothers and me stood near a section of classic fiction. A copy of Huckleberry Finn stuck out three inches. It made me see other titles, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes books and Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. I leaned my head against the shelves and looked at the cranky old librarian.

	It struck me as odd that the librarian permitted all this noise. Her mode as far as I’d experienced it was the opposite of this disorder. In fact, all the chatter and flagrant touching of ordered books should’ve had her hackles high and her roar going. 

	I told Todd my thoughts and the whisper train began between us. We didn’t trust anyone but one another anymore. The train came back my way and we all got to staring at the librarian. 

	The librarian leaned against a wall of cubbyholes, eyes finding the huge clock on the wall every thirty or forty seconds. It reminded me of this real old movie I saw on the dish one night about this teacher in a class of evil mind-reading kids. He kept looking at the clock, thinking about a brick wall. He had a bomb and wanted to kill the kids to save the world. 

	My eyes slipped sideways to the brothers. Roy spun and began scanning the crowd. I tried to look everywhere he looked. There was a woman who bought makeup from my mother, she glanced up at the clock too. There was a man I’d seen around the grocery store, now doing the same. 

	The whisper train began again and Todd passed it to me. “They’re not right.”

	My hands went in my pockets. The box cutter was there like a safety blanket.

	“What’ll we do?” I leaned in to create a semi-oval.

	Todd shrugged. I scanned the room again over my shoulder. As if clouds roved in a sudden storm, the light lessened. A second later, I understood, there were people outside, more and more of them. Quickly, the light of the basement around us dimmed to something nearing late evening. Twenty seconds passed.

	Darker yet. 

	Hands crowded faces to peer in through windows, and the adults in our midst still bickered. The eyes, noses, and mouths of kids and teens. Something like that movie with the bomb again. A gang of terrorizing half-highs. 

	Scott Grimes looked at the crowd, stopped when his eyes found me, his usual sneering grin expanded into euphoric menace. 

	I pulled the box cutter, thumbed the blade until it clicked out. It was such a tiny line of defense, damned near impotent. The librarian now wore a smile as she looked at the clock. Her teeth were bright white, her gums were nearly as pale.

	“Shit,” Carl said.

	A vision of the freaks pouring in through the doors and windows attacked me. It would be like zombie movies, but these monsters weren’t sluggish idiots, they were thinking, scheming vessels. 

	There had to be a way out. The stairs at the back that went up to the adult fiction section. Roy nodded and I led the way as I was closest.

	There were people at the foot of the stairs. Not smiling, but not arguing, not conversing about the impending, and that was just as questionable.

	“Where you headed?” Wayne Casey asked. He was a local house painter and rumor was that he was the father of a handful of children by bored housewives. He was a man with a balding round head and long arms and legs.

	I said, “Gonna look at books.”

	“Not today. We need everyone down here,” he said and his smile surfaced.

	The woman next to him took a step away, she also wore the unmistakable expression. Now was not the time for thought. Time is the murderer of surprise. A little man inside me knew this and took charge. I reverse windmilled my arm with the knife in my fist. I planted it into Wayne’s forehead and blood sprayed like a crack in a dam before a single greenish bubble formed. People began screaming behind us. Wayne dropped to his knees, tugging on the knife, when he finally yanked it out, we’d already run past. 

	I looked back halfway to the top. The brothers did the same. The woman’s expression was too bright to be seeing what she saw. Proof for others to understand, late as it was.

	We charged on. A fresh round of shouts filled the main floor. We turned again, once at the top of the charcoal carpeted staircase. The wound in Wayne’s head bubbled more and a worm was stuck half in and half out of the skull fissure. It squirmed, smearing a red and green mess over his forehead. Its single eye darted, its little mouth opened and closed soundlessly. 

	“What the fuck?” a man in overalls and big boots shouted before he charged and began stomping Wayne into a flesh pancake.

	Glass broke and doors opened. More screams. Some shouts. The children and several women slipped in wherever possible. Two or three men as well, but many fewer than a typical ratio. People chased up behind us then. Looking to avoid these freaks. I led only as long as it took for Larry and Carl to pass me. This was fine, sandwiched between the Rays was the right way for me. 

	Windows broke before us and more of the smiling faces climbed in, hands and arms bloody, but they didn’t give a shit. This floor was about four feet above the ground level. They had become relentless. The time of phony indifference had ended. Still, it did not seem as if they wanted us harmed. Suppose they wanted vessels, I didn’t understand that yet, but it was this scene that first planted the seed of recognition. They didn’t want me dead or even physically harmed unless exhausting other choices.

	Larry turned around a shelving unit, Carl followed, and we did as we always did. He ran to the next flight of steps. 

	The third floor was different. There, we were somewhere close to twenty-five feet from the windows to the ground level. The glass was intact. A hallway with four doors became our only option. We broke up and opened them, found two offices, a boardroom, and then finally a maintenance door. A mop, brooms, garbage bins, and a shelf of cleaning products. Also a steel ladder. That ladder was all we really needed. Todd closed the door behind him and we climbed blindly. 

	Little thought went into following this direction. This was about making space, making distance between them and us. It’s another sensation not easy to put to words, but one easy to understand.

	Larry was at the top, while we paused below him, clinging to rungs, and it took ten extremely long seconds before he figured out the latch overhead. Grey light beamed upon us and then we were on a forty-foot-high island. The town was beneath us. There were houses on fire. Yellow busses rolled through neighborhoods. Some buses parked, had people like ants, loading a steady parade. An ambulance sat on Main, collecting a body on a stretcher. At the north end, police stood on the road, lights flashing like tiny laser pointer glints. The snowplows were sideways just behind them. At the south end, it was the same, trade the plows for green John Deere tractors. A cruiser blocked the street beneath us. There was a cube van with its doors open. 

	The freaks began pulling unconscious people out of the library. The fight was already a memory, a thing to finish up. 

	I had a braindead notion that perhaps they’d never miss us and we’d be safe so far up. Out of sight, out of mind. You know?

	Noises from the floor below, coming through the steel furnace chimney vents, told of regular quieting. Things falling apart all over.

	This had us on the move again. We ran in a big rectangle looking for a way down over the seemingly all too deep gaps. Hopeless. One house was almost close enough. The roof was about twenty feet down and only seven feet away, but Christ, it looked about a million miles from surface to surface.

	The hatch behind us creaked open.

	There’s a world I hadn’t experienced before, and therefore didn’t have the important points in my skillset. Farm kids grow up jumping in haymows. Farm kids understand gravity better, I think, and that might explain how easy the leap was for the brothers. Larry backed up and ran. Todd and Roy went three seconds after, spaced out. Then Carl leapt. 

	I watched, terrified and frozen. The gap was so wide.

	“Cat Food!” Scott Grimes’ voice filled the universe with hate. He jogged at me. “Cat Food, let’s be friends, Buddy.”

	“Jump!” Todd shouted to me.

	I shook all over. Tears burned my eyes, freezing against the biting, winter air.

	“Jump, man!” Larry’s expression was a wide-eyed ghoul mask.

	Getting close to sundown, the warmth sank by the second. It turned me into a cube, something Scott might drag down, fill with worms. It hurt to be so finished and alone.

	Scott’s fingers dug into my shoulder, and I squealed. I jumped back from the edge. Scott had his hands out, his horrid, pale face, gaunt and grinning like a maniacal clown. Stumbling in reverse, I headed away from the gap, away from my brothers.

	“Jump, Matt!” Todd said again from a million miles below. 

	“Don’t be crazy, Buddy. Come with me, we’ll be friends. You want to be cool, don’t you, Cat Food?”

	I closed my eyes. Scott latched onto me again, pushing me back toward the hatch door. My head shook. It was wrong, that touch, those ill-fitted words. Reality was back and the status quo reigned; I couldn’t win. 

	“Come on, Cat Food. It will be good. We’ll be Buddies.”

	“Matt!” Todd said. 

	I brought my hands up, latching onto Scott’s neck. Not really squeezing, ready to though, I think. It didn’t matter really. He was bigger and stronger, but whatever was inside him didn’t have what was inside me. A throaty non-word scream erupted from my chest and I pushed him with stabbing hands, nailing his windpipe. The rest of me ran into him, shoving him sideways. He stumbled and fell. My feet kept going. The gravel crunched as he rose and told me he wasn’t done. Too late for any more considerations. Once close to the edge, I jumped.

	It was intensely cold. The world rushed at me in a speed faster than a blink, but then it changed. 

	Scott had grabbed my foot while in air. His infected body trailed me down and threw my speed out of whack. I teetered. The gap between the house and the library became way too wide. Still, I reached out. Todd and Carl were there at the edge. I landed with my armpits against the eaves trough. The pain shook through my shoulders and my hands skidded over the rough rooftop tiles. Another whine left me. 

	Over and over, I met the most terrifying thing in my life. I was topping my best scores in all the wrong games. 

	My chin smacked the roof right after my armpits and palms. I bit the edge of my tongue as I cartwheeled downwards. My head went brownout woozy. Glass shattered beneath my feet and knees as I careened through a bay window into the living room of the house.

	I landed on a carpeted floor. My air was gone and I whooped, sucking great breaths, holding nothing. My hands and arms above me in a shocked, pained curl. My legs felt broken. The agony of it screamed out in a new wave from my armpits with every attempt I made to move. There was blood in my mouth. My ass ached. Writhing on the floor, so long and so forcibly, I didn’t notice the brothers had surrounded me, cradling me. 

	Shock and fear had me then. At first, I thought Todd was Scott. My arms no longer worked right and I needed to swing and bash, I needed to fight. Part of my brain was still up on the roof, I was thinking I had to jump still, but Scott stopped me. This meant I had to get up and try again. It’s beyond me to know how long I lay there before reality sank in; the shag carpet beneath me, the broken window above me, and Todd and Carl with me. 

	“Man. Man,” Todd said. “You’re okay, right? Man.”

	The others came and went while Todd helped me calm down. They kept running back and forth from another room. It was unnerving but helped me comprehend the words. 

	Something more was wrong.

	“We gotta go!” Carl said and they picked me up long before my lungs or the pain settled. No question if I could move on my own. They carried me to the backyard, past the front where I saw Scott Grimes and his right-angled neck. The library was beyond that. Most of the fight was gone; evening was coming at us fast. A scream echoed from nearby. Children dragged people through the parking lot, unnoticing us only yards away.

	They didn’t take me to the car but deposited me next to a woodpile under a silver tarp. An awakened, half-frozen dew worm wriggled all too close to my face and I was on the verge of shrieking. Todd saw it and tossed it away. I closed my eyes then. It had to be over soon.

	Nothing broke in the fall, only jarred and bruised. 

	Lucky for a change.

	Roy and Todd had stayed with me while Larry and Carl went to get the car. It wasn’t so long before I came back around, once my breath returned and the adrenaline left my muscles, loosening my body to the point of general function. The aches lessened quickly but didn’t fully leave.

	Too long for comfort, we waited and waited. The freaks were busy, forever moving bodies out of the library and houses down the block. 

	“Where are they?” I whispered.

	Todd punched at the dirt in frustration.

	Roy crawled out to look and the car was right where we’d left it. There were tears in his eyes when he came back and told us. 

	They never returned. They weren’t with the car. They were gone.

	By default Roy had become driver. 

	It was obvious where we had to go. 

	



Chapter Fourteen

	Someone had come along and locked up the hardware store. This was my last hope falling to shit. Seeing Todd yank haplessly and turn to us was a stake to my chest.

	He jumped back into the front seat. Roy had the bench pulled forward and leaned into the steering wheel. I rode in the back, stretched out, recovering. It was on my mind heavy that Roy had actually been shot in the shoulder and was up and moving, birdshot notwithstanding. No good excuse for me to sit around like a wimp. There was no time for that.

	I’ve thought much over the years about that birdshot and the actions of those living with the bloodworms in them. It has to be that they carry their host’s old selves buried, but easy to call upon. That’s simple enough to see, but when the worm takes over, it dumbs them down, puts them in a rush to conquer anyone who might be a threat to their existence. It’s like a virus under a microscope and observed in quick time. An unthinking machine that grabs at immediate answers, no third or fourth steps in planning. 

	However the worms got to Tiberton is a huge mystery —I don’t mean Lilitu and their effort, which is what put the worms and the hospital guise there in open view. What was it that brought them to Earth? I’ve combed the internet since and all I’ve found are other towns and survivors treated like Weekly World News contributors rather than eyewitnesses to horrors. Most times, it’s rightfully; conspiracy nuts, straight up crazy people, and those hunting attention make up the brunt of the self-labelled survivors of the supernatural.

	There are no leftovers when they leave a town, that is aside for vacant buildings and sapped humanity. They understand that finding a body demands an investigation, but they also understand that finding fifteen-hundred skeletons confuses and terrifies to the point of a cover up. The public won’t play that shit for long if they know. They’ll riot and mobilize. They’ll demand answers that authorities refuse to face. Sure, there’s probably a Fox Mulder in every group, but they put him in the basement and zip his lips, right?

	Art imitates life and so on, or whatever.

	The scariest piece to face of this puzzle is the towns where Lilitu got in and found no pushback. I know they must change their name and cook all the books and long-term records, but when they were in Tiberton, they were Lilitu. I’m not an internet wizard, but I’ve done searches, I’ve sought them out. Hell, I’ve called them out, but they don’t care.

	I think they’re from another planet or possibly another realm, like a world next to ours that maybe the machines at CERN bumped into and swapped over somehow. I know all this happened before the damned thing started atom smashing, but what is time to science? I mean everybody’s seen that movie with the aliens that came with their squid legs and the ginger woman with the dry erase board. It won OSCARs, I think. 

	They could be from tomorrow, brought around long ago by something that only happened recently, non-linear time, or whatever. All stuff I’d scoff at almost certainly if I’d never come face-to-face with the worms and saw what they’d done to people I knew, people I held dear.

	Think about it, there’s a million possibilities. It’s conceivable that the NASA heads confused a meteor entering our atmosphere and it was actually a ship of some sort. Scarier yet, they might’ve gotten here long ago, before NASA. Think of historical human erasure. Whole towns gone like poof. Civilizations assumedly wiped out by war or sickness, shit, any of them could’ve been this. What’s that island out east? Starts with an R. 

	None of that mattered right then, in the back of the Buick. I didn’t care about any of it. No matter where they came from, they were there—they’re here—they don’t have total use and that was something worth focusing on. 

	They take smart people and act brashly, even stupid. The only tool they know is blunt force and when the likelihood of success from blunt force lessens, they fall back on humanity, plucking bits and using them like checkers pieces. It’s why Scott Grimes called me Cat Food even if there was a worm in him. It’s why the men that went to the Ray trailer before the world flipped upside down used rifles but didn’t think to check the ammo they had loaded. 

	The man who shot Roy probably had a pigeon problem and used the mostly unreliable ammo on fast-moving targets because that’s where it works. See, birdshot can enter and kill a bird, but it’s not right away, the birds suffer because the shot scatters. Add some layers and distance—hell, it might’ve been ancient ammo in that little rifle on top of everything else. That’s all beside the point. A thinking man looking to hunt people would know to consider it further. Scott Grimes would know that I didn’t give a shit about being his friend. Know calling me Cat Food was not endearing.

	Underneath it all, there are enough traces to suggest humanity still exists, but the worms seek the first and easiest answers. They’re stupid; I was never a genius, but I can plan. We could plan. Others could plan. 

	Can plan, still.

	Unfortunately, right then, we as a trio saw red and knew only that we had to get Larry and Carl back before they became freaks. Without guns from the hardware store, we were in trouble.

	That’s when it hit me as I lay in the back of the wagon while Roy drove a jerky crawl. It’s probably the first and only time a possibility struck me before it came to Roy.

	“What about the gas station guy?”

	Someone slammed a palm on the dash and within a minute, I heard the bing-bong of the rubber sensor. Once we stopped moving, I climbed over the seat, ready to go, mostly. Roy had the window down and again there was the community mainstay Bill Watson. He came to talk.

	“They got the library. They got our brothers.” Roy said.

	“We gotta fuckin’ kill’m!” Todd said.

	“I heard that,” Bill said. “A damned shame. That was the B-squad anyhow, we’ve got some things underway right now, but we’ve lost contact with a few folks. You boys are good boys and now you gotta be men. Everybody else coming in, wearing those shit-eating grins. All them.”

	“Fucking freaks,” Todd said. 

	I seconded that.

	“Damned right. Thing is, there’s still time. It takes a while to get through everybody and the shot is just a shot. See I was just gonna burn that hospital down, but I hear hundreds of non-freaks are in there. People like you and me, but stuck. So we got people going around killing the smiley fucks. Don’t see a way around that, but the bunch I sent to my house to get my things never came back and now you guys and me are going to go. I don’t think the smileys are gonna listen to my excuse of getting my flu shot after the shift. They’ve tried to get me to leave the pumps twice, and they’re gotten pretty pushy according to the CB in the shack. So shove on over.”

	“No,” Roy said.

	“What? Don’t be stupid, shove over.”

	“No.”

	“’Hell is your problem?”

	“Mr. Nixon,” Todd said, cluing in.

	I was behind again, wondering what Mr. Nixon had to do with anything.

	“All right, fine. I’ll get in the back. I gave my truck to Don Neuman and now I can’t raise him on the radio. So we gotta go to my house and get shit.”

	“Fine. In the back,” Roy said.

	It was a happy thought to have an adult there, one with items at a house. Roy and Todd weren’t as ready to trust him, so I put up my shield as well. Makes sense in hindsight.

	—

	Bill broke a window of the kitchen door with a rock from around where his wife had kept a garden before she passed two years earlier. Weeds overgrew the garden and flowerbeds, but the lawn was nice, kempt like a showpiece. People are funny, he had his tasks and she’d had her tasks. He talked a lot while we moved, told us all kinds of stuff. Probably his mode: lonely nights, mouth-busy daytimes. It was disarming. Adults aren’t typically so forthcoming to children. Children don’t understand loneliness, or ruts, or any of the long-term hoops a brain tangles with in a lifetime.

	The gun collection began with Wendy’s death. America fascinated him, in theory. He loved that you could walk around like Rambo for no reason at all beyond looking cool. Hardly anybody here buys into the argument that guns protect you. They’re there to look hard and demand otherwise undeserving respect. There are exceptions, but come on, what’s an assault rifle supposed to do in everyday life? Someone breaks into your house and you’re busy wrestling an assault rifle from under the bed when he stabs you to death with a penknife.

	“I have one of those belts that goes over the shoulder for the rounds too, but it doesn’t fit any ammo for what I pack. Still, sometimes I put it on and look in the mirror,” Bill said and then laughed. “Y’all are farm boys, you can probably handle rifles.”

	“Yeah,” Todd said.

	“Good. Too bad we can’t get AK forty-sevens, cost too damned much, even with Wendy’s life insurance. Can’t get’m at Canadian Tire, not even on order from the hardware store. The government’s sticky about it, but I got two twenty-twos and a thirty-aught-six, and a forty-five and a nine-milli. You two can handle the .22s,” he said and pointed to Todd and me. “You take the nine and I’ll take the big barkers. Fill your pockets. You know how to load those?”

	I took mine. It had an undercarriage magazine that held nine shots and I could pop one in the chamber. Ten shots at a time. It had a bolt action, as did Todd’s. His had an extended magazine, which was kind of absurd on a .22 rifle, but it did look bad as hell, can’t deny Bill that. And the weight of it in my hands felt something like a guarantee. 

	Roy forgot himself a second and did poses in front of the two full-length mirrors next to the gun cabinet. Bill had a vest, but only one and it was too big for any of us to put up a bitch about it. None of us said anything when he draped it over his work shirt. He reminded me of Sgt. Slaughter from the WWF, the belly beneath the vest, the faux-militant aura. He no longer seemed like a pump jockey. He seemed bad.

	“You know I was in the army right after I graduated from high school. The States were in Vietnam when I was in, but we didn’t get into all that. I was jealous as fuck. I never got into any thick times, never really tested my survival instinct, ya know? It’s why I joined. I wanted to be a warrior. Like my father. He died in World War Two. He joined up and had to pass tests to get in before they forced anyone. He was a hero. Dieppe.”

	The man stared into his eyes, modeling his arms, and for a heartbeat, I thought we were going to be a formidable force. 

	Roy gave up the driver’s seat since we could trust Bill. The trip wasn’t a straight shot to the hospital and suddenly the trust began fleeting.

	“Where you taking us?” Todd asked, his rifle pointed to the ceiling, but not a far reach from the back of Bill’s head.

	“Shit, didn’t I say?” Bill said rubbing his whiskery cheek. “See this town’s done and it’s going to be that way unless we can get a lot more damage in than what we can with guns, at least these guns.”

	“Okay?” Todd said.

	“Where we going then? Gotta get to the hospital,” I said, as if Bill didn’t quite understand.

	“Ooh!” he said pointing out the window. “Remember how I said there are others with us. See all that?”

	We were at the south end of Main and a school bus blazed out front of Kimmy’s Diner. There were three scorched bodies on the street, still burning.

	“I’ve been filling weed sprayers and electric pumpers for folks all day. The ones without sprayers have Molotov cocktails, glass jars with rags poking out, light’m up, toss’m, boom, fire spreading like crazy. See? These fuckers don’t stand a goddamned chance. Too bad we didn’t see it earlier.”

	I wanted to shout that I saw it and that we had to get to the goddamned hospital. That I tried to warn people; that nobody ever believes a kid was the reason all this trouble got so far. 

	There was a home lit up. Smoke billowed through the ceiling, between the overlapped roofing tiles. The cold in the air melted away as Bill slowed, rolling down his window as if to admire the scene, but instead he shouted out, “Time to face the show!”

	We rolled further and it was as if the invisible force Bill spoke of moved in a wave, more of the town met gasoline flames. What we saw was surreal. Not a single social service worked to take care of the fires or bodies. Now and then, we saw a face in a window, none of these smiled. It seemed that they were no longer pretending. The fight was on. 

	It was time to face the show indeed.

	“Now, you boys keep telling things, you’ve seen some of it. I’ve heard from others too, so I’ll believe whatever you say. Tell me everything you can, but make it snappy.”

	Bill turned into a lot surrounding a storage shed. A rental space, not a name brand deal, some private owner’s side income. Bill pulled keys he must’ve grabbed from his house. A Master lock twined the hoop latch of the steel, green, roll-up garage doors. 

	Todd and I began chatting what we’d seen. Roy added bits now and then to clarify. It was hard, even fresh, to put words to everything. Tiberton was just so fucked up.

	Inside the storage unit, dry and dim, a car filled out a shape under a tarp. There were boxes surrounding it and on the trunk. Four truck tires leaned to one side and to the other was a shelf. There were more boxes. The top box was ancient-looking wood with German words burned on its walls.

	Bill pulled it down and popped the lid. He grinned over his shoulder at us and then peeled back straw that worked as padding, possibly insulation. There was a canvas strap with a dozen silver rings with matching his and hers buckle ends. He pulled it over his chest and clicked the buckle tight. He then retrieved and clipped four grenades from the box to his sash belt.

	“Don’t keep these in the house. If there’s ever a furnace fire or something, I don’t wanna get blown up before I get a chance to get out.”

	Reasonable enough, but we’d wasted too much time already. Todd said, “Good, let’s go then.”

	—

	We didn’t get to the hospital unattested. For some reason, naively, I assumed we’d walk in, stomp through and take what was ours, a bit like a stick-up in a movie. This, despite the first visit that saw us losing a member and both Gus and Catty. It was probably the certainty of Bill, but I hadn’t seen his readiness. He wanted to stare down death, ask it to dance, and pull the pin while they embraced.

	Bill rolled us along a back street. We had our windows down, ready for a drive by as if we were trying out for a northern, paler version of Boys n the Hood. The front yards of the homes looked normal. Cars were in driveways. The snow was mostly undisturbed on the lawns and walkways. Inside houses were darker than the early evening. Overhead, the smoky grey sky had begun the final stretch into dim before full dark would overcome. We had about an hour until things would get infinitely more difficult.

	“So you saw them taking bodies out the employee entrance, by where the dental office used to be?” Bill asked.

	“Yeah, they filled a cube truck,” I said.

	“Okay that’s where you guys should go in and I’ll—” Bill’s words caught as the Buick dipped down beneath the blaring rattle of buckshot into the front end. He slammed the brakes and leaned toward the passenger’s side. Glass exploded just as another loud bark rang over the mostly quiet afternoon. “Out, now!” Bill yelled and we broke for the street. 

	We were a block from the hospital. Another shot cut the air with murder echoes that had a few dogs in the area yapping. We leaned against the passenger’s side of the station wagon as it rocked with the shots. Bill sneered and popped, he was up and running toward the shooter, equal parts hero and equal parts nuts. He squeezed the trigger of the .45, yelling like Scarface after powdering his nose. No more shots rang after this, his aim was better than the opposition, apparently. Todd nearly shot Bill when he rounded the Buick and leaned down to catch his breath.

	“Looks like I’ve got it, huh? I’m a motherfucking soldier!” Bill said, his face red, his coat torn where a few buck pebbles hit his chest. “I got lucky. Aylmer Wayne had me dead to rights and fired into the hydro pole between me and him. Fucking Aylmer was never much of a shot, one time he told me he hit his truck when he was out hunting, and since then, could only put twenty bucks in the tank or the gas would piss out. Crazy asshole. We ready to go?”

	I wished Bill’s enthusiasm was infectious, but I was straight terrified. We got up and jogged, stooping low, hiding when possible behind cars. Nine teenagers that were in the eighth grade when I was in the second grade rushed us. Two of them had needles. They were stuck in between, still trying to gather us rather than taking us out because we were a threat.

	Roy popped two of the teens before they reached us. I shot the child of the only local Black family: hit her right in the box. I’d tried to shoot higher, but I had no time to lift, she fell back, feeling all the pain involved, her hands in her crotch as she scooted on her ass like a dog with hemorrhoids. 

	Bill was off on his own route, squeezing rounds at people somewhere across the street. Who or how many was beyond what I could see. Todd nailed this dude named Bram who had tried out for the major juniors that season, didn’t make the team, but he was young enough to go back the next season. My dad talked about how he was going to be a hell of a player if he worked at it. Of course, he wouldn’t be shit; the shot blew a deep black hole through his right ear and temple and he fell into a twitchy death.

	I aimed again at the girl I’d hit. She was seven or eight feet back, but it was an easy target. The rifle barked a little hole a few inches below her neck and she flattened on the asphalt.

	Roy beat me to it by a half-second, saying what I was thinking, “There has to be a source.”

	“We got to kill all the worms!” I shouted on the tail of what Roy said. “They put one worm in everybody they can. That’s why they had needles, to put us asleep so they could give us a worm. There must be worms in boxes somewhere.”

	“Almost gotta be in the hospital,” Bill said, jogging back to us. “We’ll get there, keep up and watch your asses.”

	—

	Breaking up was where it really began to turn bad. There was no choice. Seeing the bodies of two resisting people who were at the library when we were there put time on a limited course. They looked like people in stasis, you know, how in space movies people hibernate for long trips. That way. Which meant that Larry and Carl were there already and it was possible that they were gone, as far as their humanity mattered.

	We reached a kiddie corner from the entrance we wanted. There were numerous cars, citizens looking to score the all-important flu shot. Our breaths puffed on the air. Above, the streetlights flickered on a timed system. Any dampness caused by salt lost a war and the asphalt hid beneath a layer of ice. 

	Across the street, the monster men, two of them anyway, loaded bodies like they were grain sacks. For whatever reason, these people didn’t live up to the need behind the worms. Perhaps the drug they used to knock people out beforehand had killed them. 

	I didn’t know it yet, but I’d soon see the ulterior method of infection: feeding awake but immobile vessels. 

	The familiar faces from the library put ice water in my veins. Roy broke from cover and then veered when six people charged out from behind a Jeep. It was an ambush. The communication had to be more than what we have as humans. I don’t know because my head is worm free, but there’s got to be something to it. The girls from school had it too, Cheryl and her friends.

	Bill said, “We take different routes. Do as much damage as you can. If you hear shit blowing, cover your heads.” 

	He broke from the spot and ran straight for the door. He shot. Roy shot. Nurses, schoolteachers, garbage men, and several kids chased, unworried about incoming fire. Todd turned to me, gave me a look and said, “Go in the back way. We’ll find them and we’ll all get out. We’ll be crazy, you go quiet.”

	“But—”

	“No, man. Just do it. We’ll need you to help us in a different way. You’re good at being quiet and stuff.” 

	He took off. He was old beyond his years, and I was a sinking boy. Those deft feet scurried over the ice as he chased his brother. Bill had stuffed his .45, took out two boys racing toward him with one round. The scene made me want to piss myself. To ball up and wait for good to prevail on its own. 

	Still, I rose and broke out in a wide arc, running back the way we’d come. There were moments when I saw myself chasing the sunset, leaving it all behind, forget I was ever a brother. 

	Looking back, I imagine what I might’ve been. Who Matt Winter could’ve been with any chance at all. It’s an ugly thought, there’s no way I’d have lived with myself if I’d run away. Instead, I cut between houses and looped into the bush. There were sheets on a clothesline that demanded I crouch low. They were crispy solid with frost. 

	Someone crunched through the snow beyond sight. I clutched the .22 tight. Aiming in the general direction of the footfalls. Voices approached and I waited. Then the motion shifted, going away from me. A few feet, I chanced creeping over. Then I stopped dead when faster crunches came at me. I leveled the rifle. My heart was alive like a drumroll. The breath caught in my chest and the crunches were on me. 

	I pointed into the frozen sheet and fired once, pulled the bolt, fired again. Another round chambered, I peeked around the sheet.

	A scruffy little dog hid in plain view, paws next to its snout an inch below its terrified eyes. Just a dog.

	There was nobody around the yard, but I heard them chasing on the block. Back on task, I sprinted then. The forest took me in. Branches broke, but only when I made contact, when I broke them. Leaves crinkled beneath my feet. It sounded miles away and yet close enough to take me down. I spun circles, pointing my rifle at ghosts. 

	I fired at nothing twice before I ordered myself to take control. Through the greys, browns, and greens were the solid lines of cement. The rear wall of the hospital came at me all too quickly. A foreign thing that I’d seen more than I wanted. The old hospital was something to miss, the one that was dated and faded by tobacco smoke stains. It wasn’t ground zero for an infestation for monstrous freaks, at worst, the hospital was a mediocre care facility—the good old days.

	Forward. One of the rifles we’d tossed out the window while fleeing the night before was still there in the snow. The cover on the window had returned. There were scratches on the steel and scuffs on the cement windowsill. In a crouch, I leaned up against the wall. It rubbed uncomfortably beneath my shoulder; solid, a firm place where nothing horrid would arise. At the second window, steel shuttered the opening once again. The third window was the same and I imagined never getting in and living my days out not facing the things. Instead, the fourth window had a steel shutter like the previous ones had, but it wasn’t latched. 

	I tried to slide the window. It didn’t budge, so I used the butt of the rifle to smash the glass. Too loud. Within the building, the volume had upped a few notches. I lifted the rolling steel and it sprang like a spring-loaded garage door. Immediately the face of one of the monster men appeared. He growled a non-word.

	The rifle came up and my finger worked. There was no distance in which to misaim, and a hole opened in his forehead. Giant dark globs like molasses burped out, the tail end of the deep red mingling with green hues. His long fingers grasped at the air as he stumbled in reverse. 

	A few deep breaths entered my lungs painfully, but calmed my terrified ass, and then I climbed through the opening. There were sixteen people lined in rows, sat up, asleep with their mouths yawning like dopey Buddha statues. 

	The monster man continued squirming on the stone floor and finally, from the hole in his bulbous brow came a worm different from the others, but much closer to the one that had crawled from my father’s corpse. It had a single eye that took up most of the tip, and beneath was a proboscis that stretched and shortened as if taking in something untoward, moving out from the same tiny mouth. It had similar teeth. It was so much bigger, the size of a baby’s arm, roly-poly in a disgustingly parallel way.

	That eye danced frantic around its socket. Its mouth stretched and shrank, the proboscis jutted in and out with a universally understandable panic.

	Where the unformed worms could survive in the open air, this one had let its guard die while it lived in the freakish vessel. So it appeared. It scooted three feet, onto the ankle of a blond woman’s Sorel before it stiffened and then rolled sideways like a soggy French bread loaf. 

	The dead worm puddle was awful. A black, black blood shadow spread beneath it and I felt a moment of hope. Outside the room was mostly quiet. There were shots far in the distance, but whatever I’d heard initially had calmed down. 

	



	

Kingsgate Border, British Columbia – 04/27/2018

	 

	“…are you carrying any weapons with you today?” the border guard asked, a tall blonde with large, Bugs Bunny buckteeth jutting over his dry and crusty bottom lip. He was an otherwise attractive man.

	“No,” Tamara O’Neil said, always nervous when crossing into a foreign country.

	“And your business in Canada?”

	“I’m a journalist, investigating the town of Tiberton.”

	“And where’s that?”

	“Uh, I’ve got it plugged into my GPS. I’d be hopeless without it. It says I have five hours until I get there. Mostly north I think.”

	“You driving through the night?”

	“No.”

	“Where you staying?”

	“A motel somewhere.”

	“Where?”

	“I don’t know yet. I was thinking of stopping once I get hungry.”

	“I see. It’s pretty sparse if you aren’t making for a city, better to stop sooner than later or you’ll be sleeping in your van and that’s probably not so comfy.”

	“Oh, okay.”

	“Got a bedroll back there?”

	“What? Why?”

	“Answer the question.”

	“Well, yeah.”

	“Show me,” the guard said and took a step out of his booth.

	The line of questioning troubled Tamara. She’d chosen this entry into Canada because somebody told her it was comparatively quiet. And sure, quiet was simple enough when her only other experiences were crossing south of Vancouver, and at Rainy River, and on the Rainbow in Niagara, but something about lots of people around was comfortable, even if it meant waiting.

	Bright beneath the overhang lights on the ceiling of the border crossing. There were only two rows of traffic at this little station. A car rolled forward and stopped at the line behind Tamara’s van.

	She walked with the guard and opened the back. He lifted and moved things, unfolded her bundled sleeping bag and the foam mat. She kept things clean and organized back there. Everything was so compact that the van was excessive, aside from times that she did indeed need to sleep in it. 

	The guard closed the swinging doors.

	“Show me the side door,” he said.

	Tamara looked at the car behind her, wondering what this was all about and yet feeling a familiar fear. Her creep meter beeped, the one that pounded late nights in college when she closed up the pizza joint next to the arcade and game zone. This guy didn’t have a neck beard and wasn’t in a metal tee like so many of the super-creeps back then, but underneath it all, he had that vibe. A scheming, chasing kind of feeling.

	She opened the side door and the guard leaned her in, corralling her, view of the car parked behind suddenly blocked by the door. The man didn’t have a smell, not really, but he wore a hunter’s scent.

	He leaned into her, his mouth nearly pressed against her neck. “You wanna buy some coke?” he whispered.

	“What?”

	“I got this Columbian from a guy coming through about an hour ago, looks pretty fine. I don’t snort nothing. Only weed for me. What you say? Got about two grams, one hundred in U-S, one-thirty in C-A-D.”

	“Oh, I don’t—”

	He straightened his back. “Good. Just a test. Border guards don’t sell drugs. Just a test.”

	The creep factor evaporated as had the imagined hunter scent. Tamara stepped back as the guard slammed the door closed and followed her to the driver’s side. She got in and he re-entered his booth. 

	“Remember what I said, get to a motel before too late. Small town places tend to hit the sack before midnight.”

	Tamara nodded and started the van. The GPS flared in full color, offering the double beep of energy renewing in the charge line. The clock on her dash read 8:12. She’d get a room sooner than later and she’d get in the shower, scrub away everything she felt coming off that weird dude. She had to be fresh and ready for her early morning meeting with the hired help and then the trip a half-hour beyond, to the decades’ dead town of Tiberton, and the strange man who’d never left.

	



Chapter Fifteen

	Stepping into the hall was like entering a vacuum. The sound sucked into nothing, not a breathy hum, not a heartbeat ba-bum. There were hundreds of people lined up on the floor. More than half were slouched forward in rows, a few heads, several feet further away, where the hallways crossed at a T, some had their heads tilted back. All sat on their feet as if about to break into a series of yoga poses—similar, but more organized than the room I’d just left. 

	A clear path down the center reminded me of airplanes aisles on movies. There might’ve been enough room to roll a cart, but not likely, not without slamming a bunch of elbows. I nudged a man with the toe of my soaked and frozen shoe. He leaned and stuck that way, no reaction to my shove.

	I’ve had theories since, impossible to know then, what exactly all this meant. I knew that I didn’t want to touch any of them any more than I had to. So many familiar downturned heads, but none of them were the Rays. There were the Henry brothers, there was Mrs. Lembke from church, there was Grace who used to be my mother’s boss. The guy from the Becker’s convenience was there. Mayor Milton’s wife sat, sullying up a fancy dress, her hair still in a blond bell. 

	Tiberton, brought to its knees by something it never had a chance facing off against.

	The overhead fluorescents casted a bluish light that made the somewhat paled faces even paler. Right then, I was trying to think about anything but vampires, because that’s kind of how they looked. The white walls reflected the light and banked a deathly aura over the entire space. Spooky as hell. It’s not easy to explain, but it was everything right then, like a weight on my shoulders. This was my future. This was the future of my brothers. 

	I’d barely made it out of the room I’d entered through the window when the immense quiet broke with the incredible click-click of a door down the hall opening. I dropped to my knees and played as if just another brick in the wall. Head down, I rolled my eyes around to watch. Two monster men. One lifted a body from the hallway, a body with a head downturned like mine, and carted it into a room. The other had a woman named Bernice in his arms. She was a cashier at the Save-Plus, her nametag had a chip out of its corner. She worked Saturdays. She was in her twenties and had a slightly hairy upper lip that appeared absolutely furry under the harsh light in the store. She was a topic amongst some of the boys at school. Word was that she sometimes gave blowjobs at breaks. Other word was that she turned down this Steve guy and he started the nasty rumor. 

	The monster man leaned forward and put Bernice in line and she sat with her head down, waiting, like me, like the others. Another door opened, closer. Another monster man exited, this one carried a man, but the man had his eyes open. He held an empty IV bag in his lap. They went around the corner and I shuffled forward. My duty was simple: I find the guys, I get in and out. And I had to do so before these things got to harming Carl or Larry. 

	Another door opened and a monster man exited. Then I finally recognized that they weren’t identical. 

	This monster man had one of those familiar boxes in his hands. The silky tales of the tie dangled around his palm and wrist. He reached into the box, retrieved a worm and held above an open mouth. Tough to watch, he dropped that delicate morsel between the lips of a stalled guy. There was a second worm in the box. Enough for one man and one teenaged girl. The freak tilted the heads forward after the bloodworms disappeared and watched their faces momentarily before turning back to where he’d come from.

	They remained out of mental commission. Doing things in such vast number likely demanded as much. The flu shot was not a flu shot, more like a tranquilizer, and these people were chicks in a nest, awaiting worms. 

	Ahead was the room, had to be that room. One-half of the expedition’s demand. I wished for Bill Watson’s grenades. It would’ve been so simple to blow the worm storage room, but these people, most didn’t have worms yet. Most were too trusting maybe, but undeserving of violent death as a means to stall another problem.

	I shuffled on, hoping I’d meet up with Larry and Carl, or the others, or even Bill who’d proved himself to be the right guy to have on a team. 

	A door opened and I played doll. Watching, delayed, this turned it into something akin to a video game, waiting for the flames and doors, the bad guys tossing things: it was all about patience. As terrified as I was, this wasn’t so difficult. 

	Harder to move than to not move.

	By great internal force, I pushed on. That force said I had something to offer, I was part of a team. I also think I moved because I was still a kid, and hadn’t begun to consider my well-being in such a way that it mattered as much as the well-being of those close to me. Minds change and we get selfish, but some of this has always stuck with me, to a certain extent, a thing I’ll always come back to. 

	While I sat silently, I listened harder. I heard shots outside, a forever distance from the task before me. It drew closer and that was all the hope I had to lean on. Doors opened and doors closed. I shuffled and I paused, dragging the rifle behind me. I passed one door and then the next. I was in the fourth row of those with downturned heads, just before the rows of infected people began, waiting for the door to open. The monster man was to do his work and then I would charge once his back turned. To sum it up, that was my grand scheme.

	The door swung slowly and the wide-eyed freak untied the ribbon. His fingers were knobby and too long. He opened the box, resting it in an open palm, and withdrew the first bloodworm. It wriggled and squirmed, but not stupidly, not like a worm about to meet a hook. This was an excited, knowing dance. To watch any further might’ve made me barf. 

	Two huge backs directly in front of me, both in flannel, I assumed they were farmers—flannel that time of year being the typical uniform for the occupation. The monster man finished his work and I tried to move. I imagined rising and rushing like a hero. Rather than leaping in to do the right thing, I held my breath, listening, shivering slightly. The doors opened and closed again. I saw the monster man I wanted to get step out of the room with a new box. I turned my eyes and listened. 

	Fine, he’d do one more set and then I’d destroy him.

	Doors closed behind me and the perfect timing was almost there. I waited a million years until those feet began moving toward my goal.

	The rifle came up to my side, before I had a chance to chicken out further. The monster man had his back to me. He didn’t hear me, wasn’t listening for me obviously. I sprinted to the door and swung it open. It was a room of shelves. There were hundreds, if not thousands of boxes piled like the storage area of a shoe store. A covered window at the rear wall. Clean floor. Bluish lighting. The monster man, the one doing these particular horrid things grabbed a box. There was also an occupied stepladder. On the stepladder was my mother. She smiled. Her face was rosy in full-color, painted like a streetwalker tricking for johns. 

	“Why do you always screw everything up?” she asked, still smiling.

	The rifle rose and I stomped. The monster man lifted his hands, but it was too late. The weapon popped once. I yanked the use-smoothened steel bolt with a ball on its end. A gold casing drifted a few inches from my face and I squeezed again. 

	That first shot had found throat. 

	The second found cheek.

	I released the casing and chambered another round. Blood pumped and he teetered, arms swatting, knocking boxes to the floor. The ties held them closed. The monster man dropped, and I pulled the bolt again. Behind me, feet approached in the hallway, but shots rang closer as well. There were screams and crumbling infrastructure. A huge boom rattled the world.

	I aimed at my mother’s burgundy lips. This time she said, “How come you’re always so much trouble?”

	There was zero issue in following through. The rifle fired and the shot hit the end of her nose, caving a fresh, blood-flooded gully. Her body followed her neck, rocking into a shelf. Three more boxes fell. One of them broke open, two bloodworms oozed out.

	Behind me, a man entered, he wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t friendly, that much was obvious. I spun with the rifle. As lucky as I’d been at surprising the freaks so far, my luck was about run-out when it came to this man. He wore a white button up and a black tie like a bank manager or a door-to-door Latter Day Saint. 

	His soft hands encircled my throat and I got no further than springing the used shell. I began fading. The chaos beyond the room doubled, tripled. The shrieks were close and I gazed past the man, looking for rescuers, seeing only the last two faces turned down in the lines of quietly changing individuals. My heart suddenly ached as painfully as my throat: Larry and Carl.

	Their eyes opened and they turned their heads in unison. They rose and stepped toward the room, grins wide and not at all reminiscent of the boys hiding somewhere inside.

	I was almost out, my lungs burning with need, my head feeling as if it was on the brink of explosion just as a real explosion sent bodies flying in the hallway. Another explosion plowed the hall and the walls. The world began to crumble. The shelves rocked and the man with his hands on me gave up to keep the boxes from falling. 

	I was on my way down, choking and gagging. That half-second moves in my memory like a minute. A shadow entered the room. My eyes closed and I clenched the rifle. I didn’t feel what happened next. My ears weren’t collecting data and my brain no longer did any math.

	—

	Renee Thomas shook me awake. I was in a snowbank on the lot of the hospital. “Get up! We need everybody!”

	“I…I… Larry! Carl!”

	“Get up! We’ve got’m on the run!”

	I sat up straight and looked at the hospital. Pain shot through me, again. There were two walls blown out. Full night had come upon Tiberton. Rolled to my side. I experienced the choking like brand new, throat searing, lungs still burning like fucking crazy. My head was dizzy, my eyes flashed in and out from the edge of a goddamned abyss.

	“Up!” The woman grabbed me by the hood of my coat and under one of my armpits. Renee Thomas was a cafeteria worker and I’d never imagined seeing her with her hair burned off or an axe in her hand. Add a tick to the surreal. She looked like a warzone warrior from an apocalypse flick. Cue Linda Hamilton meets G.I. Jane.

	Once I had more of my wits, I scanned the force that was us. We were behind the tipped over school bus. I did not see any of the Ray brothers. The hospital smoked above the undercarriage wall. The darkness had me imagining the worst. The sky was almost black beyond the live streetlights. It was much colder than it had been. 

	How long had I been out?

	What had happened while I slept?

	I clenched my fists and screamed.

	Renee nodded and took off. 

	These horrid worms had stolen so much from me and it cored my center like an auger, grinding and displacing all that I loved. 

	“There they go!” someone said, pointing at another bus, this one up and mobile.

	“Like hell!” Bill Watson shouted only a few feet away and unclipped the last of his grenades. He held it and ran. It left his hand cocked like he was about to pitch a fastball. 

	The back of the bus bounced on the explosion, the rear end destroyed, the axel snapped. Things happened as if riding on fast-forward after that. People charged as the freaks and a handful of monster men ran out of the bus. A few poured from the rear, bleeding, shaking, and burning. 

	From behind the bus nearer to me, the lingering few shouted before charging into the fight. An excited woman lit a Molotov cocktail and tossed it high. The clean citizens met the freaks in this final showdown in the middle of the fire-thawed street. Gravity brought the cocktail down and the gas bomb burst. There were screams and shots. There was another explosion. It could’ve been dynamite, another grenade, who knows. Several dozen people waged hand-to-hand combat, up until more explosions started.

	I crowded up against the bus. 

	A complete clusterfuck of activity before me, and I had nothing left. My fight had evaporated. I hugged that filthy steel muffler until I heard nothing beyond the flames licking and a few moaning voices. My ass froze on the sopping street. Dark, but the streetlights and the fires shined sufficiently for me to understand how horribly it had played.

	That was it for the fight. Everyone wiped themselves out for this round. 

	I was on my feet, discarded .22 at the ready, and approached the twisted metals and destroyed bodies. This rifle was almost the same as the one Bill gave me. 

	I shot one smiling woman with a broken leg. Two large pieces of Bill Watson were side-by-side next to a Nissan. Two men were alive, alive but acting like people. I found another woman with all the telltales. She accepted a shot in the head with a smile. I shot her again.

	Overkill. 

	Stress relief.

	Like a zombie, I stumbled into the hospital. Flames licked up the interior walls and ceiling, but not everywhere. The heavy stone exterior and crosser walls and steel dividers had the benefit of individualism in manufacture. Someone designed this building to come apart and go back together again in different locations, over and over. 

	It was smoky and dark. I had an idea where Larry and Carl were. I moved, no longer scared. They hadn’t gone anywhere since I last saw them. They weren’t dead, not in a sense of heartbeats and active lungs. Both reached for me from beneath a shelf.

	“Hey, Matt, give us a hand?” Larry said.

	I couldn’t be there. Those forced grins weren’t anything I could handle yet. I looked over the toppled bodies in the ruined hall. There was no sign of Roy or Todd. I began checking the rooms until I reached the emergency area. There were twenty men, women, and kids sitting on the floor as if about to begin a prayer to Allah. My coat pockets had an entire box worth of .22 rounds rolling loosely, and I risked waking one sleeper up. The cop who gave me so much shit about the break-in. 

	“Hey, what’s happening,” he said. “Did you…?” He looked around, his expression confused, as if curious about the scene, or perhaps a lack of incoming communications.

	To say I was sure he had a worm in him or not would be a lie. I popped him anyway. Rounding through the room, I unloaded and reloaded, I killed almost every one of them, but left two stalled between animation and bullets. 

	Sleepy figures I dare not shoot.

	To get the pain out, I finished off every single freak I saw out in the hallway. So many couldn’t move, their vessels pained by injuries. They all smiled at me as if in askance. Bloodworms crawled from the dead and I stomped the bastards whenever I saw them.

	Once that was through, I went onto my final task. What I needed was ready at hand and I went around, fixing the wrongs to the best of my abilities—as a little boy aging by years in passing hours. 

	I borrowed a car, a Mercury Topaz, from the front lot and drove home. At home, I had a hot bath. My feet were grey and the pain from the bath was intense. Long cold feet don’t react well to hot water. That’s something every boy knows, every Canadian boy anyway. 

	In a towel, I stumbled into the kitchen. I dug through the closet, tossing food onto the floor, kicking over a bin of flour. What I wanted wasn’t there. I got a chair and started searching the higher shelves, places I’d never ventured. 

	I found the goldmine.

	There was a box of Vachon Jos. Louis cakes with only two gone, leaving me four. I got the jug of milk from the fridge and sat to eat. One after another until only a dribble of milk remained and a seemingly endless supply of tears. 

	That was it for me. I went to my room, climbed into bed and had a long sleep. 

	It wasn’t over, but I needed what I needed.

	



Chapter Sixteen

	“Before you ate your father’s chocolate cakes, you said something about fixing to the best of… And what happened after that, to the town, to…you know, your life? I mean that’s a long time. There’s got to be more to it, right? That’s several years of missing time. Tell me,” Tamara O’Neil said. She turned sideways in her seat so the hired man in the back holding the camera got her face in the shot, as well as Matt Winter in the driver’s seat, and blips of the bright world outside the vehicle.

	Matt Winter rubbed his chin with his left hand as he drove. The car was a late ‘nineties Subaru wagon. Roomy, but loud and giving the mics feedback that would take some work later on while cutting the piece together. Technology made that mostly easy, though time consuming.

	“Right, so I got up and I drove back into town. I still had the rifle. There were thirty or forty others roaming around. We all knew what we were looking for when it came to popping off, but everybody had secretive missions I think. People wanted to find the bodies of their loved ones. Maybe even enemies. Squeezing that trigger was a good release; blowing heads off after most of the smoke cleared.

	“There was this one guy with a megaphone, telling people to get out because soon the military would come and they’d lock everyone up. People listened, I think. But that never happened. I mean people came and cleared roads and took away bodies, but that was a bit later.”

	On the left, the welcome to Tiberton sign had seen better years. The grass was a blown-over, four feet in height. It was a perpetual growth, last year’s threads with new grass mixed in with dead stuff from a decade ago. There were homes on both sides of the street, gutted and boarded. Survivors and scavengers did what they do when a place feels cursed—get what they need and get the hell out. 

	Tamara felt that great vibe again, the very vibe that had her YouTube channel up to half a million subscribers already, and she’d done only seven episodes.

	Matt continued the narrative, looking forward, thinking back. “People were around for a few days, a week at most.” He stopped and fiddled with his pocket for a pack of spearmint gum. “I’m cutting back on the smokes. I started smoking at fourteen. I’d rescued dozens of cartons and stashed them away until I figured I’d give smoking a full-time go.”

	“But you stayed?” Tamara asked, pulling Matt back around to the pertinent. Throughout telling the incredible tale, she’d just listened quietly as he kept things quick and thorough, but the ending seemed to bring an emotion forward that hadn’t attacked him earlier.

	“Yeah, but, like I had things to do. I made a living off cleaning out and selling stuff from some houses after a while. There were places with safes and cash, that was nice. Families came sometimes, I didn’t clean out anywhere private, but the grocery store, until I had to, so people had time to come. Most didn’t. 

	“Somehow, right under my nose, a group showed up and took the good hunks and all the useful stuff out of the hospital. Someone who knew where it came apart and the exact methods used to put it in place. Think about that.

	“It means there’s more out there. It means they’ve done it again. There could be a million of those bloodworms, wherever in the hell they come from. We could be, as a planet I mean, infested. Hell, our elected officials might have worms in their brains. I mean look at your American Republican party. Imagine real, clear-headed humane thoughts melding with the shit they do. Try to, seriously; they want humans dwindled, but not all, they need enough to feed and exist within our environmentally stabilized shells. That’s why they care so much about babies and so little about livelihoods. We’re shells.

	“I’m pretty sure that’s what our bodies amount to. We’re like scuba suits to a diver.”

	“Yes, but—” Tamara said.

	“Moving on, nobody looked for me, not after the news hit that the town caught an infection or virus or whatever the TV heads said. I studied a ton on my own. I learned how to do stuff. I got my license out of town, once I was old enough. I went to the school for a bit too, courses, and did some other stuff. 

	“When I went to the city they had a guy at Best Buy, he walked me through the internet. I learned so much once I had the internet. It really connected me, you know? Like I could keep on looking and that’s how I found your show and contacted you.”

	There were a handful of buildings charred but greyed with passing seasons. There were just as many places half-toppled, bricks piled on skids. 

	“Back up, you’re getting ahead. You stayed, why?” Tamara asked. They’d filmed the first three hours of the history in a strange trailer with two brick additions tacked onto the back. There were two windmills and a row of solar panels on the lawn. A blackened barn foundation sat vacant at the rear. Matt had mentioned when they’d arrived that every winter, he flooded the space and played ice hockey, had pylons, wooden cut out goalies, and pro-quality nets. He’d said that sometimes he’d take out a laptop and rework historical goals, silly.

	“It’s my home, and, well, you’ll see. I didn’t do this just so you could have a story. You’re passing a message for me.”

	“What?”

	“Just be patient, it’s important, the world needs to know.”

	“Cryptic,” the cameraman whispered. This was a man named Darren who knew neither Tamara nor Matt, but replied to a message on Craigslist and agreed to the job as it was no experience needed and he’d recently lost his spot at the Petro-Canada station by his parents’ house when his buddies convinced him to stage a robbery. The cops figured it out within twenty hours upon checking the suspected individuals’ Facebook timelines against the supposed victim’s page.

	“What do you mean by that?” Tamara asked Matt, but eyed the camera, sending a quick, unspoken message for the man to shut up.

	Matt wheeled around a corner and pulled up to a squat brick building. The former police station, according to the letters above the door done in tarnished steel. 

	“Okay, so while people were mourning, something hit me. I hadn’t left Roy and Todd alive to get away. I’d tied them up and gagged them before I left the hospital. I didn’t know then, but I had something up here that knew better.” Matt tapped his right temple with an index finger. “It was subconscious, but I knew the worms had control, but my brothers were still in there, beneath it all.”

	“Wait, why are we at the police station?” Darren whispered, obviously leery. 

	“Zip it,” Tamara said and continued in behind Matt, through the doors into the dim building. Matt hit the lights. “You either come along and shut up, or you don’t get paid.”

	Matt turned and grinned. A sad expression. “I had to work at night. People were still around then and mad for the first weeks after. They killed the freaks on sight, so I dragged the brothers out to the forest behind the hospital. Them and a bunch of the boxes, even then I didn’t recognize why I did it all. But it wasn’t long after. I was thirteen when I started looking for more of them, the internet helped a million these last bunch of years, but still, I’m never sure. I think I’ve got their trail, and so do you.

	“Anyway, I took them in a handi-van from the old-age home and carted them into the cells. Not easy. I cried a lot. When I pulled their gags it broke my heart to hear their voices. They begged me to let them out, and Roy was still clever. The worm tried to make his body and mouth trick me. Instead, I sucked it up and told myself over and over, they weren’t them on the outside anymore.”

	Matt, Tamara, and Darren walked as a group into the basement where the cells were. Matt flicked another light switch. A short hallway led to three cells and an office across the way. Huge chains wrapped through the bars, latching over the mostly empty cells. 

	“I had to use a chain because I gave them medical books and stuff from the hospital to fix up their broken bones. They’d use the scalpel on the locks as soon as I turned around. I even had to re-pour a layer to the foundation about three years ago.” Matt said, leading the way.

	A massive, boxy, high-definition TV stood outside a cell with cords running across the hall. There was a PS4, a Nintendo Switch, and an XBOX One standing in a row on the cement floor next to it. Also, a chair was angled just out of reach from the cells, but close enough to keep good eyes on the TV.

	“In the second cell, Todd and Roy. In the third there, Carl and Larry,” Matt said and pointed. “And those boxes on the shelf in the first cell are sleeping worms.”

	“Wait, what?” Tamara said.

	The camera panned onto the deformed faces of the enormous figures in the cells. They all had long black hair and deep brown eyes. The bulbous features created shadows that added to the intensity of the stares.

	“You gotta help us, this guy is crazy!” Roy said. His enlarged teeth getting in the way of his speech.

	Matt could tell them apart after the years and mostly gradual changes, but to look at them without ever seeing them, they resembled something akin to troglodytes in museum wax, come to life.

	“What’s going on?” Tamara’s voice was small.

	“I knew they’d have some pull with you, so I got this out ready to show you. So you believe me over them.

	“Don’t believe him, he’s insane!” Larry shouted.

	“Stop it or no food,” Matt said.

	“He’s put us in here because of how we look. We have a genetic deformity. We aren’t monster men. We aren’t what he says.”

	“Zip it, Larry, or I won’t charge your controllers,” Matt said as he untied a ribbon on a black box he’d picked up from a bench. “I think they’re getting sick, probably die if I don’t keep feeding them.”

	“Jesus Christ.” Darren pointed the camera steady on the slow wriggling, burgundy worms. They were still huge, but greying as if the blood within wasn’t so vital anymore.

	“You can’t be serious,” Tamara said.

	“Did you think I made all that up?” Matt asked, annoyed.

	“No, I…I guess I figured you were schizo or something,” Tamara said.

	“Thanks, thanks a lot. Doesn’t matter,” Matt said and lowered his face to get it partway in the frame. “I need to talk to any of you freaks out there. I have twenty-five more boxes, two worms in each. I’ve fed them and kept them alive, and you can have them if you tell me how to get my brothers back.”

	Darren lifted the camera to Matt as he straightened. 

	“You can get in contact with this woman through her YouTube thing. That’s how I found her and she can have you contact me. Or you can come to Tiberton. I have the place rigged up ready to blow at a moment’s notice, so if you come, don’t try anything stupid.”

	The Ray brothers had quieted.

	“What do you mean rigged?” Tamara asked.

	Matt ignored her. “I’m not a monster, so you see that I feed them, all of them. Usually I go to the city and the university, there’s a whole bunch of students who’ll lose a pint for a hundred. But they prefer fresh stuff, isn’t that right?”

	Todd said, “Fresh stuff?” foregoing the ruse of captured victim. 

	“Blood?” Tamara said and gulped.

	Matt pulled a small handgun from his loose-fitting Levi’s pocket. “Have a seat in the office. You follow her, but keep that camera running, and if you try anything I’ll pop that lock.” Matt lifted his smartphone and showed an app screen featuring a few options, but the largest being a closed padlock. “Technology is amazing, huh?”

	Tamara sat. Darren filmed. Matt pocketed the gun and the phone. He rolled an empty IV bag and a short stand. Tamara stared forward, terrified. She winced at the pinch of flesh and vein. The bag began filling from the line running down her arm and then bending up to the stand.

	“This will take a while, how about you have a seat next to your employer and roll up your sleeve?”

	“Man, I hate needles,” Darren whined. 

	“It sucks, huh? But life isn’t always fair.” Matt took the camera and set it on a table in a way that got everything in view. Once he had the cameraman’s blood running, he leaned down in front of the lens. “I’ve been good. Everybody eats, tell me how to get the worms out of my brothers or I’ll destroy every last worm I have. I’ll give you a year. The boys have been changing faster lately, well puberty changed them a ton, but I mean they’re becoming less themselves, so maybe there’s a war inside that they’re losing, which means it won’t kill me to kill them. Get at me, tell me how to fix this or I’ll destroy these worms and take my show on the road. Lilitu and every other name you go by will burn. Try me if you think I’m playing. I’ve come this far. See if I’m playing.”

	Matt then turned and left the viewfinder screen, returning a few seconds later with a box of chocolate chip cookies and a bin of gummy worms, setting them on the bench between the blood donors.

	A door closed beyond view and a lock clicked. The camera remained pinned on the shocked and saddened faces as they drained of color. The situation had turned seriously weird and uncomfortable in rapid order.

	“Quick game?” Matt’s voice asked, out of view.
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