
        
            
                
            
        

    April showers bring May flowers. But as the rain-swollen creeks recede, the residents of one rural Pennsylvania town learn that April showers bring something far worse than destructive floods and property damage. This year, the April showers have brought a cryptozoological nightmare named Scratch, and only pain and terror follow in his wake.
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There is an old adage that says April showers bring May flowers. I guess this is true, but with global warming, who really knows? Things are definitely different from how they were when I was younger. The last few years, I’ve seen deer ticks clinging to my dog in December, and fruit trees budding and blossoming in late February. When I was a kid, we had maybe six or seven snow days a year. I always looked forward to those—a day off school spent sledding down the big hill behind my parent’s house, staying out until my fingers, ears and nose were numb, and then coming back inside to find a mug of hot chocolate waiting for me, complete with little marshmallows. 

These days, my son, Dylan, is lucky if he gets one full day off school due to inclement weather. Last year, they just had a few two-hour delays, and there was never enough snow for him to play in. You can’t make a snowman with powder and you can’t build a snow fort out of slush. The brand new sled I bought him at Wal-Mart sat in our garage all winter long, shiny and unused. 

The weathermen and politicians argue about the cause, just like they do every year. Some say it’s global warming. Others say it’s El Nino. And still others say that it’s just part of a cycle—that these things happen every so often.

Perhaps that is true. Perhaps some things appear and disappear in cycles. 

Regardless of your political or spiritual beliefs, I think there’s one thing that we can all agree on—Mother Nature is changing, and not for the better. There’s another old adage that we often hear—the more things change, the more they stay the same. But that wasn’t true last spring. 

Last spring, everything changed and nothing’s been the same since. 

A few nights before it happened, Dylan crawled up on my lap with one of those little paperback joke books, and asked, “Daddy, if April showers bring May flowers, then what do Mayflowers bring?” 

I pretended that I’d never heard the joke before. “I don’t know. What?” 

“Pilgrims!” 

Then we laughed and played some video games together before I tucked him into bed. 

That was the final good memory I have from last spring. After that, things were forever altered. Our backyard. The creek. My heart and mind. My beliefs. All of it just washed away. 

Last year, the April showers brought the flood and destruction and death and permanent, irrevocable change. 

And Old Scratch. 

And when it was all over, the May flowers growing in our backyard seemed to pale in comparison to him.




               




My name is Evan Fisher. If you read comic books—or graphic novels, as they’re called today—then you’ve probably heard of me. I’m an illustrator and inker. Or, as my father used to put it before a long, ugly battle with lung cancer took him from us three years ago, I draw ‘funny books’ for a living. I’d always explain to my father that there wasn’t much ‘fun’ going on in modern comics—that they were dark and bleak and full of adult situations and characters, but I don’t think he ever quite believed me. It took me a long time to convince him that illustrating comics was a serious job. My Dad worked for the foundry in Hanover all his life, and it gave him a certain mentality common to his generation of working Americans. Unless you were earning a living with your hands, he didn’t view it as work. But eventually, I showed him that I was working with my hands—and furthermore, that I was able to earn a pretty decent living by doing it. Sure, my wife, Marlena, still had to work, but show me a middle class married couple that doesn’t have both spouses working these days. So we weren’t rich—so what? We weren’t unhappy. We did okay. We weren’t poor and we didn’t have much debt. In the end, I won my father over. Before Dad died, he told me that he was proud of me. 

But he never stopped calling them funny books. 

Before last spring, life was pretty good. I’d been nominated for my second Eisner Award, along with my co-creator, Timothy Graco, for our work on United Hero Federation. I’d just picked up a regular gig doing the pencils for The Electric Skull. Dark Horse and Antarctic Press were throwing more work at me than I could handle, and both Marvel and DC were trying to convince me to sign exclusivity deals with them. All of this without an agent. 

With the money I was earning, Marlena and I were able to buy a house near Craley, one of the more rural parts of York County, Pennsylvania. We had three acres of land—enough room for Dylan to do all the things that boys do at his age. There were lots of tall, old-growth trees jutting from the yard, and at the far end of our property, there was a swift, cold trout stream. It was about twelve feet across and knee-deep in most places. I fished there every weekend for a few months until the novelty wore off. We bought a dog for Dylan—a friendly, playful mutt that he named Sanchez. The two of them ran around in the backyard together. 

We only had two neighbors. A retired couple named Jeff and Anna-Marie Price had three acres bordering the east of our property. A single mother named Thena lived on the far side of the trout stream, along with her kids, Derrick and Josie. They were a bit older than Dylan, but seemed nice enough. The other side of our property bordered a vast marsh, and past that lay four miles of state-owned game land—a lush, thick wilderness that could never be developed or forested. Beyond the woods was the Susquehanna River, which our stream also fed into. Many times that first year, the four of us—me, Marlena, Dylan and Sanchez, would hike along the creek bank all the way to the river, where we’d have a picnic lunch before trekking home again. Usually, Dylan’s legs gave out halfway back, and I’d end up giving him a piggyback ride the rest of the way. 

We’d bought the house in early summer. We landscaped the yard, filling it with shrubs and fruit trees and a multitude of seasonal flowers. I spent most of that first autumn setting up my office. We had a cement block two-car garage next to the house, and I converted half of it into a workspace. Even after I’d finished, the office still looked like it was under construction. Marlena called it “organized chaos”, and I guess that’s a pretty apt description. There were three work tables. One was a drawing table with an architect lamp attached to it. Another housed my computer and both of my printers. The third held my scanner, along with sketch paper, an automatic pencil sharpener, jars full of pens and markers, my light-box, rulers, t-squares, a watercolor tray, tubes of paint, pastel boxes, charcoal, a matte cutter, and razor blades. Atop all of this lay scripts for whatever I was currently working on. There were three bookshelves stuffed full of reference material, and binders with my sketches and notes. On top of the bookshelves was an army of action figures and other toys—everything from Judge Dredd to The Herculoids. Next to the shelves, an oversized nine-drawer filing cabinet stood with more toys lying on top of it. I’d covered the windows with drywall—I didn’t want the distraction. There was a bulletin board on the wall, and a mirror for making faces in (that way I could copy the expressions). A framed picture of Marlena, Dylan, and me hung next to that. We’d had it taken at Sears a year before. There were no paintings or art—especially mine. I found stuff like that to be distracting, just like windows. The only other artwork on the walls were the various crayon drawings that Dylan had made for me over the years: Godzilla fighting some stick figure soldiers. The Hulk eating a bowl of beans. Dylan often said that when he grew up, he wanted to be an artist like Daddy. Or an astronaut. 

Personally, I was hoping he’d lean towards astronaut. Maybe that was just my subconscious desire to live vicariously through him. I’d wanted to be an astronaut when I grew up, but life didn’t work out that way. Sometimes, I still dream about it. 

Marlena worked from home, too, which was really nice. She had to keep regular hours (her bosses could tell if she was logged in or not) but I made my own schedule. As a result, we didn’t have to put Dylan in daycare. It wasn’t unusual for an entire week to go by without us leaving the house. Marlena’s work was sent via email, and I sent mine as FTP files. I used Globe Package Services for shipping actual art, and they picked it up right at our front door. 

It was a comfortable, happy, safe environment until Old Scratch came. 

After that, I never felt safe again.

Here is what happened. Only a few other people know the whole story, and none of them are talking, either. 

You won’t believe it at first, but that’s okay. 

Neither did I, until it was too late.




               




When the storm began, I was in my office, trying to beat a deadline. My MP3 player was cranking out some old school Anthrax—“Be All, End All”—so when the thunder started, I mistook it for Frank Bello’s bass-playing at first. I sang along, oblivious. It wasn’t until the rumbling grew loud enough to drown out the music that I realized what it was. 

We rarely watch television, and we don’t get the newspaper, so I had no idea if the local forecast was calling for thunderstorms or not. It didn’t matter in any case. I had just been out-side a few minutes before to sign for a delivery, and the sky had been a clear, pale blue with baby powder clouds. The storm had come on suddenly. I turned down the music and listened as another blast rolled overhead. It was followed by the patter of raindrops hitting the roof. They fell slowly at first, but their speed quickly increased. It sounded like someone was throwing coins at my office. 

I was just about to get up and go have a look when the power went out. Without the benefit of windows, my office was instantly dark. I couldn’t even see the desk in front of me. The printer beeped and fell silent. The monitors blinked and then faded to black. Anthrax stopped playing. The only sound was the rain drumming steadily on the roof, growing louder with each passing moment, and more grumbles of thunder.

Moving carefully, I slid my chair back from the table and got to my feet. Holding my hands out in front of me, I tried navigating my office from memory, stumbling to the door. I banged into a table, knocking some action figures and a mug full of pens to the floor. I cursed, then cringed. I’d been making a concerted effort to watch my language around Dylan, and even though he wasn’t out there with me, I still felt guilty. 

The situation was actually sort of scary. My office was usually my castle. I felt at peace there. Comforted. Inside those four walls, nothing else mattered. Not bills or car repairs or doctor’s appointments. Not the price of gas or the war or which politician had lied today. Not requests from my editors or negative reviews or what some basement-dwelling fan boy said about me on a message board. My office was free from all of that. I looked forward to going out to it every morning. But now that the lights were off, that same comforting space became strange and sinister and filled with darkness. My breathing sounded very loud, and my ears began to ring. 

When my fingertips brushed against the wall, I stopped and fumbled around until I found the door. With a small sigh of relief, I flung it open only to find more darkness waiting for me. The sun was gone, replaced by black, roiling clouds that blanketed the sky. They looked almost solid, as if a new continent was floating above the house. Cold, fat raindrops stung my face and arms. I ducked back inside again, leaving the door hanging open. Seconds later, a gust of wind slammed it shut. Cursing, I forced it open and plunged outside. 

The rain fell in sheets and I could barely see the house, even though it was only about twenty feet away from me. I caught a glimpse of movement at the kitchen window—Marlena or Dylan looking outside. Something crackled overhead. I glanced up at the ominous sky as a bolt of blue-white lightning flashed across it. I motioned for whoever was at the window to get away from it. By the time I’d reached the front porch, hail had begun to fall with the rain. Each ball was about the size of my thumbnail. They hammered our cars, the house, and the trees in the yard. The noise was terrible. It even drowned out the thunder. 

Marlena held the door open and I stumbled inside, dripping water all over the floor. It streamed from my chin and nose and fingers, and when I shook my head, droplets splattered against the wall. She slammed the door behind me. I noticed that she was holding a flashlight. As she shined the beam in my face, I shook off some more. 

“Stop it,” Marlena scolded. “You’re worse than Sanchez. Stay here while I get you a towel.” 

As she turned away, I grabbed her waist and spun her around. Before she could protest, I squeezed her to me, soaking her clothes. 

“Evan! Stop ...” 

By the way she clung to me, I could tell that she didn’t really mean it. She softened against me and I gave her a kiss. Her lips felt warm. The moment was broken only by Sanchez barking and Dylan giggling. They stood side-by-side in the kitchen, watching us with obvious delight. Despite their expressions, though, it was easy to see that both of them were nervous. Sanchez had his tail firmly between his legs. His ears were down and he was panting heavily. Dylan chewed on his index finger—something he’d done since he was a baby every time he was upset or scared. In his other hand, he clutched his Spider-Man flashlight. It had come with a gift set—nightlight, flashlight, toothbrush and cup. The beam was dim. I reminded myself to change the batteries for him. 

More lightning crackled outside. Dylan and Sanchez both jumped. I flicked water at them and Dylan giggled again, momentarily distracted. Marlena went to the hall closet to get me a towel. Then another clap of thunder shook the house, and Sanchez fled for the safety of the bathroom, where he jumped into the tub and hid, cowering against the porcelain. Dylan’s bottom lip trembled at this desertion. 

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s just a thunderstorm. Nothing to worry about.” 

“But it went all dark and the TV is off.” 

“It’ll come back on in a bit. Meanwhile, we’ll have some fun. You’re not scared, are you?” 

He was hesitant. “No. But Sanchez is.” 

“Well, then you have to be brave for Sanchez. Okay?” 

“What’s that noise outside? It sounds like someone’s throwing rocks at our house.” 

“That’s hail.” 

He gasped. “Daddy, you said a bad word.” 

“Hail,” I repeated, annunciating the syllables. “Not H-E-double toothpicks.” 

His smile returned. “What’s hail?” 

“Big balls of ice that fall out of the sky.” 

“But it’s not wintertime.” 

“No,” I agreed. “It isn’t.” 

Before I could explain further, Marlena returned with some towels. I dried off and tossed them right into the washing machine. Then I ducked into the bedroom, changed my clothes, and threw the wet stuff on top of the towels, pausing only to go in the bathroom and give the dog a quick pat on the head, reassuring him that everything would be okay. I don’t know if it made him feel any better, but I sure did. 

Marlena had acted quickly when the power went out. She already had candles burning in each of the rooms, and if it hadn’t been for the noise outside, the house would have almost felt cozy. Instead, the atmosphere was almost sinister. Hail drummed against the skylights and roof, rain rushed through the gutters and streamed down the side of the house, and every time it thundered, Sanchez whined in the bathroom. We tried to coax him out of the bathtub with a rawhide bone, and then with a can of food, but he refused to budge. 

I changed the batteries in Dylan’s flashlight. Then Dylan, Marlena and I huddled together on the couch and waited for the storm to pass. It didn’t. Instead, it grew worse. Each time I thought it had peaked, the storm reached a new and frightening crescendo. I told them both to stay away from the windows and the skylights. It wasn’t like they could see much anyway. Visibility was down to almost nothing. We could see as far as the first few trees in the yard, watching as they swayed back and forth, leaning closer and closer to the house. Beyond them, the world had been swallowed by a wall of black. Rain and hail fell in torrential sheets, almost like a waterfall. The noise of it hitting the vinyl siding and shingles was so loud that we had to shout to hear each other. Lightning crackled overhead, followed by a loud boom as it struck something nearby. Dylan whimpered. Marlena and I both put our arms around him and told him it would be alright. Then we glanced at each other. I felt nervous and apprehensive, and I saw those same emotions mirrored in Marlena’s eyes. 

With all the noise, talking became futile, and each of us retreated into our own thoughts. My mind wandered. I despaired when I thought about the fruit trees and crown vetch I’d planted along the creek bank just a few weeks before, during the first warm day in March. Chances were they’d be washed away now, especially the crown vetch seed. I thought about some of the bigger trees in the yard, and wondered if they’d hit the house should they fall. Then I tried to remember if I had gas in the chainsaw or not, in case they did fall. It used that stupid oil and gasoline mixture, and no matter how many times I tried, I always mixed it wrong, and the chainsaw would belch out blue clouds of noxious smoke. I thought about the creek and how close the rushing waters could get to us if it breached its banks. I didn’t know if we had flood insurance or not. Marlena was better at handling stuff like that, so I always let her. I considered asking her, but decided that if she wasn’t thinking about it, then there was no reason to worry her even more. 

Lightning crashed again, and something fell nearby. 

I stared at my wife and child. Dylan clung to her, his face partially buried beneath her breasts, his eyes wide and fearful. Marlena stroked his hair and leaned close and whispered something that I couldn’t hear. Whatever it was, the words seemed to calm him. I suddenly felt a wave of love for them both so strong that its intensity surprised me. Don’t get me wrong. I love them all the time. But we don’t really go through our lives thinking about it every minute, now do we? 

At that moment, I was. 

Eventually, there was a lull in the storm. The rain slowed to a steady patter, and the rumbles of thunder grew brief, almost as an afterthought. Sanchez slunk out of the bathroom and hopped up on the couch with us. His tail was still between his legs and his ears hung low. His expression was comical. He looked embarrassed. I scratched his ears and told him that he was a brave dog. 

Dylan looked up from his mother’s chest and blinked. 

“Is it over, Daddy?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I think it is, almost.” 

Then the thunder roared again, making a liar out of me.




               




The storm stuck around for another few hours, and even after the worst of it had passed, the rain continued, slowing to a drizzle. Marlena and Dylan had fallen asleep. Sanchez slept, too, with his head resting on my leg. Occasionally he stirred, looking up at me with big, mournful eyes, pleading (in that telepathic way that only dogs and cats can), for me to make the thunderstorm go away. 

“I wish I could, buddy,” I whispered. “I wish I could.” 

It’s a funny thing, love. With it comes responsibility. I’d thought I was responsible until I met Marlena, and then I set out to prove to her just how responsible and mature I could be, because I wanted her to marry me. A year later, I’d impressed her, her parents, my own family and friends, and even myself. Especially myself. The new Evan Fisher was an improvement on the old. We got married and I promised all the things you vow to do on your wedding day—and I meant them. But that responsibility had paled in comparison to the duty I felt once I became a father. Dylan and Marlena and Sanchez were everything to me. It sounds trite to say that you’d die for someone. The phrase has been overused in pop culture, but that doesn’t make it any less true. Fact was, I would die for my family, without a moment’s thought. It was my job—my primal instinct—to protect them from harm, no matter what the cost. For the most part, I did. I made sure we were provided for. Made sure we ate. Made sure we had health care and a roof over our heads. I drove safely. Made Dylan wear his seatbelt. Taught him not to play with matches or talk to strangers. All the things we do to keep our kids safe. 

I felt frustrated and afraid. There was no way to protect them from what was raging outside our home. Mother Nature is the fiercest predator of all, and you can’t stop her with your wits or a gun or the law. If she wants your loved ones, she can take them any time she wants them, and there’s not a damned thing you can do about it. 

So I sat there, and I waited.




               




It did end, eventually, as all storms do. The power was still out, and the house was quiet, except for Sanchez’s snoring. I gently disentangled myself and stood up. My legs tingled. I rubbed them to get the circulation flowing again. Then I snuffed out the candles and went to the window. Fragrant candle smoke drifted up behind me. It was still murky and dull outside, but at least it was no longer black. Faint sunlight peeked out from be-hind the clouds. A thick layer of fog covered the ground, and I could only see about ten feet—but that was enough to tell that things were a mess. The grass was littered with fallen branches, tree limbs, and leaves. Living as close as we did to the stream, our drainage had never been good. Now, pools of water filled the low spots in the yard. 

Sanchez stirred behind me. He sat up and shook his head, his ears flapping back and forth. Dylan always called that his ‘helicopter impression’. The sound woke up Marlena and Dylan, and after a few yawns and stretches, they joined me at the window. Marlena gasped, but it was Dylan who summed things up perfectly. 

“Oh Hell.” 

“Dylan!” Marlena’s tone was shocked and stern. “You don’t say things like that.” 

“I didn’t curse,” he insisted. “I said H-A-Y-L, not H-E-double toothpicks. Daddy said it earlier.” 

Marlena gave me a dirty look. Grinning, I shrugged. 

“He’s right, though,” I said. “It looks pretty bad out there.”

“Do you think we’re flooding?” 

“It’s hard to say. Probably. I can’t see the stream from here. Maybe I should go out and check on things. Survey the damage—see if there are power lines down or anything.” 

“Can I go with you, Daddy?” 

“No,” I said. “You need to stay inside with Mommy, bud.” 

Dylan tried out his well-practiced pout, which worked on me about fifty percent of the time. 

“But I want to go outside.” 

“Not yet, Dylan. Let me go see how bad things are. You can go out later. Besides, Mommy is still a little worried, and I need you to stay here and make her feel better. Okay?” 

He sighed, shoulders slumping. “Okay.” 

Sanchez trotted over to join us, and cast a longing glance at the door. 

“He probably needs to pee,” Marlena said. “I’m surprised he didn’t go all over the house, like he did last time there was thunder.” 

“I’ll take him.” 

With the prospect of going outside already forgotten, Dylan busied himself with his toys. He sat cross-legged on the floor, playing with his Thomas the Tank Engine set, making little choo-choo sounds. He laid his Spider-man flashlight on the carpet next to him, illuminating the scene. 

I put on my jacket and boots. When Sanchez saw that, he knew it was his cue. He ran to the door and stood there, wagging his tail impatiently. Marlena kissed my cheek and told me to be careful. I promised her that I would. 

Then we stepped out into the aftermath. 

Cold, wet mist clung to my face and hair. Shivering, I zipped my jacket up tighter. My glasses fogged over, and I had to wipe them off with my shirt. Sanchez padded along beside me, sniffing the ground, head swiveling from side-to-side. The first thing I did was examine the house, making sure the gutters were still in place, and checking the windows and the siding. Luckily, none of the windows were broken, but three of them were cracked. The siding on one side of the house had taken the worst of the damage. It looked like someone had peppered it with a machine gun. The gutters were dented, but seemed sound enough. There were a few roof tiles in the yard, but that would be an easy enough fix. No major damage, and the siding and windows would be easy enough to replace. 

Satisfied, we checked out the rest of the property. The mist had a strange, dampening effect on noise. I heard a lone bird chirping, but otherwise, the only sound was the stream. It was roaring. I couldn’t see it, but I knew what that sound meant. 

The water was high. 

We came across the first downed tree about fifty feet from the house—one of the old pines that had been there long before we moved in. Lightning had shattered the top half, and there was debris everywhere. The trunk’s remains looked sturdy enough, but I’d have to take it down before the rest fell over. That meant struggling with my chainsaw. I groaned aloud at the prospect. 

Sanchez and I continued exploring, winding our way around fallen limbs and puddles. The sound of rushing water grew louder. He paused and lapped at a pool of rainwater while I turned around and looked behind us. The house was gone now, concealed in the fog. I’d hoped to see Marlena and Dylan watching me from the window, and their absence made my breath hitch, though I didn’t know why. I chalked it up to a case of post-storm nerves. 

Sanchez lifted his leg and pissed on a pile of leaves. After a moment, I joined him. Steam rose from our urine. I glanced towards the marsh. It was covered with standing water, and the hailstones had flattened the reeds and other vegetation. The marsh was usually full of frogs and ducks and snakes. I wondered what kind of damage they’d incurred. 

Finished peeing, we continued on. The mist parted as we neared the trout stream, and I groaned again. The creek had breached its banks. The rhododendron bush that Marlena and I had planted when we moved in was completely underwater, and a nearby elm sapling was partially submerged. As I’d suspected, my fruit trees and crown vetch were all gone, along with much of the grass and soil along the bank. I could only imagine how bad the erosion would be once the waters receded. 

I edged forward, cautious. The churning rapids kept Sanchez cowed, and he remained where he was. Brown water, the color of caramel, rushed by. The constant roar was incredible—louder and more awe-inspiring than the thunderstorm that had preceded it. Foot high waves, topped with white, bubbling foam lapped at the yard. A constant barrage of debris rushed by—branches, plastic bottles, a Styrofoam cooler, leaves, a fishing rod, a dead deer, old tires, scraps of cloth and plastic sheeting, chicken wire, aluminum cans, siding, roof shingles, a tangle of barbed wire, lumber, a wooden crate, shattered planks from someone’s footbridge, fence posts, a telephone pole with the wires still attached and grasping at the banks like tentacles, and a massive whole tree, roots and all, barreling down the creek like a hundred-foot long battering ram. It slammed into the far bank, shearing off a huge chunk of topsoil and revealing the red clay beneath. 

The water was so loud that I didn’t realize Sanchez was growling until he barked. 

Startled, I spun around and glanced at him. The dog stood stiffly, haunches up, tail low to the ground, ears flattened against his head. He stared at the creek. One lip was frozen in a sneer. For a moment, he looked like a canine version of Billy Idol. 

“What’s wrong, buddy?” 

He bared his teeth and growled again. His hackles were raised. I’d never seen him like this. He barked when a delivery truck pulled into our driveway, or when someone came to the door, but otherwise, Sanchez was usually pretty serene. 

I followed his gaze, and then I saw it. The problem was, I didn’t know what it actually was. At first, I thought it was just another tree or log, partially submerged beneath the foam. About three feet of it jutted above the surface. The rest was below the water. It was solid black, about five feet thick, and appeared smooth and slick. Convinced that he couldn’t be barking at a tree, I was about to look elsewhere ... 

... when the object moved. 

It curved, like a hump, and then slid beneath the churning waters. Sanchez’s barking grew more frenzied. Beneath the surface, I caught a glimpse of a long, shadowy form. It glided towards the far bank and then, as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone. 

“What the hell?” 

Sanchez looked up at me, his ears flattened to the sides of his head, and whined. 

I turned back to the creek and glanced across the way. The thing—whatever it had been—hadn’t surfaced again. The flooding was worse on the far side. The mist wasn’t as thick along the banks, and I saw Thena’s house clearly. It sat only thirty feet from the shoreline, and now, waves lapped at her front porch. Thena’s Jeep was parked in the driveway, and the water had crept above the tires. She’d had a rabbit hutch in the front yard, and it was gone, swept away in the flood. 

She must have been inside the house, watching. Or maybe she’d heard Sanchez barking. Whatever the case, the front door opened and Thena stepped out onto the porch, wearing sweat pants and a baggy t-shirt. She cast a pensive glance at the rising water and then looked at me. I waved, and she waved back. She hollered something, but I couldn’t hear her. The raging torrent drowned out all other noise. 

She pointed at the water, and I nodded. 

“Just stay inside,” I yelled. “Go upstairs and stay put.” 

She frowned, trying to understand me. 

I pointed at her Jeep, and then at the water, trying to convey that the creek was already too high and attempting to drive out wasn’t a good idea. I don’t know if she understood me or not, but she raised her hand to her ear and mimed making a phone call. 

I shook my head. “The phones are out!” 

Her shoulders slumped. Thena stared at me, her eyes imploring. Then she glanced back down at the water again. She went back inside, closing the door behind her. 

My thoughts returned to the thing in the water, trying to figure out what it had been? A car tire, maybe? Or a catfish, taking advantage of the floodwaters to swim upstream from the river? 

“Come on, boy.” 

Sanchez trotted along beside me as I cut across the yard, heading for Jeff and Anna-Marie’s house. The flooding was just as bad along their portion of the creek. Being retired, Jeff entertained himself as a gentleman farmer. He had a small contingent of chickens, along with two goats and a beehive. The hive was already gone, claimed by the flood, and the waters crept perilously close to the chicken coop. If they didn’t recede soon, my guess was that they wouldn’t stop there. His goat pen would be next. Jeff must have realized that, too, because as we drew nearer and the fog parted, we caught sight of him standing next to the goat pen. He raised his hand in greeting and Sanchez ran to him, wagging his tail and sniffing the ground at Jeff’s feet. My neighbor bent over and scratched behind the dog’s ears. I hurried to catch up with them, but the wet ground didn’t cooperate. My boots squelched with each step. 

“Heya, Evan!” 

I nodded, out of breath. “Hi, Jeff. This is pretty bad, huh?” 

He shrugged. “It’s bad, but I’ve seen worse. Second year after Anna-Marie and I moved in here, the water got all the way up to the house.” 

“Really?” 

“But that was a long time ago,” he conceded. “This is the worst I’ve seen it since then.” 

“I’m sorry about your beehive.” 

“Don’t be. It’s my fault. Shouldn’t have put them so close to the creek. I just hope it lets up soon.” 

“Do you think it will?” 

“No.” 

The wind picked up, dissipating some of the fog. 

“I saw Thena.” I pointed towards her house, and noticed that in the brief time it had taken me to walk from the creek bank to Jeff’s house, the water had risen even higher on that side. Now, the waves were breaking over her porch. 

“Her and the kids okay?” 

“I’m not sure. I guess so. We couldn’t hear each other, because of the noise. It looked like she was thinking about making a break for it.” 

“Hope not. That water will wash that Jeep of hers right down the stream. She’ll end up in the Susquehanna.” 

“We should do something.” 

“Don’t know about you, but our phones are out. Cell phones, too. No coverage, what with this storm.” 

In truth, cell phone coverage was spotty in our valley even on clear days. I don’t know all the technical aspects, but it had something to do with line of sight between us and the nearest tower. I didn’t think it would help to bring that up, though. 

“What about your bass boat?” I suggested. “Maybe we could bring her and the kids over to this side, until the waters recede?” 

Jeff shook his head. “Can’t. The current’s too strong. That little motor would never cut it. We’d get swept downstream just like everything else. End up in the damn river.” 

He quit petting Sanchez and stood up, wiping his hands on his pants and leaving behind tufts of wet dog fur. I was about to ask if he had any other suggestions when we heard a loud crash from the stream. We both looked in time to see a sprawling old oak tree that had been jutting out over the creek bank topple into the waters. It floated there, bobbing atop the brown waves, and then slowly started to disengage from the bank and float away. 

“How did that happen?” 

“Wet ground,” Jeff said. “It’s all clay along that bank. Reaches a certain point where the roots just can’t hold on anymore. I’m surprised it lasted this long. I thought for sure it would fall a few summers ago.” 

Sanchez started growling again, staring at Thena’s house. We followed his gaze but the fog had descended again, and we couldn’t see anything through the mist. 

“What’s wrong, buddy?” Jeff reached down and scratched his ears. Sanchez barely noticed. His attention was focused elsewhere. 

“He did this earlier, too,” I said. “I don’t know what he’s barking at. We saw something, but I couldn’t tell what it was.” 

“Well, let’s go have a look.” 

We waded back across the yard. Sanchez trotted along beside us. He moved stiffly, his body tensed. His growls increased as we neared the swollen creek. We stopped along the bank, not daring to go further in case it gave way and we fell in. The fog parted, and we caught sight of Thena’s house again. The Jeep was still parked in the driveway, but now the water was over the tires and lapping at the underside. It had also crept over the porch. Tiny waves buffeted the stoop beneath the front door. 

Sanchez erupted, barking furiously. At the same time, he backed away from the stream. 

“See anything?” Jeff asked. 

I wiped the moisture off my glasses again and tried to catch sight of Thena or her kids in one of the second-story windows. 

Instead, I saw something else. 

My brain didn’t process it at first. I mean, I saw it, but what I was seeing didn’t register. It was so unexpected, so unreal, that my gaze only lingered on it for a moment. I looked elsewhere, then paused and brought my attention back to it again. 

A long, thick form jutted from one of the downstairs windows. I’d never been inside Thena’s house, so I didn’t know which room it was. The thing—whatever it was—looked like a giant black tentacle. It wriggled slowly from side to side, as if agitated. At its thickest point, I’d guess it measured close to five feet in circumference. The tapered end was much thinner—maybe a foot round. I couldn’t see a head. Just that thrashing, elongated form, coiling and uncoiling. 

Jeff reached out and grabbed my shoulder. He squeezed hard, his fingers grating against my bone, but I barely felt it. Sanchez kept barking. 

“My God,” Jeff gasped, swaying back and forth. “Do you see it?” 

Speechless, I nodded. 

The thing continued wiggling, oblivious to our presence. Maybe it couldn’t hear us over the noise of the flood, or maybe it just didn’t care. 

“What is it?” 

Jeff didn’t answer me. I turned to him. His face was ashen, his eyes wide. His mouth hung open so wide that I could see his fillings. 

“Jeff? What the hell is it?” 

He muttered something but with Sanchez’s racket and the roaring creek, I couldn’t hear him. 

“What?” 

“Old Scratch. It has to be!” 

I started to respond, but he pointed at the house. His finger trembled. 

“Look!” 

I glanced back at Thena’s. The thing had wriggled farther into the home. Now, only the tip was visible, hanging over the windowsill. It smacked against the side of the house, denting the aluminum siding. There was still no sign of Thena or her kids. 

Jeff pulled my arm. “Come on.” 

“But what about—” 

“Now!” 

Sanchez yipped in agreement. I allowed the two of them to lead me away from the creek. I glanced over my shoulder once, and the thing had vanished into Thena’s house. 

Then the mist closed around us and I saw no more. 

If Thena and her children were screaming, I wouldn’t have been able to tell.




               




Jeff led me back towards my house. He walked quickly, splashing heedlessly through the puddles, and I had to hurry to keep up with him. Sanchez ran ahead of us, apparently happy to be away from the creek. Despite my protests, Jeff didn’t speak until we were standing in my driveway, and then, he answered my questions with one of his own. 

“You own a gun?” 

“What?” 

“Do you own a gun?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got a little .357, and my father’s old deer rifle. But what—” 

“Get them.” 

“Jeff, tell me what’s going on. What the hell was that thing? I mean, I know what it looked like, but it couldn’t have been.” 

“It was. Get your guns. Try the phone. If it’s working, call 911.” 

“And tell them ... what?” 

“That Thena’s house is flooding and they need to do a water rescue. That the ghost of Osama bin Laden is shacked up there with the spirit of Saddam Hussein. I don’t know. Tell them anything that will get them here. Then meet me back here right away.” 

Without another word, he ran for home. I’d never seen him move so fast. His arthritis usually bothered him after the most menial of tasks—taking the trash up to the road or trimming with his weed whacker. It was especially bad on rainy days. If it was troubling him now, Jeff gave no sign. I yelled after him but he didn’t answer. 

Marlena opened the door and called to me. Dylan peered out from behind her. 

“I want to go outside.” 

“Not now, Dylan. Quiet.” She must have seen the expression on my face because her tone was concerned. “What’s wrong?” 

I started to speak, but wasn’t sure how to verbalize what I’d just seen or how it made me feel. “Try calling 911,” I said. “Thena’s place is flooding. The water’s up to her front door and they can’t get out.” 

“Oh my God. Are the kids okay?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I want to see,” Dylan insisted. “Please, Mommy? Let me go see.” 

Marlena and I both told him no at the same time. She shooed Dylan away from the door. Pouting, he plopped down in the living room and returned to his trains. Marlena ran off to try the phone, while I shrugged out of my wet coat and shoes and toweled Sanchez dry. He shook, spraying the kitchen with water, and then trotted off to check his food dish. Now that he was inside, he seemed no longer concerned with the thing we’d seen near the creek. 

I wished that I could shrug it off just as easily. 

I hurried into the bedroom and felt around on the top shelf of the closet until I found the handgun. I kept it locked in a box, and I had the only key. You can’t be too sure these days. It wouldn’t do for Dylan to get his hands on it. The only other items in the lockbox were the owner’s manual, a cleaning cloth, and a small container of bullets. The Taurus held five shots. I loaded it with trembling fingers and clicked the cylinder back into place. Instead of a manual safety, it had a special key that unlocked the activation pin. I turned the key and then stuffed the revolver into my back pocket. Even though it was small, it felt big and bulky back there. I put the lockbox back on the shelf. I didn’t bother with my father’s rifle because I had no bullets for it. I hadn’t been hunting since I was fourteen, and I kept the weapon strictly out of sentimentality. It was an heirloom. My father had loved that gun, and had shot many deer with it over the years. 

Marlena walked into the bedroom as I was closing the closet door. I quickly pulled my shirttail over my pants, hoping she wouldn’t see the gun and start asking questions. I don’t know why I wanted to hide the truth from her, but I did. Maybe it was because I didn’t know what the truth was. Maybe because I’d just been confronted by something that shattered my illusions of protecting her and Dylan—just like the storm that had preceded it. I wanted them to think I could keep them safe, and if they found out what was going on, they’d know I couldn’t. 

“The phones are still down,” she said. “And there’s only one bar on the cell phone.” 

“Keep trying. I’ve got to go.” 

“Where?” 

“Jeff and I are going to try to help Thena.” 

“Be careful.” 

“I will.” 

She didn’t try to talk me out of it. Sometimes, I wish she had. If she’d tried, maybe I’d feel differently about things now. If I’d stayed inside with her and Dylan, instead of returning to the creek, maybe the world wouldn’t have intruded upon us. 

But I didn’t stay inside. Instead, I got back into my wet raingear. A car horn blared as I slipped my boots on, and I glanced out the window. Jeff’s Dodge truck sat idling in our driveway. As I walked to the door, Dylan and Sanchez clamored to go with me, but I made them both stay inside. I gave Dylan and Marlena a quick kiss, told Sanchez to sit, and then stepped out onto the porch. 

“Be careful,” Marlena repeated. 

“I will,” I promised her again, sounding anything but confident. 

She shut the door behind me. It sounded very loud—and final. 

I hurried over to the truck and climbed up into the passenger seat. Warm air blew across my feet, and my glasses fogged up again. Waylon Jennings played softly, singing about how this outlaw bit had done got out of hand. I asked Jeff why he didn’t have the local radio station on, instead. 

“Damn WSBA is off the air. I’m betting lightning hit their tower. And that station out of Hanover only plays rap music. I don’t need to hear that crap. Especially now. My nerves are already shot.” 

Jeff struggled with the gearshift and the transmission made a grinding noise. We lurched forward. Wet gravel crunched beneath the tires. Jeff turned on the wipers to clear away the mist. 

“Where’s the rifle?” he asked. 

“I don’t have any bullets for it, but I brought this.” I pulled out the .357 and showed it to him. 

“It’ll have to do, I guess. I’ve got the 30.06 in the back.” 

I turned around and sure enough, the rifle rack, which was mounted behind the seat, held a gun. He’d wrapped the stock with camouflage tape. A box of shells sat on the seat between us. 

“I want to know what’s going on,” I said, as we reached the top of the driveway. “What the hell was that thing?” 

“I thought you said you knew what it looked like?” 

“Yeah, I did. It looked like a big fucking tentacle.” 

He made a left out of our driveway. No other vehicles passed us. The road was a mess—full of fallen branches and limbs. Muddy water streamed along the sides. I noticed with dismay that my mailbox had fallen over. The embankment around the post had eroded from all the rain. 

“It wasn’t a tentacle, Evan. It was a tail.” 

“A tail? The tail to what?” 

He paused. “You ever hear of Old Scratch?” 

“Sure. That was a nickname for the Devil, back in medieval times. You mentioned it earlier, too.” 

“It’s also the name for a Central Pennsylvanian legend. Old Scratch is a giant water snake. He’s supposed to live in the Susquehanna River, between Wrightsville and Walnut Island. You don’t hear much about him these days. He was sort of like our Loch Ness Monster. People used to see him all the time, up until the Thirties, when they built the Holtwood and Safe Harbor dams. After that, sightings were less frequent—but he still popped up from time to time.” 

“A giant water snake ...” 

Frowning, Jeff slowed down as we neared the bridge. The waters churned and crashed beneath it. More debris floated by. 

“Looks sturdy,” he muttered, and then rolled across the bridge. “Yeah, a giant snake. I’m surprised you never heard about it, what with you drawing funny books and all.” 

“They’re not ...” 

“I’ll tell you something else,” he interrupted. “Old Scratch isn’t the only giant snake in the State. From the early 1900’s up until last year, there’s been sightings of a forty-foot long snake on Big Top Mountain up north. And Lake Raystown supposedly has one swimming around in it, too. They call him Raystown Ray. I know, it’s kind of a stupid name. I think the chamber of commerce came up with it so they could sell t-shirts. But people have seen it. You and Marlena ever take Dylan to Gettysburg?” 

I stared at him, unblinking. 

“You know Devil’s Den?” He continued, oblivious to my silence. “That big jumble of rocks and boulders where the soldiers hid? It had that name before the Civil War. Supposedly, there was a giant snake named Devil that lived inside one of the crevices. Devil’s Den—get it? All the farmers said he was real. He used to eat people’s livestock. The Indians have legends about giant snakes, too. They knew all about this stuff. They carved petroglyphs of Old Scratch on rocks along the Susquehanna.” 

I wanted to protest. I wanted to tell him that there was no such thing as giant snakes in Pennsylvania—unless somebody’s pet boa constrictor escaped or something like that. But even then, a boa constrictor couldn’t reach the size of the thing we’d seen. I didn’t tell him any of this. I didn’t speak at all, because I knew better. I had to believe because I’d seen it with my own eyes. So had Sanchez. What Jeff was saying—bizarre as it sounded—was true. I wouldn’t have believed it the day before, would have chuckled at the story and then sent Tim Graco an email, telling him I had an idea for our next comic book. 

But it was real—and that reality made my stomach churn and my ears thrum and my breath catch in my throat. 

We reached the end of the bridge, and Jeff took the next left, turning onto a dirt road that looped around back to Thena’s house. It had washed out in places, and we bounced over the ruts and puddles. My head smacked against the rifle rack. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah.” Wincing, I rubbed the back of my head. “So, you said they’ve been spotting this thing—this Scratch—since the Thirties?” 

Jeff nodded. 

“Well, then how is it still alive? Is it supposed to be immortal or something?” 

“Ain’t nothing immortal in this world.” He shrugged. “Snakes can live a long time, I guess. Or maybe this is a descendant of the original Old Scratch. But whatever the reason, it’s real. We saw it. Ain’t no denying that.” 

“Jesus ...” 

“Look, I know how you feel, Evan. I never really believed it myself. I mean, I’ve seen some weird things. Me and some buddies pulled an eight-foot catfish out of the river up near the Pennsylvania Power and Light company dam about ten years ago. It was pure white, and when we touched it, the skin sloughed off in our hands like slime. That was strange, to say the least.” 

“Pollution?” 

“Maybe. Who knows? All I know is it was weird. Like I said, I’ve seen some weird things, but I always figured Old Scratch was just a legend, like the Goat Man of LeHorn’s Hollow, or Gravity Hill, or the seven gates of Hell. That’s how I knew about it. I like all that local folklore stuff. But now I know better.” 

“But you said he lives in the river.” 

“So?” 

“Well, if that’s true, then what’s he doing in our creek?” 

“Hell, Evan. We’re only three miles from the Susquehanna. Our creek flows right into it.” 

“Yeah, but the creek is awfully shallow in some places. For a thing ...” I paused. My mind refused to think of it as a snake. That hadn’t actually hit home yet. “For something that big, you’d think it would stick to the deeper waters, where it’s safer.” 

“He probably does,” he agreed. “Except in rare instances like now, when it’s flooding.” 

Jeff slowed down as we approached the spot where the creek had jumped its banks and flooded out the road. 

“Looks like this is as far as we go,” he said. “We’ll have to walk in.” 

“Shit.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I hope they’re okay.” 

“Me, too. If they managed to get upstairs, they should be all right. I’ve been in her house, and that stairway is pretty narrow. Maybe Old Scratch can’t fit up there.” 

Jeff’s voice had a plaintive, almost pleading tone. It was obvious to me that he didn’t believe a word of what he was saying. I wondered if he was trying to convince me, or convince himself. 

We got out of the truck. Jeff loaded his rifle and motioned me forward. I followed along behind him, clutching the handgun. Soon, the road disappeared beneath our feet, and cold water rushed into my boots. The floodwaters were halfway up my shins, and still rising. The current pulled at me, and I had to struggle to keep my balance. It was like walking through fast-flowing cement. The roar of the water was deafening. 

“This isn’t going to work,” Jeff yelled above the din. “We’ll have to go around. This way!” 

He led us up the hill and into the woods. I wondered if he should be shouting like that, but decided that if Old Scratch heard us, maybe we’d get lucky and frighten it off before it could hurt Thena or her kids. Then again, maybe we’d attract its attention instead. I wondered if we’d even be on time. I wasn’t sure how many minutes had passed since we’d spotted the creature. It seemed like forever. 

The forest was a mess. Even though the rain was finished, water still dripped from above. Droplets rolled off the leaves and kept splattering my glasses. Although the mist had dissipated somewhat, thick wisps of tenacious fog still floated at ground level, obscuring everything below our knees. Between that and all of the fallen branches, our progress was slow and treacherous. Both of us stumbled several times. 

“Maybe we should unload the guns until we get there,” I suggested, fearing an accident if either one of us fell. 

Jeff shook his head. “We need to be ready. What if it rushes us? I’m sure as hell not facing down that thing with an empty rifle.” 

I took a deep breath and tried not to puke. 

When Dylan was six months old, he got sick one night. It was the weirdest thing. He’d been fine all day, happy and cooing. Then, night came and he started throwing up. His fever spiked, refusing to go down. We’d rushed him to the emergency room and watched, helpless, while the doctors tried to figure out what was wrong. Marlena sobbed. I felt numb—stunned, like someone had smacked me in the head with a hammer. In the end, everything turned out okay. He’d caught a bad case of the flu. They got some liquids in him and arrested his fever and we took him home. A few days later, he was back to normal. But I’ve never forgotten it. I remember that time well, because I’d never been more scared in my life. 

Until now. 

We reached the top of the hill, and the mist cleared. Thena’s shed was just a few paces away from us, right on the edge of the woods where her backyard ended. Beyond the shed, on a slight downhill slope, sat her house. It was silent, and there was no sign of the snake—or anyone else. I glanced across the swollen creek and caught a glimpse of my own home. It seemed very far away at that moment. I glanced up at the sky and wished the clouds would part and the sun would come out in full and burn the rest of the fog and the gloom away, but it didn’t. 

Jeff raised his hand and motioned me forward. He readjusted his grip on the rifle, and nestled the stock between his arm and shoulder, holding it at the ready. Maybe he was trying to project confidence or bravado, but the whole thing seemed ridiculous to me. We weren’t soldiers. He was a retiree in his sixties and I was a pudgy comic book artist who got winded if I ran more than a quarter mile. But there was no one else to help Thena, or her kids, and helping is what neighbors do. Like it or not, it came down to us. If the situation was reversed, I’d want my neighbors to do the same for me and my family. 

We stepped out of the tree line and crossed through the yard. The grassy slope was slippery, so we moved slowly. The only noise was the ever-present floodwaters, and Jeff’s heavy breathing, which sounded very loud in the silence. Thena had a dog, a small Beagle named Henry. I used to see him running around in their yard with Derrick and Josie. He had the most annoying bark in the world. When Henry wasn’t running around barking at ducks in the creek or taunting Sanchez from the other side, she kept him tied out back, in a small doghouse between the shed and the house. I wondered why we didn’t hear him now. Surely, Henry would have sensed the presence of the snake, just like Sanchez had done. Then, we rounded the corner past the shed and I saw why. Henry was missing. The doghouse had been flattened. A steel chain lay in the wet yard. One end of the chain was attached to the pile of splintered lumber. The other end was attached to an empty dog collar. 

The ground around the doghouse was pretty muddy, and a long, wide trench led from there to the house, and then disappeared around the side. I shivered. I’d seen trails like it before. We had lots of black racer snakes and garter snakes on our property. Sometimes, if I was under deadline and put off mowing the yard, and the grass was higher than normal, they’d leave tracks like this. Except smaller. Much smaller. The track we were looking at now was at least five feet wide and one foot deep. It was more of a furrow than a trail. Again, it didn’t seem possible, but when confronted with the evidence, I had no choice but to accept the reality, no matter how outlandish or horrifying it might seem. My apprehension doubled. My temples throbbed. My stomach was in knots and my palms grew sweaty. The pistol slipped in my grasp, and I fumbled with it, almost dropping it in the mud. We paused, staring at the creature’s wake, and I stuck the gun in my back pocket and wiped my glasses clean again. They were fogging up, due to the weather and my own hyperventilating. 

“You okay?” Jeff whispered, looking concerned. 

I nodded. “Steady now, Evan. I need you with me on this.” 

“Can I ask you something?” 

“Sure.” 

“What are we going to do when we find it?” 

Jeff grinned humorlessly. “All snakes in Pennsylvania are protected by Fish and Boat Commission regulations, but I think the game warden will make an exception in this case.” 

I tried to respond, but all that came out was a choked whimper. 

“Evan, if it helps, just know that I’m scared shitless, too.” 

It didn’t help, but I smiled and pretended that it did. 

We crept up to the back porch. The snake’s path crossed over onto the cement patio, leaving behind a trail of mud, before going back into the yard. Had it stopped here, investigating the house, looking for a way inside? Maybe it had looked through the windows and seen Thena or one of the kids in the kitchen. I shuddered at the image, imagining the snake’s tongue flicking in and out, and those inhuman eyes staring through the glass, watching Thena cooking, or maybe Derrick and Josie sitting around the kitchen table, eating their dinner. Watching them without blinking. 

“I hope they’re okay,” I whispered. 

“Me, too.” 

We tiptoed around the side of the house, following the rut in the yard. Jeff pressed his back against the wet aluminum siding and peeked around the corner. He started forward, rifle raised, and I followed along behind him. We reached the window, and heard a muffled thump coming from inside the house. We paused, listening, but the sound wasn’t repeated. 

At some point before the snake’s arrival, Thena’s window had been broken. Maybe it happened during the storm, when the hail was falling, or maybe it had occurred before the storm. In either case, she’d tried to repair the damage by taping clear plastic sheeting over the gaping hole. By the look of things, Old Scratch had pressed right through it, ripping it free. The plastic hung from one corner of the hole, flapping with the breeze. The window frame was bent, as if a bulk wider than the opening had been squeezed through it. Something was stuck to the bottom of the windowsill. At first, I couldn’t figure out what it was. It looked like parchment or cheesecloth, fluttering in the wind. Then I took a closer look, and reached out to touch it. 

“It’s skin,” Jeff whispered. “He’s shedding. He’s goddamn shedding ...” 

Recoiling in disgust, I jerked my hand back. I turned to Jeff and mouthed, ‘What now?’ 

He pointed at me and then at the window. I shook my head. We repeated the exchange again. Then, sighing, Jeff handed me his rifle and carefully climbed through the broken window, brushing the snake skin to the ground as he did. When he was inside the house, I handed him the gun and then clambered through after him. 

Suddenly, I had to piss really, really bad. I considered doing it. After all, my pants were already wet. It would be hard for Jeff to tell. But if I was going to die, I decided that I’d rather not do it by pissing myself. 

The kitchen was a scene of mass destruction. The table and chairs had been overturned, and one of the chairs had been smashed. A beautiful antique china cabinet lay face down, the wood splintered. A few candles lay scattered. Luckily, they’d gone out when they toppled over, rather than starting a fire. Broken glass and shards of pottery littered the floor. The tiles were covered with mud, water, wet leaves, blades of grass—and blood. Not a lot of it, but enough that we noticed the droplets amidst the wreckage. My grip on the Taurus tightened. Whose blood was it? The thumping sound started up again, soft but insistent. They were followed by a strange crackling sound, like wood popping in a campfire. The noises were coming from what I guessed was the living room. We headed towards it, cringing each time a piece of debris crunched beneath our feet. The sounds stopped as abruptly as they’d started. The silence was unsettling. It wasn’t natural. At the very least, we should have heard Thena, Derrick, or Josie shouting for help. But there was nothing. Even the roar of the floodwaters outside seemed muted now. My pulse pounded in my ears. 

When we reached the far side of the kitchen, Jeff flicked the light switch, but to no avail. Thena’s electricity was off, too. The narrow hallway that led from the kitchen to the living room was dark. We had some dim light coming through the windows, so we were still able to see. Jeff raised the rifle and started down it. I followed along closely behind him. The pistol shook in my hand. On the wall were framed pictures of Thena and the kids. They were smiling. Happy. Oblivious to what could happen to them in their own home. I looked away and closed my eyes. 

Our feet made sloshing noises. Opening my eyes again, I glanced down at the carpet and, despite the dim light, saw that it was wet. As we reached the front of the house, I saw why. In addition to branching off into the living room, the hallway also led to a small foyer at the front door. Water streamed in from under the door, soaking the carpet and the floorboards beneath it. Like our own house and all the other homes along the creek, Thena’s didn’t have a basement. There was nowhere else for the water to go. 

We paused at the front door. The living room was even darker than the hallway. Jeff took a deep breath and then stepped into the room. He stopped so suddenly that I bumped into him, pushing him further into the gloom. He scrambled out of the way, and I saw why he’d halted. 

Like the kitchen, the living room was a disaster. The coffee table lay on its side and one leg was snapped off. The recliner had been knocked over and the sofa cushions were askew. The remnants of a potted plant lay scattered across the carpet. Oddly enough, the borders of the room seemed smaller than it should have been. As my eyes adjusted, I realized why. The snake was in there with us, occupying the far side of the room. Its tail was hidden behind the couch and part of its midsection was concealed by the curtains. But the rest of the creature was visible—and it was terrible to behold. 

That was when I pissed myself. I couldn’t help it. Warmth flooded my cold, rain-soaked jeans. The stench was immediate, but I don’t think Jeff noticed. Like me, his attention was on the snake. 

Now that I was closer to it, I realized that the thing wasn’t coal black like I’d first thought, but rather a mixture of gray and brownish-black, with dark cross-bands on its neck and charcoal spots on its back and sides. A few sections of its length were coiled up just far enough that I could see its belly, which had a vibrant pattern of white, yellow, and red crescent-shaped spots. It might have been almost beautiful if it hadn’t been so horrific. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Jeff breathed. “Where’s the head? Where’s its goddamned head?” 

The serpent tensed. A coarse, rasping sound filled the room. Then, slowly, a great shadow rose up from behind the toppled recliner. 

I screamed. 

We stared into the face of legend. 

We stared into the eyes of Old Scratch. 

And the Devil stared back at us. 

The snake’s pupils were round like a human’s, and its eyes had a cloudy, bluish appearance. At first I thought that maybe it was blind, but then I realized that its eyes were full of lymph fluid, probably from the process of shedding its old skin. Its head was large and round, easily the size of a cow’s head. And its body ... Its body was massive. I wondered how it had managed to squeeze its entire mass into the tiny room. 

Most alarming was its mouth, and what was sticking out from between its wide open jaws. We glimpsed pink and white musculature, and six rows of sharp, re-curved teeth. Most of the teeth were at least six inches long. A pair of skinny legs stuck out of its mouth. The knees were scabbed. One foot was bare. The other had a pink, frilly sock and a black shoe. 

It was Josie, Thena’s daughter. 

Her legs did not move. 

Now we knew what that thumping sound had been—her death throes. 

The creature’s throat was swollen and puffed out. Further down its body were two more large bulges. 

This time, it was Jeff who screamed. I was too busy crying. 

The jaws made a cracking noise as the snake worked to swallow its meal. Now, only Josie’s lifeless feet were visible. All I could think of at that moment was Dylan. I raised the pistol and fired. The gun jerked in my hand, and my arm tingled. The explosion was deafening, and the flash left little pinprick circles of light floating before my eyes. I don’t know if I hit Scratch or not, although given its size, it would have been kind of hard to miss. One thing is for certain though. I definitely pissed it off. 

Josie disappeared down the creature’s gullet. For a moment, its septic mouth opened even wider. The stench was revolting. I could only imagine the amount of infectious microorganisms that probably called that gaping orifice home. Then, staring at us with angry, baleful eyes, Old Scratch sucked in a lungful of air, making its body appear even thicker. The lump that was Josie slid further down its length. 

A second explosion startled me, and I jumped. Next to me, I heard the click-clack of Jeff working the lever on his rifle. Then it roared again as he fired another shot. The snake hissed in response. It flattened its head into a triangular shape, and then flattened its body as well. As I took aim, it coiled up and prepared to strike. 

Jeff and I fired at the same time. The gunshots reverberated in the small space. The serpent writhed, squirming in pain. Its tail rose up from behind the couch, revealing a double row of scales on the underside. Then it slammed the tip of its tail against the wall, cracking the plaster. The snake spat, launching a glob of foul-smelling saliva at us. It splattered against the wall and dribbled down like rancid yogurt. 

Jeff scrambled to reload, fumbling for the bullets in his jacket pocket. The rifle shook in his trembling hands. Thin lines of blood trickled from the creature’s hide and dripped onto the wet carpet. I felt a surge of adrenalin, knowing that we’d injured it. With only three shots left, I figured I should make them count, and aimed for its eyes. Before I could pull the trigger, the snake’s head darted forward. Scratch moved like lightning. One moment, it was behind the recliner. The next, it struck at us. I managed to dodge the strike, more out of instinct than skill, but one of its teeth ripped through my jacket, slashing the fabric. I panicked, thinking I’d been bitten, and stumbled backward. The creature struck three more times in rapid succession. The first blow caught Jeff’s arm, and the rifle slipped from his hands. The second strike tagged his waist. The third nailed his leg. Shrieking, Jeff beat at the creature with his fists, and then Scratch withdrew. 

Still clutching the pistol, I grabbed Jeff under his arms and pulled him backward into the foyer. In the living room, Old Scratch struck again, lashing out at the place where we’d been standing seconds before. It slammed against the wall, and the pictures in the hallway fell to the floor. Glass shattered. The house’s foundation groaned. 

My hands and arms felt warm and wet as I dragged Jeff down the hall. I glanced down and saw that they were red. At first, I thought that maybe the snake had bitten me after all, but then I realized that it was Jeff’s blood—and a lot of it. I couldn’t tell if his wounds were deep because his clothing was in the way. I guessed that the snake might have some kind of anticoagulant in its saliva, because he was bleeding so badly. He moaned and mumbled, and his skin was alabaster and cold. He didn’t seem to be having trouble breathing, and he wasn’t swelling up or anything like that, so I figured his symptoms were related to shock and blood loss, rather than any venom. As far as I knew, Pennsylvania’s water snakes were non-poisonous. I didn’t think it would be any different for a giant one. 

As we neared the kitchen, the hallways darkened even more. Scratch’s shadow fell across us. He loomed in the door, his head raised into the air, grazing against the ceiling, while his body remained hidden in the living room. He flattened his head into a triangular shape again, paused, and then slowly slithered forward, tongue flicking in and out of his mouth. 

“Shit!” Jeff was dead weight in my arms. “Come on, Jeff. We need to move faster. Wake up!” 

As Scratch drew closer, I realized that, even if we made it into the kitchen, there would be no way I could navigate Jeff through all the debris and get us out of the house in time. Pulling him through the window was obviously out. The snake would snatch him from my grasp. And I couldn’t rely on the backdoor being unlocked. If I had to mess with the deadbolt, that few seconds delay could cost one of us our lives. Instead, I yanked Jeff in the direction of the stairs, and we retreated up onto the second floor. Exhausted and weakened by fear, I collapsed on the landing, pulling Jeff down on top of me. He groaned, but his eyes remained closed. I pointed the handgun down the stairs, waiting. 

It occurred to me that I was no longer thinking of Scratch as an ‘it’, but a ‘him’. 

I held my breath as the snake came into view. But instead of pursuing us, Old Scratch slid into the kitchen. I saw his shadow on the wall as he passed. The house creaked and shuddered as he shoved his way through the window again. Maybe our bullets had taught him a lesson. Maybe we’d hurt him, and he’d had enough. 

Or maybe he was just sated, and had decided to go back to the river and digest his three-course meal. The thought came out of nowhere. I was shocked by my own callousness. But then I did something worse. As horrible as it sounds, I snickered at the joke. Three-course meal! It was funny. The laughter was a welcome alternative to screaming, which was what I really wanted to do, deep down inside. 

Sunlight streamed through Thena’s windows as the last remnants of the storm passed on. I don’t know how long we sat there. A few seconds, probably, although it seemed much longer. I must have drifted off because the shouts from outside startled me. There were a number of different voices—men’s voices—all crying out in alarm. I carefully climbed out from under Jeff, took off my torn jacket, and rolled it up into a ball. Then I put it under his head and stood up. I felt woozy, and the stairway seemed to tilt. I grabbed the rail with my free hand and hung on tight. I wondered if maybe I’d been bit after all, and checked myself again. I decided that it was just shock. 

“Stay here, Jeff. I’ll get help.” 

If he heard me, he gave no indication. “Jeff? Just stay here. Don’t move.” 

My words were slurred just a little bit. Shock, most likely. Gripping the handrail, I stumbled down the stairs and into the kitchen, just as Scratch’s tail squeezed through the window. The cries of panic and disbelief were louder now. I walked to the back door and flung it open. Then I carefully made my way to the side of the house and peered around the corner. Scratch was slithering towards the creek, leaving a trail of blood in his wake. His tail thrashed in anger or pain—or both. Between me and him were two Hellam Township EMTs, a Pennsylvania State Trooper, and four volunteer firemen from the Craley firehouse, and one from East Prospect. I recognized their uniforms, and wondered why there were emergency respondents from different townships and boroughs. I found out later that much of York County had flooded, and dispatchers were answering calls by sending whoever was available. I didn’t know if they were there through coincidence or if Marlena had gotten through on the cell phone. It didn’t matter. All of them were pointing at the snake, staring at him in disbelief. I knew how they felt. I’d reacted that way too, at first. It seemed like a million years ago now. 

“I need help,” I called, and when they didn’t hear me, I raised my voice and tried again. A few of them turned, their eyes darting warily to the gun in my hand. The State Trooper, who had been aiming his firearm at Old Scratch, spun around and leveled it at me instead. I let the Taurus fall to the ground and raised my hands. 

“Please,” I said. “Don’t shoot! I need help. My neighbor is hurt.” 

They rushed to me, still throwing backward glances over their shoulders as Scratch plunged into the rushing floodwaters. One of the EMTs told me to sit down, but I refused, insisting that they check on Jeff first. 

“What the hell was that thing?” One of the firemen gaped at the creek, watching the serpentine form slide beneath the waves. I followed his gaze, and felt the blood rush from my head. My breath hitched in my chest. 

“Take it easy,” the EMT said. “You’re in shock. I don’t blame you. I would be too, after seeing that snake.” 

The fog had lifted, and on the other side of the creek, I saw Dylan running through the yard, heading towards the flooded stream. Marlena and Sanchez chased after him, but Dylan had a good head start. 

Scratch paused. His head broke the water, and then turned towards our side of the bank, watching my son. Dylan drew closer. The snake changed course. 

“Get back,” I screamed, knowing full well that Dylan couldn’t hear me over the roar of the flood. “Dylan, get away from there!” 

The rescue crew all turned back towards the creek. Their eyes widened as they saw what I saw. 

Scratch’s tail splashed the water, sending a plume into the sky. 

The State Trooper fired a round. I heard a second gunshot go off next to me. I glanced down and was surprised to find the Taurus in my hand again. The final shot had been my own. 

Then I collapsed, falling face first into a puddle, and knew no more.




               




That was a year ago. Another spring has come around, making it all seem fresh again. In truth, not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought about it. There are times where I simply want to start screaming, but I’m afraid that if I start, I’ll never be able to stop. Scratch vanished with me and the State Trooper’s final bullets. We don’t know if we killed it or not. All we know is that the snake ducked beneath the surface and didn’t come back up. There were ten witnesses—me, Jeff, and the emergency response crews. Thankfully, Dylan and Marlena had been too far away from the stream to catch a glimpse of the creature. That’s saved them innumerable bad dreams. 

I have the nightmares so that they don’t have to. 

I don’t know how they did it, but the cops and the firemen managed to keep the whole thing out of the paper. The York Daily Record and the York Dispatch ran a story simply stating that Thena and her children died in the flood. It didn’t say how they died. I didn’t tell anybody, including Marlena. I couldn’t bring myself to. How would she ever feel safe again if I told her the truth? How would she trust me to keep her safe? 

Jeff told Anne-Marie, but she didn’t believe him. Oh, she didn’t think he was lying or anything like that. But she insisted that he’d hallucinated the whole thing while he was in shock. Maybe she believed that, deep down inside, and maybe she didn’t. Maybe her scoffing at his tale was her own internal defense mechanism, keeping her safe from the all-too terrible truth. If you ask her to explain Jeff’s scars, she says they came from debris in the water—barbed wire, scrap metal, anything but the bit of a giant snake. 

The experience changed Jeff. He’s not the same. He seems older now. His hair was salt and peppered before, but now it’s almost pure white. He walks slower, and on rainy days he limps. He’s developed a nervous cough, and there are dark, ever-present circles under his eyes. 

I’ve changed, too. I don’t sleep much, anymore, and when I do, my dreams are bad. I dream about Scratch. He haunts my waking hours, too. I sit in my office, once a place of refuge, and all I do is think about him. He pops up in my artwork. Worse, I’ll feel eyes on me, and then I get up and check the corners, looking for snakes. 

I don’t go near the creek, and I avoid the marsh. Too many places there for a snake to hide—even one as big as Old Scratch. In fact, I don’t go outside much at all anymore. Every time Dylan asks if he can go out and play, I come up with excuses or distractions to keep him inside. 

Marlena has noticed. She was patient and understanding at first. After all, I’d been through a traumatic experience, even if she didn’t know all the details of what had occurred. But now, her patience is at an end. She dropped the hammer yesterday, insisting that I get some help. She told me I was suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and that you didn’t have to live through a war to get it. 

We can’t stay here anymore. We need to move. Need to leave it all behind and start somewhere new. Somewhere safe. But I don’t know where that place is. 

I don’t know how to tell Marlena that everything is different now. That everything has changed. I meant it when I said that I would die for my family, without a moment’s hesitation. It is my duty to protect them from harm. To keep them safe. I used to think I was pretty good at that, but I know better now. There are things in this world that you can’t protect your family from. Mother Nature is the fiercest predator of all, and if she comes for your loved ones, there’s not a damned thing you can do to prevent it. She’ll take them in an instant, like a bolt of lightning flashing down from a stormy sky. 

Or a snake, hiding in the water and then darting forth. 

The Devil is out there, and it’s just a matter of time before we see him again. 

Our yard is full of May flowers. April showers brought them. But April showers bring something else, too, and the weatherman says there’s a storm coming.
  


 

 

 

 

Afterword










Scratch was written in 2009, and published in 2010 by Cemetery Dance Publications as a signed, limited edition hardcover book. It was also included in my now out-of-print collection A Conspiracy of One. This is the first time the novella has been made available to a wider audience.

While Old Scratch is a fictional creation, the other giant snakes of Pennsylvania mentioned herein are indeed based on actual legends, and sightings continue into present day. Indeed, as I was proofreading the final draft of this manuscript, the local news carried a brief story about another sighting of Raystown Ray. Apparently, when it comes to snakes, we grow them big here in rural Pennsylvania. That is one of the many reasons why I always carry a handgun and a stick when walking in the woods—and since I live in the heavily-wooded river bottoms along the Susquehanna, that’s pretty much all the time.

People always wonder what a horror writer’s fears are. Most of mine are probably similar to yours. Harm coming to my loved ones. Cancer. Gravity (not heights or flying, but gravity). My number one fear, however, is snakes. As long as I can remember, simply seeing a snake has always filled me with an unreasonable, overwhelming sense of loathing, terror, and revulsion. Doesn’t matter what kind of snake, either. Even tiny little garter snakes, which logically I know are harmless, terrify me. Fellow author J.F. Gonzalez used to think it was hilarious to invite me over to his home, and then get his pet boa constrictor out of its cage and chase me around the house with it. He stopped seeing the humor in this when I snatched a butcher knife off his kitchen counter one day and threatened to make snake cutlets if he came any closer. 

Despite this admittedly unreasonable and unwarranted fear, I never really tackled snakes in my fiction until Scratch (unless you count the zombie snake in The Rising). During my last marriage, I lived in a place very much like Evan’s home in the novella, and the idea for this story suggested itself to me one day after a similar flood. While standing creek-side and surveying the flood damage, I noticed that the churning, rising waters had deposited several large, ugly watersnakes into the low-hanging branches of a tree overhead. I took one glance at those snakes and ran away. By the time I’d reached my laptop, Scratch was pretty much fully-formed in my head.

Eagle-eyed readers may catch a connection between this tale and my novel Ghoul, among other subtle links. 

I hope you enjoyed Scratch. And to thank you for your purchase and support, here is a bonus short story called “Halves”, which was written around the same time as Scratch, and in the same house, and deals with some of the same themes—but with a very different sort of antagonist.




Brian Keene

September 2012
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We walked outside one morning and my daughter, Ellie, stepped on half of a dead mouse. 

It was my turn to take Ellie to school. She’s in second grade, and shy. A few of the older kids on the school bus like to pick on her. They call her names—‘Smelly Ellie’ being one of the more obnoxious ones. For the record, my daughter doesn’t smell, unless you happen to think that Johnson’s baby shampoo and soap stink. Apparently, smelly is the only word the little cretins could find to rhyme with her name. We complained, of course. It did no good. The bus driver was unwilling or incapable of putting a stop to it, and the administration assured us they’d look into it, but they never actually did anything. Mean-while, Ellie came home every day in tears. So my wife, Valerie and I, began taking turns giving her a ride to school each day on our way to work. 

That morning—a Monday in late May—started off really nice. It was a beautiful day outside. Sunny and warm, but not hot. A gentle breeze rustled the trees in our yard, making them sway back and forth. Butterflies flitted about. Birds sang and rustled around in the shrubs. The sky was light blue and filled with fluffy, slow-moving cotton ball clouds. Ellie was in good spirits. No big surprise there. After all, she only had a few more weeks until summer vacation started. Her mood was infectious. I remembered what that felt like—having the open promise of the entire summer spread out before you. 

Kids are good at reawakening emotions and joys you’ve long since forgotten. The sleepless anticipation that comes the night before Christmas or your birthday. The fun of getting dressed up for Halloween. The excitement of going someplace new or seeing something different. The simple pleasures of favorite books, television programs or a special toy. I relive my childhood through my daughter every single day. Childhood is better the second time around. 

Valerie was pouring coffee into a travel mug in preparation for the morning commute. Ellie gave her mother a kiss goodbye. Then Valerie went into the bedroom to finish putting on her make-up. Ellie and I walked out onto the deck, basking in that beautiful day, and we hadn’t taken more than a half-dozen steps when Ellie glanced down at her shoe and screamed. 

It was pretty gruesome. The mouse’s upper half was missing. Where there should have been a head and forepaws, there was only a pink and purple mess of tiny entrails. Some of it stuck to the bottom of Ellie’s shoe, and stretched like gum that had been left out in the sun for too long. 

“Ewwww,” she wailed. “That is so gross!” 

I told her to wipe her shoe off on the outside doormat as best she could. Then I thought better of it. Valerie would kill us both if she did that, so instead, I told her to go wipe it off in the grass. While she was doing that, I got a shovel out of the garage and scooped the grisly remains off the deck. Then I tossed the little corpse in the trashcan. When I returned, a small, wet stain was all that remained of the mouse. By the time I got home from work, that would be gone, as well. Flies were already buzzing around it. 

“Come on,” I said. “We’ll be late.” 

Ellie pouted as I buckled her in. 

“That poor mouse. What happened to it, Daddy?” 

“I don’t know, sweetie.” 

In truth, I did know what had happened to it. I just wasn’t about to tell my daughter the truth—that the hapless mouse had had the misfortune to come across Hannibal, and Hannibal had done what he did best. 

Hannibal is our cat. He showed up during the winter, bedraggled and skinny, with matted, dirty fur and a pronounced limp. His age was indeterminable, but I guessed he was under a year old. He was wary of us, at first, but once I fed him, he rubbed up against my legs and purred. After that, he let me care for him. I brushed his fur and got rid of the knots, and in lieu of a bath, I wiped him down with some sanitary kitchen wipes. When I was finished, I discovered that beneath the dirt and grime, Hannibal had a beautiful, luxurious coat; his fur was as white as snow, shot through with pale yellow streaks. I checked with our neighbors, but nobody was missing a cat. Assuming that either someone had abandoned him, or he’d grown up feral and wild, I took him to the veterinarian, got him fixed, wormed, and checked out. Other than a bad ear mite infestation, Hannibal received a clean bill of health. The limp, as it turned out, was caused by a cut on the pad of his front paw, and that soon healed. He settled in quite nicely, and was affectionate and quite grateful for his new home. 

He expressed that gratitude each and every day by bringing back dead animals. Mice, voles, birds, newts, butterflies, frogs—whatever he could find. Each day, there was a different carcass lying on the deck or in the driveway. Once he’d brought back a four-foot long black snake, and another time, I found a squirrel. Those last two shocked me; they seemed much too big for Hannibal to tackle, but evidently, he was a scrapper. 

Usually, his prey was less-than-intact by the time he brought it home. I don’t think he ate them—not with all the food I gave him at night. But he didn’t exactly bring his kills home in one piece, either. I can’t tell you how many half-rodents, half-frogs, and butterflies with missing wings I’ve cleared out of the way since Hannibal’s arrival. Until that morning, I’d done a good job of not letting Ellie see them. 

Valerie wasn’t thrilled with Hannibal’s gifts. She liked having wildlife around the house—liked having daily visitors to the various birdfeeders she’d hung up all over the lawn. But she liked Hannibal, too—right up until he began doing what outdoor cats do. Then, he wasn’t so cute or cuddly anymore. 

We hadn’t intended to make him an outdoor cat, but despite his loving behavior, Hannibal simply couldn’t grasp the concept of using the litter box. Even after he was fixed, he still insisted on spraying the walls and couch, so rather than keep him inside the house, we let him roam the yard. I fixed up a box for him in the garage, and added a cat-door so that he could come and go as he pleased. It kept him dry and safe, at least, and in the winter, he stayed warm. 

As I pulled out of the driveway, I pondered the best way to explain to Ellie where the mouse had come from and what had happened to it. She loved Hannibal, and he absolutely adored her. I didn’t want her to suddenly shy away from him. It was important that she learned about the natural behavior of things. But then we hit traffic on the way to school, and my cell phone rang. It was work, wanting to know if I could make it in any earlier. I put off telling Ellie until later. 

In hindsight, that was a mistake. That was how the trouble started. Then again, even if I’d told her, I don’t know if it would have changed anything.

Like the song says, I wish I didn’t know now what I didn’t know then.




               




The next day, Hannibal left half of a bird on the deck. Ellie’s shriek of disgust was followed by Valerie screaming my name. 

“Ward! Get out here.” 

Muttering, I put down my coffee and walked out onto the deck, barefoot. A headless, baby robin with soft, downy feathers and only one wing remaining lay next to the spot where the half-mouse had been the day before. 

Valerie glared at me, hand on her hips. “Will you get rid of it, please?” 

Nodding, I started towards the garage to get the shovel. The gravel in the driveway hurt my bare feet, and I winced, stepping lightly. I stopped halfway when Ellie spoke up. 

“Mr. Chickbaum says that Hannibal did this.” 

Mr. Chickbaum was Ellie’s imaginary friend. She’d first started talking about him three years ago, soon after we bought this house. Our suspicion was that she’d created him to help her deal with the stress of moving to a new home, and having to make all new friends. Valerie and I didn’t mind. We’d both had imaginary friends when we were young. Mine was a talking chicken shadow named Billy. Valerie’s was a tree named Mrs. Billingsworth. We both outgrew our imaginary friends, and assumed that given time, Ellie would, as well. We thought no more of it, and even encouraged her on the rare occasions that she brought him up. 

According to Ellie, Mr. Chickbaum was a little bearded man about six inches tall, who wore green clothes and a hat. The first time we heard this, Valerie and I both immediately thought of leprechauns, although Ellie insisted that he wasn’t one. Secretly, I’d always assumed that her imagination formed him based on an old Warner Brothers cartoon. When she was very young, Ellie used to sit in my lap and we’d watch Looney Tunes together (I’ve always had a fondness for the classics, and even own several original cartoon cells). One of them, an episode entitled ‘The Wearing of the Grin’, had been a mutual favorite of ours, and we watched it countless times. In the episode, Porky Pig is walking to Dublin, Ireland, and gets caught in a bad storm. He seeks shelter in an old castle, which is inhabited by some paranoid leprechauns who are suspicious of him and mistakenly think Porky’s there to steal their gold. I miss those times. We stopped watching Looney Tunes as Ellie got older, because Valerie insisted they were too violent. I was certain that Mr. Chickbaum stemmed from Ellie’s subconscious memories of those times.

Ellie played with, talked to, read books with, and drew pictures with her imaginary friend, but always in the privacy of her own room. She never pretended he was there when we were in the room with her. For a while, Valerie had even set a place for him at the dinner table, but stopped after Ellie explained that Mr. Chickbaum didn’t want anyone but her to see him. 

I glanced at my daughter now, walked back over to her, and asked, “What did you say?” 

Ellie put her hands on her hips and stared at us defiantly. “Mr. Chickbaum says that Hannibal is the one who killed that mousy yesterday, and that he’s killed a lot of other things.” 

Valerie and I glanced at each other, communicating in that telepathic way that all parents develop. 

Did you tell her about Hannibal? 

No, of course not. I assumed that you were the one who told her. 

I knelt down beside Ellie and looked her in the eye. “Honey, that’s what cats sometimes do. Remember on Tom and Jerry—” 

“Tom and Jerry is a cartoon, Dad.” Her tone was very serious. “The mousy and the birdie are real. We feed Hannibal every night. Why does he have to eat them, too?” 

I fumbled for an explanation. “Well, because ... you see ... in the animal world ...” 

Ellie stared at me with a mixture of contempt and derision. It was the first time I’d ever seen an expression of either on her face, and it physically rocked me. I felt as if I’d been slapped. I swayed back and forth, and had to reach for the deck rail to keep my balance. Valerie was no help. She simply stared at us both, dumbfounded. 

“Mr. Chickbaum says Hannibal won’t stop. He says that Hannibal is a mean kitty and that he should die!” 

“Ellie!” I said it louder than I’d meant to, and now it was Ellie’s turn to flinch. 

Valerie gasped. “Ellie, that’s a terrible thing to say.” 

Ellie stood firm, but her bottom lip quivered. “I didn’t say it. Mr. Chickbaum did.” 

“I don’t care who said it.” I lowered my voice, but made sure she knew by my tone that I meant business. “Say it again and no video games for a month.” 

“But—” 

“Two months.” 

Tears welled up in her eyes. Her lips went from quivering to full pout. 

“I’m sorry, Daddy. But why isn’t Hannibal in trouble, too? He’s so mean ...” 

I paused, choosing my words carefully. Then I pulled her to me and gave her a hug, stroking her hair and letting her know it was all right. 

“Honey, Hannibal can’t help what he does. It’s instinct. Cats lived in the wild for a very long time before people turned them into pets, and they had to hunt to survive. They still remember that, deep down inside. Humans are the same way.” 

She sniffed against my shoulder. “We don’t eat birdies like cats do.” 

“No,” I agreed. “We don’t. But we still have instincts left over in us from thousands of years ago. We’re still afraid of the dark, even though we don’t really have a reason to be. Our ancestors were afraid of it because they never knew what might be lurking outside their cave—a sabertooth tiger or something worse. These days, there aren’t such things, but we’re still afraid of the dark anyway. It’s instinct. And it’s the same way with Hannibal. He doesn’t know why he hunts smaller animals. He does it because deep down inside, something tells him to. Does that make sense?” 

She nodded, then pulled away and took her mother’s hand. While Valerie led her to the car, I wiped snot and tears from my shirt. 

After they were gone, I got rid of the corpse. Hannibal hid under the deck and watched me. His tail swished back and forth. When I was finished, he rubbed up against my legs and batted at my shoelace. I reached down and scratched him between the ears. Purring, he rolled over and stared up at me with those big green eyes. 

“Oh, no,” I said. “You’re making things hard around here. No belly rubs today.” 

He lay there, rolling around and watching me, trying to act cute, until I went inside to change my shirt. When I came out again, Hannibal was gone, back on the prowl, keeping our house safe from critters.




               




On the third day, it rained. Hannibal’s present that morning was the hindquarters of a frog. He’d most likely caught it lurking around our septic system. The grass always grows taller there, no matter how often I mow the lawn, and the frogs like to hang out on that spot. I got rid of the evidence before Ellie saw it. 

As I drove her to school, I noticed that Ellie was unusually quiet. There was no chatter or singing along with the radio. She simply sat in the back, staring out the window. The only sounds were the windshield wipers and the slight drone of the air conditioning. 

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” 

“Nothing.” 

I coasted to a stop at the next red light and glanced into the rearview mirror. Her demeanor hadn’t changed at all. 

“Ellie,” I coaxed. “If something’s wrong, you know you can tell me, right? What’s bothering you? Let’s talk about it. Are you still upset about yesterday?” 

She shrugged. “A little. Sort of. I talked about it with Mr. Chickbaum last night, and told him what you said.” 

I suppressed a grin. 

“He says you’re wrong, Daddy. Mr. Chickbaum says there are still plenty of reasons for us to be afraid of the dark.” 

I shivered suddenly, and turned down the air conditioning. It didn’t help.




               




“I’m worried about Ellie.” 

Valerie and I were lying in bed, winding down for the evening. She was reading a Duane Swierzynski novel. I was staring at the television, flipping aimlessly through the channels. She folded the corner of a page to mark her place and sat the book on the nightstand. Then she propped herself up on an elbow and turned to me. 

“Why? Did something happen at school?” 

“No. I’m worried about this imaginary friend thing.” 

“Mr. Chickbaum.” 

“Yeah. Him.” 

It was weird. I couldn’t tell you why, but lying there in the safety of our bedroom, I was hesitant to say his name. 

“It’s a phase,” Valerie said. “She’ll grow out of it.” 

Grunting, I muted the television, cutting an anchorman off in mid-sentence. 

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But she’s had him for a while, hasn’t she? Longer than most kids. And what she said about Hannibal ...” 

“She was upset. That bird really bothered her, Ward.” 

“I know. But that still doesn’t make it right. She’s never said anything like that before. I mean, she loves that cat. For her to wish death on him—that just came out of nowhere. She’s not a violent kid.” 

“She didn’t say it. Mr. Chickbaum did.” 

I studied her carefully, trying to figure out if she was joking or not. Her expression was serious. 

“Oh, come on, Valerie. Do you realize how ridiculous that sounds? Don’t tell me you believe in little men now?” 

“Of course not. But Ellie’s young, Ward. Maybe she’s having trouble differentiating between real life and make believe. Obviously, she had some pent up anger towards Hannibal. She expressed it as Mr. Chickbaum. Maybe in her mind, that means she didn’t really think or say it. He did.” 

I shrugged. “She knows that cartoons are make believe. She knows that Hannah Montana is pretend, and that in real life, the actress’ name is Miley Cyrus. Ellie knows the difference between that and reality.” 

“But that’s television. Maybe she’s having trouble struggling with these emotions. Maybe they scare her. So she’s expressing them through Mr. Chickbaum.” 

I mulled it over, thinking about the conversation I’d had with Ellie that morning. I remembered what she’d said. 

He says you’re wrong, Daddy. Mr. Chickbaum says there are still plenty of reasons for us to be afraid of the dark. 

“Maybe we should talk to someone,” I suggested. “A doctor or something. If it will set your mind at ease, then let’s look into it in the morning.” 

“Okay.” 

I reached over to my nightstand and turned the light off. Valerie did the same on her side. We kissed good night, and then rolled over. We slept with our backs to each other—skin touching, but facing in opposite directions. We’d discovered long ago that we both slept easier that way. 

I lay there in the darkness, wondering why I was afraid—and what I was afraid of. Not Ellie, certainly. I was concerned about her. Worried. But not afraid. 

I closed my eyes and the darkness deepened.




               




The next morning, the rain was gone and the sun returned just in time for Hannibal’s latest kill—the mangled upper-half of a red and black spotted newt. I kicked the tiny lizard carcass into the driveway. It landed with a plop, lost between the gravel. 

When I reached my office, I spent the first hour of the day online researching childhood behavior and imaginary friends. When I was a kid, I suppose my parents would have spoken with a child psychiatrist. Our generation just uses Google. My search returned 1,590,000 websites—everything from Wikipedia to a band from Los Angeles. 

I learned a lot. Imaginary friends usually came about when a child was feeling lonely. That made sense. Ellie was shy, and she’d been picked on a lot by the older kids. Imaginary friends often served as outlets for expressing desires which children knew they’d get in trouble for. That made sense, as well. Ellie had been mad at Hannibal for killing the bird, and had lashed out. When she realized she was in trouble for what she’d said, she blamed Mr. Chickbaum. One website said that deep down inside, children understood that their imaginary friends weren’t real, even if they pretended or insisted that they were. That eased some of my fears, but I was still concerned about Ellie’s sudden dark turn. Several sites suggested that a child’s conversations with their imaginary friends could reveal a lot about that child’s anxieties and fears. 

Deciding to pay closer attention to Ellie’s conversations with Mr. Chickbaum, I emailed some of the links to Valerie. Then I logged off and got to work.




               




I was the first one home that night, so I started making dinner—baked tilapia, french fries, and canned peas. Valerie and Ellie got home just as I was pulling the fish from the oven. Ellie seemed herself—perky, happy and talkative (her shyness evaporated when she was with us). We ate dinner and talked about our day. Valerie loaded the dishwasher while I helped Ellie with her homework. Then the three of us watched TV and played video games until it was time for bed. I tucked Ellie in, read her a chapter of Charlotte’s Web (we were up to the part where Templeton the rat runs amok at the county fair), and then kissed her goodnight. I turned off the light as I left the room. Her nightlight glowed softly in the corner next to her dresser. I shut the door behind me and then stood in the hall. 

After a moment, when she realized that I wasn’t returning to the living room, Valerie tiptoed down the hallway and stood beside me. She cocked her head to the side and gave me a quizzical glance. I put my finger to my lips and pointed at the door. 

We waited for ten minutes, and I was almost ready to give up, retreat to the living room, and explain my actions to Valerie, when suddenly, we heard Ellie stir. From behind the closed bedroom door came the sound of her sheets rustling. The bedsprings creaked. Small feet padded across the carpet. Then Ellie spoke. Her voice was a hushed whisper. Obviously, she assumed we were in the living room, and didn’t want us to hear her. 

“Mr. Chickbaum! I didn’t think you were going to come tonight. You always come out as soon as Daddy turns off the light.” 

She paused, as if listening to a response. I found myself leaning forward, listening for one as well. As soon as I realized that I was doing it, I felt like an idiot. But then I noticed that Valerie was doing the same thing. It was a testament to the power of our daughter’s imagination. I grinned, shaking my head. Valerie smiled. 

Ellie spoke again, answering some imaginary comment. 

“He had you trapped? Why doesn’t he just leave you alone?” 

My heart beat once. Twice. 

Then, “I hate that mean old cat!” 

Valerie stiffened, and reached for the doorknob. I reached out, clasped her hand, and motioned again for her to be still. We continued eavesdropping on her conversation. 

“It’s not fair that you have to hide from him,” Ellie complained. “You were here before he was.” 

There was a pause, and then, “I know. But Daddy and Mommy never go into the field, so they won’t find the door. If we could just keep Hannibal out of there, too ...” 

Another pause, and then Ellie giggled. 

“They think you’re make believe. I don’t understand why you don’t just show yourself to them. Then you could live with us. Hannibal can’t get you if you stay inside the house. Mommy won’t let him in here because he pees on the wall.” 

In the living room, Valerie’s cuckoo clock, which had belonged to her grandmother, chimed softly. 

“Mommy and Daddy would like you,” Ellie said. “They’re nice. Not like Hannibal.” 

I frowned. 

“But why do you have to wait for the rest of your people? Maybe Daddy can help you fix the door? He’s good at fixing things. He fixed my wading pool last year when it had a leak. Maybe he could—” 

She stopped in mid-sentence. I felt a mixture of amazement and panic. Ellie’s imagination was elaborate enough to have Mr. Chickbaum interrupt her when she was speaking. 

“I don’t know what that word means,” Ellie said. “Just remember, you promised. When you get the door open and your friends come through, you promise you’ll show yourselves to Mommy and Daddy?” 

Valerie and I glanced at each other. Her expression mirrored my own confusion. I didn’t understand this bit about the door. 

“And then you can live here with me?” 

Valerie shrugged. We turned our attention back to the door. 

“The whole world? But you’ll let everybody else stay, right? You won’t hurt them?” 

I bit my lip, trying to make sense of what I was hearing. 

“How soon until you can open the door?” A pause, and then, “Really? That is soon.” 

Then, “But you always spend the night. How come you can’t now?” 

“Okay. I understand.” 

“I love you, too, Mr. Chickbaum. You’re my best friend forever and ever.” 

Ellie grew quiet. We stood there, listening to the silence, waiting for more. Small feet padded across the carpet again. The box spring beneath her mattress creaked. 

The sound of small feet continued for a brief moment after. 

It startled me. That couldn’t be right. She’d already gotten back into bed. I glanced at Valerie to see if she’d notice it, too. If she had, she gave no indication. I shook my head, frustrated that I’d let my imagination get the best of me. First, I’d been listening for Mr. Chickbaum’s voice. Now I was imagining his footsteps. 

I yawned, realizing just how tired I was. Worrying about Ellie had left me mentally and emotionally exhausted. In the dim hallway light, I noticed dark circles under Valerie’s eyes. It was impacting her, as well. 

We tiptoed carefully down the hall and went into our bedroom. We didn’t speak—undressing in silence. I brushed my teeth, gargled, and pissed. Then I climbed into bed while Valerie took her turn in the bathroom. When she slid into bed beside me, we still didn’t speak. We didn’t have to. Our fears were mutual. We lay there in the dark, holding each other, afraid for our daughter.




               




I didn’t remember falling asleep, so when I awoke in the middle of the night, I was startled and disoriented. My heart hammered in my chest, and I was holding my breath, but I didn’t know why. 

Then, outside our bedroom window, Hannibal howled, chasing some unknown prey. I waited, listening for the answering cry of another cat, or maybe a possum, skunk or raccoon. But no response was forthcoming. Hissing, Hannibal took off across the yard. I heard his paws swishing through the wet grass. More howls echoed through the night. 

Valerie sat up, clasping her chest. “What’s wrong?” 

“Hannibal’s fighting something. Stay here.” 

I climbed out of bed and put on a pair of sweatpants. Without bothering to turn on the light, I slipped into my bedroom shoes and opened the dresser. I grabbed a flashlight and my Taurus 357 from the drawer, and after fumbling with the key, deactivated the child safety locks on the back of the handgun. Then I slid five bullets into the cylinder and glanced down at Valerie. 

“Be careful,” she said. 

“I will.” 

I stepped out onto the deck and swept the flashlight beam around the yard. I caught a glimpse of Hannibal—a white streak against the darkness. He was running towards the vacant field that borders our property. I called after him in a hushed voice, not wanting to wake Ellie or our neighbors, but he was intent on the chase and ignored me. 

Cursing, I dashed down the stairs. Gravel crunched under my feet. I ran across the yard. Cold dew soaked through my bedroom shoes, soaking my feet. A light mist hovered just over the ground, swirling slowly. I swore harder, vowing to remove the cat door and start locking Hannibal inside the garage at night. Sooner or later, he was going to tangle with something that he couldn’t beat. Rabies was a concern, as well. He’d had his shots, but if he got into a fight with a rabid raccoon, I was concerned that he could spread the disease to one of us. 

“Hannibal! Come here!” 

He vanished into the field. I ran after him. The tall grass clung to my sweatpants. I noticed how quiet it was. At night, I’d lie awake in bed and listen to the shrill songs of insects and birds, or the harsh croaking of bullfrogs. Now, there was none of that. No traffic on the road, either. Even the wind was still. 

I’d gone about twenty yards when the field exploded with noise. Hannibal growled. It rose in pitch and intensity, then turned into a long, drawn-out series of hisses and howls. The animal—whatever it was—shrieked; a high-pitched squeal. 

A rabbit, I thought. He’s got a rabbit. 

The grass swayed in front of me. I shined the light in that direction, and the beam glanced across a pile of junk. Somebody had been using the vacant field as a dump. There was an old, rusty shopping cart, several bald tires, a cracked commode, and an old door lying flat on the ground. Its tarnished brass doorknob gleamed in the moonlight. Someone had spray painted graffiti across the top of the door. I frowned, trying to make sense of it. There were no words or letters—just an odd series of images, like something from a heavy metal CD cover. It was certainly an odd thing to paint on a door. 

The scuffling animals distracted me. I shined the light lower. Sure enough, Hannibal was tumbling and wrestling with something else. I couldn’t tell what it was, though. They moved too fast, darting back and forth and rolling around on the ground. 

“Hannibal,” I shouted. “Let it go!” 

His growls grew louder. 

“Hannibal!” 

The thing squealed. 

Pointing the handgun at the ground, I fired one shot into the dirt at my feet. Immediately, Hannibal released his prey and fled into the darkness. The animal ran off, as well. I studied the flattened weeds where they’d been fighting, and saw a few diminutive drops of blood. I hoped the blood didn’t belong to my cat. 

I called for Hannibal a few more times, but he didn’t answer. Eventually, I made my way back to the house. Luckily, none of our neighbors lights were on. They’d slept through the shot. Ellie had, as well. Valerie was waiting for me in the kitchen. Her eyes were wide. A cup of tea sat on the table in front of her, untouched. 

“What was it?” 

I shrugged, unloading the pistol. “I don’t know. A rabbit, I think. It sounded like one, at least.” 

“Is Hannibal okay?” 

“I hope so. He took off when I broke them up.” 

“He’ll come back,” she said. “He always does.” 

“Yeah. He does.” 

We went back to bed, and slept uninterrupted for the rest of the night.




               




The next morning, Valerie and I talked while Ellie got ready for school. We decided that I’d try talking to her during the morning drive, while Valerie checked into getting us an appointment with a therapist or child counselor. Ellie was in a good mood. She chatted through breakfast, and was eager to get to school. 

“You’re pretty happy this morning,” I said, ruffling her hair as we walked towards the door. “What’s going on?” 

“It’s a secret, Daddy.” 

“Oh come on,” I teased. “You can tell me.” 

“No, I can’t. I promised.” 

“Please? Just a hint?” 

Ellie hesitated, then smiled. She leaned in close to me, whispering conspiratorially. “Mr. Chickbaum’s friends are coming tonight.” 

“Ellie ... we need to talk about ... Mr. Chickbaum.” 

“I know you think he’s pretend, Daddy, but you’ll see. He had to do some stuff last night to get ready. Tonight, he can open the door to his world and then we can meet his friends.” 

We walked out onto the deck. 

“Ellie ...” 

She screamed. 

Lying on the deck was another half-corpse—two tiny, human legs about three inches tall, attached to the ragged remains of a miniature waist. It wore a little pair of green pants and one green shoe. The other shoe was missing. The bare foot had miniscule toes. Doll baby-sized blood and entrails spread out around the corpse. 

Ellie screamed again, and then I joined her. 

Hannibal lay nearby, sunning himself. He licked his lips and gazed at us with contentment.
  


 

 

 

 

Afterword










Most of this story is true. Except for the bit about the leprechaun. In real life, Hannibal’s name is Max. He showed up one day much like the cat in this story. He was just a tiny kitten, and fearful of everyone and everything. I don’t know if someone dumped him off at our house or if he was just born wild out in the woods. I fed him for a few days, but he still wouldn’t let anyone come near him. 

Then, a week later, I was sitting in my office working on the first draft of Ghost Walk. I had the office door open to let in some fresh air. I heard a tiny little ‘meep’ and I looked down, and the kitten was standing at the foot of my chair. He crawled up into my lap, I named him Max (after the movie character Mad Max), and he’s been with me ever since. When I got divorced for the second time and moved into a new place, Max came with me. But before that, to repay my kindness, Max was very good at bringing me daily presents. He left them at the door to my office, which was on our property but in a separate building from the house. Often, the presents he brought me were half-presents. Usually, he caught mice and voles. Occasionally, he brought me a bird or a frog, which always saddened me a bit. I tried to discourage him from killing birds and frogs. Once, he killed a squirrel, just like the cat in the story. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen him for myself—dragging the squirrel across the yard. To the best of my knowledge, he never killed a snake, although I did find him messing around with a copperhead once. I shooed Max away and killed the snake with the .357 that I carried with me (the house was in a very remote area, with coyotes and snakes and bears and drunken rednecks, so I had good reason to carry a gun). 

Several summers ago, author Tim Lebbon was visiting me for a few days. One evening, we were sitting around my fire pit, smoking good cigars and drinking some fine scotch (a gift from author Sarah Langan) and our conversation turned to cats, and their habit of leaving dead things lying around, and how, quite often, it was only half of a dead thing. 

There’s a certain look an author gets when a story idea suddenly hits him. Tim and I got the look at the same time. We both grew quiet, stared into the fire, and mulled our ideas over. 

“I just got a killer story idea,” I said. 

Tim nodded. “Me, too.” 

I told him mine and he told me his. They were both good ideas. We agreed that, since it was my house and my cat, I should get to write the story, but that I should include Tim’s daughter, Ellie, in it, since she also had a cat. 

We finished our cigars and drank our scotch. The fire dwindled down to embers. 

One year later, I wrote this tale. These days, Max is an indoor cat and occupies himself by chasing cat toys around my house.

The entity known as Mr. Chickbaum is also referenced in my novel A Gathering of Crows (but in a different form than a leprechaun). There’s a reason for this, which you’ll discover eventually. If I told you now, it would spoil the story to come ...




Brian Keene
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“I absolutely loved The Man on the Bench. It was wondrous, intriguing, sweet, scary, surprising ... everything a good story should be.”




— David B. Silva
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The summer of my first kiss was also the summer of the man on the bench. 

It was 1922. Three years since the Treaty of Versailles was signed ending the war with Germany. Two years since a little unknown man named Adolf Hitler helped found the Nazi party in Munich. Henry Ford’s Model T was owned by over half the driving population of America, and in Paris James Joyce’s Ulysses was first published. 

But all of this and everything else meant nothing to me. 

I was nine years old, living in the backwater town of Benton, Pennsylvania. The only worries I had besides my chores were having fun and keeping out of trouble at the same time. 

Except that all changed within the course of a few weeks. 

A shadow fell across our tiny town. 

First the cats disappeared. 

Then the little girls. 

But before that, there were Bobby, Joseph, Curtis, and Melvin. And their need to inflict pain on anyone younger than them.
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Benton wasn’t one of your normal small towns. 

Our general store wasn’t one of those places kids went into with wide eyes, their mouths drooling over all the candy in the jars. It was just some rundown house owned by Mr. Parker, who ordered supplies every week and had them shipped in from Harrisburg. 

Our school had one room and was used for church on Sundays. Usually the only kids who attended were from ages six to twelve. The other kids took the three-mile hike into Providence, which was a prosperous mining town to the north. Not quite a suburb yet but getting mighty close. 

There was no mayor, no township, and no office to elect a constable, so the one from Providence occasionally made his way into Benton to make sure everyone was keeping civil. 

And for the most part everyone was. 

Everyone except the children, though there were hardly many of them all told. Just enough to squeeze into that one-room school house, no more. 

The only boys my age were William Dukes and Fred Wilson. We were best friends and closer than glue. 

Except when Bobby and the rest of them were after us. 

Then it was every man for himself.
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It was a hot Thursday afternoon and we were down by the creek on the other side of Miller Road. It was a narrow thing, not much good for fishing and such, but at least the water was cool and came up to our knees when we stepped in. There were usually frogs in there along with crawfish and we’d try our best to find them, to try to get ourselves a new pet to play with. 

We were doing just that when Bobby and the others showed up. They were all older than us, Bobby the oldest at fourteen. It seemed they never really had much to do except chase after us. 

In Benton, there really wasn’t much else to do. 

“Well, well,” Bobby said, grinning his crooked ugly grin. “What do we have here?” 

It was enough for us. We darted out of the water towards the road, leaving our shoes and shirts behind. They weren’t worth getting anyway, and besides, it was a safe bet we’d find them eventually. Even if they would be hanging from a tree. 

Though we weren’t a gang or anything, William was our leader. He was the strongest, the smartest, and we always listened to whatever it was he had to say. We’d follow him over a cliff if he led us. He was that kind of guy. 

Now he was leading us up the road through the high grass. Behind us we heard Bobby and the rest as they splashed through the creek and shouted after us. 

Across the road were the woods, which weren’t really woods at all but only a couple of acres of trees, with an opening in the middle with a small pond and field. Through the woods was Harris Road that led to most of the houses in Benton, ours included. 

The obvious choice was to head through the woods and try to lose them there. Bobby and the others probably knew this, as did William, so maybe that was why William shouted, “Down the road!” and swerved that way. 

Fred was right behind him, following without hesitation. 

But I hesitated. I didn’t understand. Going through the woods would be the better choice. 

Behind me, the shouting was getting closer. 

I second-guessed myself and kept going straight. 

I glanced over my shoulder just once as I broke into the shade and dashed through the trees. Bobby shouted something to Joseph, Curtis, and Melvin, and they took off down the road after William and Fred. Bobby kept going straight for me. 

I never really understood why Bobby hated me so much. As he was the leader of the pack he roamed with, it would only make sense he’d go after the leader of our pack. Instead he always came after me. 

Always made sure he had more punches for me than anyone else. But the beatings were never too bad. Not bad enough that my mother would notice. At least Bobby and the rest of them were smart on that end, because they knew none of us would say anything. Because we were nine and telling on them would mean we were babies and we were nine and we were not babies. 

I guess, though, I did know the reason deep down. 

Angela, Bobby’s sister, was almost a year younger than me. Eight years old wasn’t much, but she was pretty, that was for sure. And though I wasn’t in love with her, I did like her to some extent. But I guess she liked me even more and Bobby knew this and hated the idea of his sister liking a little brat like me. 

I ran full out through the trees, dodging limbs and leaves. I’d been roaming through here as long as I’d been alive and knew the way pretty good. Then again, Bobby had been roaming them longer and he knew them even better. 

I was chubbier than most kids my age, but not fat, and somehow I was able to run pretty fast for my size. But sometimes it wasn’t fast enough. I hoped it would be this time. 

Through the trees out into the clearing towards the pond and open field. There was a wooden bench there by the pond, something that looked as if it’d been there since the beginning of time, and I wished an adult was sitting there now, because only adults made Bobby stop, made him slow down and smile and try to act like a decent young man his age. 

But there was no one there. I was alone, just me and the huffing and puffing monster behind me, who sounded as if he was catching up. 

I sprinted through the field, towards more trees, my bare feet smashing down the grass. I briefly wondered where William and Fred were, how far they’d gone and whether or not Joseph, Curtis, and Melvin had given them any punches yet. 

“Come on,” Bobby shouted, eagerness in his voice, “I just want to talk!”

Heading into the trees that would take me out onto Harris Road and to the safety of houses and adults, I glanced over my shoulder only once, hoping and wishing and praying that Bobby would trip, that he would fall on his face. 

Only it was me who tripped. 

Right over my own stupid feet and then I was down, skidding across the grass and burning my chest. 

Bobby was on me a second later, his knee digging into my back and his hand pressing my face into the ground. 

“Aw, poor baby,” he said, laughing, and pressed my face even harder until I could hardly breath. 

I did whatever I could to get him off, kicking and bucking and waving my arms, but it was no use. My eyes were squeezed so tight I couldn’t see anything but white dots in the dark and I started to cry—I started to cry just like he wanted me to and I hated myself for it. 

Then, suddenly, his hand and knee were gone. 

For some reason I didn’t realize this at first, and just lay there, my face pressed into the grass, still kicking and bucking and crying. 

“Ethan, get up.” 

It wasn’t Bobby’s voice. 

I raised my head, tears in my eyes, and saw my Uncle Grant standing a couple yards away, putting most of his weight on his good leg. He was dressed in his work clothes and had his arms crossed, scowling at Bobby. 

Sniffling, I stood up and wiped my face. Glanced behind me and saw Bobby standing there, his hands behind his back, like he’d just gotten there and didn’t know what was going on. 

“Are you all right, Ethan?” 

I looked at my uncle and nodded once. 

“Well, Robert, what do you have to say for yourself?” 

Bobby had nothing to say for himself. He stood with his hands behind his back and stared ahead, a slight knowing grin on his face. 

“Well?” 

“Well what, sir?” 

I slowly walked towards my uncle, who continued standing there with his arms crossed. 

“I think an apology is in order.” My uncle’s hand fell on my shoulder, and he gently turned me around to face Bobby. “Come on now, Robert, tell Ethan you’re sorry.” 

Bobby’s eyes left my uncle’s and stared straight into mine. It wasn’t so much a stare as it was a glare. He opened his mouth and I saw his teeth gritted together. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice complete ice. 

I wasn’t sure which I hated more, being beaten up by Bobby or my uncle saving me. Because now the anger in Bobby was just going to boil, and the next time we met up the beating would be even worse. 

“Okay now. Why don’t you run along, Robert, before I feel the need to call on your parents.” 

Bobby’s eyes shifted back to my uncle and for a moment he did nothing more than stare. Then he nodded and turned away, started back towards the pond and the trees. 

I watched him leave and then felt my uncle’s hand pulling me away. I looked up and saw him nodding at the trees towards Harris Road. 

We walked in silence for a while. William and Fred crossed my mind and I wondered just how far they’d gotten. Had they outrun Joseph, Curtis, and Melvin? Or had they gotten caught, were now sustaining some kind of beating, a beating that would only increase when Bobby got there and dished out whatever he felt like giving them? 

“It was the strangest thing,” my uncle said. “I was walking along the road and thought I heard some shouting and for some reason knew you were in trouble. So I ran through the trees and yes, there you were. Are you sure you’re all right?” 

I nodded once again without a word. 

“What about William and Fred? Where are they?” 

I shrugged. I didn’t feel much like talking. 

We’d entered the trees and were now making it out onto the side of the road. 

“What about your clothes? You know you can’t go back home without your mom asking you where the rest of your clothes went to.” 

He had a point, but I wasn’t about to head back to the creek anytime soon. 

“How ’bout I cover for you? If she’s there, I’ll get her distracted and you can go in and get some other clothes to wear in the meantime. What do you say?” 

I looked up at him and nodded, still wondering what had happened to William and Fred. Uncle Grant was grinning, which made me grin too. It was always something good to see, because I knew that when my uncle grinned everything was going to be okay. 

And for a moment, I actually believed it was.
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