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        To everyone who has supported me in my endeavors

        to joke around for a living, thank you.

      

        

      
        If I were a zombie, I'd eat you first.
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      It had been years since they had been bowling, but it was not lost on any of the men that, even in the establishment’s logo, bowling was distinctly separated from the word fun.

      The Meadows Park Family Fun & Bowling Center had gone to great lengths to look nothing like any bowling alley that they could remember. The interior designer had selected plush leather couches and rich wooden tables instead of the nicotine stained plastic furniture that used to line the lanes of America. Instead of flat beige walls marred with beer stains from flung bottles, the center was painted with dark and inviting shades of blue and red.

      The concession stand was actually Finnegan’s, a mock Irish pub that offered more fare than heat lamp pretzels and microwaved cheese cups. It contained a dining area that encompassed the billiard room where regulation-sized tables filled a sunken area. None of which appeared to take quarters.

      Beyond Finnegan’s, the screams of hyperactive children were swallowed by the gunfire, guitar riffs, and dance commands of an expansive arcade. Each ran on a “Fun Zone” card that you loaded with cash. This cash became credits that the kids could turn into points to redeem for tickets that could be exchanged for crap that the arcade kept in glass cases to give it the appearance of being really special crap. A piece of gum was five tickets. This equated to roughly four dollars by the time it had gone through the “Fun Zone” cash/credit/points/tickets/crap conversion.

      Menacing aliens stood guard at the doors of the Laser Tag arena. These ten-foot monstrosities took their inspiration from Geiger’s nightmares, but each wielded a bright orange rifle designed by a committee at the Department of Safety and Ruining Fun. They probably shot bubbles.

      A rope course was strung above everything. For five bucks a minute, kids could be tethered to a safety line and move from platform to platform via strung together bridges. One had to admit that from a kid’s point of view it could look fun, but for one of the men it brought back a tragic trust fall memory from an off-site work event.

      There were also bowling lanes.

      “So, why do you think they call it a turkey?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Maybe it matters to me, Chris.”

      “Actually, Erik. It matters to you the least.”

      “Why?”

      Chris set his beer down on the coffee table. “‘Because you suck the most.”

      “I do not. I got that strike in the first round.”

      “You need three in a row, genius.”

      “So what?” Erik grabbed his own beer. “You suck, too.”

      John, having just thrown a gutter ball, sat down on the leather couch and pulled a fresh bottle from the pail that sat in the middle of the table. “We all suck. Bowling sucks. This sucks.”

      Chris and Erik nodded.

      “But, Chris is right, Erik,” John continued. “You suck the most.”

      Erik sat back in the deep couch. “You guys are acting like this is all my fault. None of us want to be here. I’m just trying to make the most of it.”

      “By sucking?” asked Chris.

      “Our team name is your fault,” said John. “We were supposed to be called Austin Is a Big Piece of Crap so that Austin would know we think he’s a big piece of crap.”

      “Yeah, well, the embroiderer charged by the letter and you guys didn’t want to pitch in for the shirts.”

      “I didn’t even want a shirt,” said John.

      Erik fired back, “The league requires bowling shirts.”

      John set down his beer. “I could make the argument that any shirt in which I bowl is a bowling shirt.”

      “Screw you guys. We needed shirts.”

      “Fine, but,” Chris straightened out the pocket of his bowling shirt to reveal the team name. “Split Happens?”

      “I thought it was clever.”

      Chris and John shook their heads.

      A clatter of pins echoed behind them and was quickly followed by an overly enthusiastic, “Yeah! Take it! That’s how Ball Busters do it!” This had been going on for quite some time. The team they were up against had been bowling in the league for years and drinking since the first frame.

      A round of high fives shot off behind them and the three men of Split Happens sighed before an overly enthusiastic voice boomed in their direction, “Hey, Split Heads. It’s your turn, losers.”

      “He’s talking to you, Erik.”

      “Shut up, Chris.” Erik stood and stepped up to the lane. He pulled the purple house ball from the return, held it before his eyes and approached the line with cautious steps. There he stopped and eyed the pins.

      The comment, “Nice ball, loser,” was followed by drunken laughter and a round of high fives from the other team.

      “Do you think these guys are taking this a little too seriously?” John asked. “They know it’s bowling, right?”

      “This whole place is crazy. I’ve been talked to by four different people for ‘breach of etiquette.’ I didn’t think there’d be so much protocol in trying to knock things over from a distance.”

      John sat with his back to the lane. There was a grunt from behind him. “How’d he do?”

      “Gutter,” Chris said.

      John slammed his beer down on the table and made a pile of bottle caps dance. “I can’t believe we have to be here. Who would have thought the HOA had so much power?”

      Chris nodded and echoed the registered letter they had each received. “Hereby required to socialize and get along for the benefit of the community.” HOAs loved sending registered letters.

      “I certainly don’t remember the ‘mandatory bowling’ clause in the bylines. It’s BS. Just because he’s president, Austin thinks he gets to boss everyone around as long as he hides behind ‘for the benefit of the community.’” There was another grunt from behind him. “How’d he do?”

      “He fell down,” Chris said. “Again.”

      Most people would respond with a snicker. Perhaps they would pretend to hide it or just catch it in their hand. But that was not the Ball Buster way. The team’s mouthpiece bellowed the actual word, “Ha,” as Erik picked himself up from the lane. The rest of the team erupted in laughter.

      Erik returned to the couch rubbing his elbow.

      “On your way to a turkey, Split Head?”

      “Shut up, Chris. I’ve never been good at sports.”

      “This isn’t a sport, Erik,” John said. “It’s a game.”

      “What’s the difference?” Erik snapped.

      “For it to be a sport there has to be a potential for injury.”

      “I just hurt my elbow.”

      “Because you suck, not because this is a sport.”

      Chris hung his head. “We’ve got sixteen weeks of this crap.”

      “Maybe not.” John leaned in, expecting the two men to do the same. They didn’t move. He waved them in. They didn’t move. “What if we could get Austin ... “

      “No,” Chris said.

      “You haven’t even heard my plan.”

      “Your last plan cost me my yard and got me stuck in a bowling league. No.”

      “Don’t be such a baby. Your yard grew back. Look, I’ve been going over the HOA bylaws. Austin’s broken his own rules. Have you seen that ugly ass fountain he put in his yard?”

      “The one with the kid peeing?” Erik asked.

      Another strike sounded behind them. A series of high fives followed.

      John continued. “It’s a total violation of HOA rules and probably public decency laws.”

      Chris pulled another beer from the bucket on the coffee table. “It’s a terrible idea.”

      “What is?” John asked.

      “The idea you’re about to have. It’s the worst idea ever.”

      The loudest and drunkest of the Ball Busters landed on the couch next to John and slammed his palm down on the coffee table. The empty beer bottles jumped and rattled. “Hey!” He was built like a former football player that ate like he thought he still ran two-a-days but didn’t. He put his arm around John. “Did anyone ever tell you that you look just like that guy from that commercial?”

      “Which commercial?”

      “Every commercial. You know that guy. Kinda fat. Kinda old. Kinda bald. That’s the guy you look like.”

      John looked to his teammates. Each had a look of realization on his face.

      “I hate you guys.”

      “Anyway, fatty,” the Ball Buster continued, “are we going to bowl or are you girlfriends going to gossip?”

      Chris shook his head in disbelief. “Girlfriends? Really?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled, but it wasn’t friendly. “Girlfriends.”

      “You guys call yourselves the Ball Busters?” Chris asked.

      “Yeah!” The bowler stood and turned. Perhaps the Ball Busters knew a cheaper embroiderer, maybe one of them was handy with a needle and thread, but the entire back of his team shirt was covered with the Ball Busters logo—two balls striking a single pin between them. He pointed to the back of his shirt with his thumbs. “We’re the Ball Busters, baby!”

      “You’re all dudes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      The smile faded. “Just bowl, Mary.” The man grunted as he stood and walked back over to his team. “I called him Mary.” There was more high fiving.

      “You heard him, Mary,” John said.

      Chris shook his head. “This can’t get any worse.”

      The overhead lights switched off and the PA crackled. “You know what that means, folks. It’s time for Laser Bowling!”

      The speaker system had been playing 90’s rock all evening. Now the woofers took over duty as techno music began to blast through the massive cabinets that hung from the wall. Black lights cast the lanes in a pale blue hue that lit the pins in a horrid rainbow of dayglow colors. Strobes flashed and lights danced across the lanes.

      “I can’t believe we have to do this.” Chris stood and approached the lane. He stopped and turned. “Before I go up there, I want it to be clear that I hate you both.”

      John raised his beer and nodded his agreement.
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      The evening had not gone well, but it ended worse.

      In the game of baseball, the winning team is not allowed an extra inning to run the bases while the losers are forced to watch from the dugout. Bowling, however, allows better players an extra rub-it-in frame. Each Ball Buster drew out his extra frame with a lengthy dose of insults that bordered on soliloquy before throwing each ball.

      The three members of Split Happens suffered the trouncing by not caring one little bit about bowling. The insults didn’t faze them. The taunts did not irk them. But, the Ball Busters’ victory skit drove the three losers into hysterics.

      This skit had consisted of a choreographed dance step, a chant that contained the chorus, “bu, bust, busted,” and pantomimed spanking. The dialogue was childish, foul and on par with a rap written by any company’s HR group. The victory skit culminated with all three Busters shaking beers and spraying them at the losing team.

      John shot beer out his nose, Chris fell back into the couch unable to control his laughter, and Erik joined in with a chuckle once he realized that he should be laughing as well.

      Grins turned to sneers and middle fingers as the Ball Busters packed up their shoes, balls, gloves and little wrist things and left the Family Fun & Bowling Center. Chris returned Split Happens’ rented shoes while John and Erik finished their drinks.

      “Are you okay to drive, John?” Erik asked.

      “What? Of course.”

      “Because, if you’re not, I can drive. I’ve only had a couple.”

      “Erik, I don’t let my wife drive my car. And I actually like her.”

      Chris returned from the front counter. “We’re good to go. John, are you okay to drive?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking that?”

      “Because you’re drunk.”

      “I’m fine. Besides, it’s only a couple of blocks.”

      Erik raised a finger. “They say that most accidents happen within a mile of home.”

      “They also say, ‘Shut up or you’re walking home.’ Let’s go.”

      “I’ve never heard them say that.”

      “Move it, Erik.”

      The throbbing soundtrack of Laser Bowling faded as the automatic doors closed behind them and they stepped in the parking lot. It had been full when they arrived but the spaces had opened up. They could see John’s car from across the lot and the three Ball Busters leaning against it.

      “Oh, what is this crap?” John asked.

      “Maybe they just want to wish us a good game. They forgot to inside.”

      “Shut it, Erik.”

      The biggest Ball Buster spoke as the three men approached. “You guys think laughing is pretty funny, huh?”

      Chris and John exchanged a confused look before Chris responded, “No. Laughing isn’t funny. The funny thing has to happen before the laughing.”

      One of the smaller, yet still large, Ball Busters pushed himself away from the car and pointed at Chris. “Shut up, loser.”

      “You guys know this is just bowling. Right?” John asked.

      The Ball Buster put a finger in John’s chest. “Just bowling?”

      “Yeah. It’s just a game.”

      “Ha.” The Ball Buster turned to his teammates. “No wonder these guys are such losers. They don’t understand how competition works.” He turned back to Split Happens. “That’s why you’ll always be losers.”

      “You’re the one wearing a penis on his shirt,” said Erik.

      “Shut up, dork!”

      John clapped his hands. “Fair enough. Erik’s a dork. We’re losers. Now that all of that is settled, please step aside so we can go.”

      The finger in his chest turned into a palm and stopped John from approaching the car. “You don’t get it, do you? No one laughs at the Ball Busters.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure everyone laughs at the Ball Busters. Now get off my car.”

      The Ball Buster smiled as his teammates spread out. Each lined up across from one of the losers.

      “Enough!” Chris stepped forward. “This is not happening. We’re not getting into a fight in a bowling alley parking lot.”

      “Because you’re a pussy.”

      “No. It’s because we’re all adults. Now get out of the way.”

      The largest Ball Buster stepped forward and grabbed Chris by the collar. “I’m going to hit you the hardest.”

      “Is there a problem here?” It didn’t matter how many arcade games or prize machines the Fun Center put in, it was still a bowling alley and needed an officer on the premises. As any couple can tell you, whenever wood flooring and alcohol are mixed, there’s going to be a fight.

      The Ball Buster released Chris and stepped away with his hands outstretched. “Not at all, Officer. Just wanted to wish him a good game.”

      The cop stepped in between the men and looked each one over carefully. “I’m glad to hear that. Now, I don’t think all of you came in this car, so why don’t you all head back to your vehicles.”

      There was a nervous mutter of “yes, sirs” as the Ball Busters scattered into the parking lot to their various pickup trucks.

      John pulled the keys from his pocket and unlocked the car. “Thank you, Officer.”

      “Have you been drinking, sir?”

      “What? Wh ...?” John sighed, locked the car and dropped the keys back into his pocket.

      “Yes, sir. C’mon, guys. Looks like we’re walking home.”
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      The Meadows Park Family Fun & Bowling Center sat on the edge of the Meadows of Sage Creek neighborhood. In its time, the space had been a hardware store, a garden center and an empty building. Now it was the main attraction in a strip mall of empty storefronts and a breakfast diner that wasn’t smart enough to be open late on league night.

      After shaking the doors to make sure that the diner was closed, the three men gave up their hopes of pancakes and began the walk home. A block into the stroll, they came to the top of the one hill in the neighborhood.

      “Have I told you that I don’t like walking, John?”

      “With every step, Chris.”

      “Next time we’re taking separate cars.”

      “This is total crap. I’m fine to drive. If not for that cop ...”

      “If not for that cop we would have been beaten up by thirty-year-old frat boys.”

      “We could have taken them,” said Erik.

      Chris and John looked at the third member of their team but refused to acknowledge him.

      “Fine, but wasn’t that the point of bowling? If we were going to have to hang out together because Austin is a prick, shouldn’t we be able to drink while we’re doing it? Besides, I’m not as drunk as that guy.” John pointed midway down the hill. A lone pedestrian lumbered from side to side along the sidewalk at the bottom of the hill.

      Chris looked across the street. “You’re right, would you look at that guy.”

      The walker’s destination was obviously the top of the hill but the grade was proving too much for his condition. He’d build up a good staggering momentum, move up the hill and fall over backwards. After rolling to a stop, he moaned in frustration and stood back up on legs that looked slow to comply. Once standing, the man tried again and fell again. His moans grew louder.

      “Holy crap. Do you think we should help him?” Erik asked.

      “No.”

      “Not at all.”

      “I think he’ll be fine.”

      “He didn’t fall that far.”

      “He rolled with it.”

      “Yeah, you’re okay if you roll with it.”

      “See? He’s getting back up.”

      “He’ll be fine.”

      Erik threw up his hands. “That’s what I thought.”

      Continuing down the hill, the three men cast the occasional glance at the frustrated walker. Their looks were quick and infrequent fearing that the drunk would make eye contact and ask for help.

      Erik stared a little too long. The drunk noticed and turned towards him. “It looks like Mr. Howard.”

      John raised an eyebrow at Erik. “Mr. Howard?”

      “Yes.”

      “The widow Mrs. Howard’s dead husband Mr. Howard?”

      “I didn’t say it was him. I said it looked like him.”

      The drunk moaned, stepped into the street and began to cross.

      John snapped his fingers. “Let’s step it up boys. I don’t know where he’s going but I’m sure there’s an angry wife waiting for him and I don’t want to be any part of the fight he’s got coming.”

      The three men reached the bottom of the hill and turned right. The guy that looked like Mr. Howard stumbled slowly after them but was quickly left behind. Soon all they could hear was a distant moan.

      “He sounded hurt,” Erik said as the moan faded.

      “He sounded drunk,” Chris said. “A few more rounds and John would be making the same noises. You’ll see next week when we lose our asses at bowling again.”

      John did moan. “I don’t want to go back. Bowling sucks. I just know that I’m going to hurt tomorrow.”

      “From bowling? How out of shape are you?” Erik asked.

      “You don’t understand, Erik, because you’re stupid. But, there are hundreds of muscles in the human body. Sixty-four of them are used only for bowling. They serve no other purpose. You could be a professional runner and one night of bowling would cripple you. This time tomorrow, we’ll hardly be able to walk.”

      “That’s fine by me because I hate walking. Did I mention I hate walking, John?”

      “With every step, Chris. It’s like your mouth is directly connected to the little bitch you keep inside of you.”

      “I hate you, John.”

      “I hate you too, man.”
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      Chris and Erik lived across the street from one another. John lived a block over and gladly left the pair where their paths diverged. The lack of Chris’s complaints and Erik’s stupidity gave him some time to think about what he would tell his wife about the car. More specifically he thought about whether he would tell his wife about the car.

      Jenny was as far from dumb as possible. Any story he might concoct about a bad starter or dead battery would be received with skepticism and he rarely held up under questioning. The bowling alley wasn’t far. It was possible that he could tell her he was leaving early for work the next morning and just walk back to the car. She may never notice it missing.

      No. Screw that. He knew his legs were going to hurt and he hated walking more than he hated guilt. As he approached the house, he decided to just beg her for a ride in the morning.

      The lights were out. That was odd.

      He unlocked the door and opened it to silence. At this time of night there was usually someone watching at least every TV in the house while browsing the web, or watching TV while listening to music while browsing the web.

      The quiet was welcomed, but strange. John moved inside expecting a surprise party to launch from behind the sofa or out of the closet, but could think of nothing he had done that would merit one and he was fairly certain that it wasn’t his birthday. Oh, crap, was it someone else’s birthday? He ran through his pin codes and passwords in his head. No, none of them matched today’s date so it wasn’t a birthday or anniversary. How could it be so quiet?

      He called out, half expecting the boogeyman to answer, but there was no response at all. He made his way to the kitchen. There was food there and there were teenagers in the house, so he was sure he would find people there consuming his disposable income at an alarming rate.

      The lights were on in the kitchen but it was empty as well. He called out again, “Jenny? Jimmy? Sarah?” The only response was the quiet hum of the ceiling fan in an empty house.

      His keys jingled as they dropped on the kitchen island. They slid and stopped next to a piece of paper. His name was on the paper. It was Jenny’s handwriting. He unfolded the page and began to read:

      

      Honey, we’re fine. My dad came and picked us up in the coach.

      He skipped to the end.

      Love you, xoxoxo.

      

      So that’s where they were. He remembered now. Jenny mentioned taking the kids camping with their grandfather. Well, he didn’t remember her telling him, but he would be sure to say that he did if she asked. He smiled and dropped the letter back on the island. The house was his. The couch was his. The TV was his. He tried to remember the last time this had happened. He got nothing.

      The family was with the in-laws and he wasn’t. That worked out great. He had always gotten along with his wife’s parents but he liked it better when he didn’t have to. Especially if they were in “The Coach.” Jenny’s father was a former Navy man. Once retired and back on dry land, he had purchased the most ship-like vehicle he could find. Once a passenger bus, “The Coach” had been gutted and converted into a luxury apartment on wheels. The man’s rationale was that he had seen most of the world’s ports, it was time to see America. And he hated having neighbors. To be more annoying, he called it Land Navigation or Cruising the Country and the back of “The Coach” was covered with stickers validating their travels. The inside of “The Coach” rattled with novelty spoons that did the same.

      It was a nice coach, John would admit to that. But despite leaving the sea, it seemed as if his father-in-law had never left the Navy, and the man ran “The Coach” like a battleship. John had learned on one excursion that every passenger was a crewman with a station and duties. While the kids were in charge of choosing which movie to watch and shopping for snacks, John had been assigned the head. At first he had thought that the position was not unlike a navigator or cocaptain. But he learned very quickly to hate both traveling in The Coach and family chili night.

      John moved into the living room and found the remote in the center of the floor. His dad hackles went up and he began to yell at the kids before remembering that they weren’t around. He grunted and decided that yet another lecture was in order when they returned.

      It would begin with the brandishing of a rusted pair of needle-nosed pliers. “These,” he would say and pause for effect, “these were my remote control.” He would avoid the phrase “When I was your age,” because he knew it translated to “stop listening now and do eye rolling exercises.” But he would impress on them that needle-nosed pliers used to be how people changed TV channels. All four of them. One would have to get up, cross the room, risk electrocution by jamming the metal pliers into an electrical device, and twist to rotate what they called a dial. Carefully. Too fast or too slow and what was left of the dial would break, probably leaving the TV set to PBS, which was worse than not having a TV at all.

      If it looked like they weren’t listening, he would tell them that there were only four real channels not counting UHF—you didn’t count UHF channels because turning that dial was the same as willingly dragging sandpaper over your skin but less rewarding.

      They, on the other hand, had a remote that, with the push of one little button, would set all of the components to whatever their hearts desired. This convenience came at a cost. That cost was $200. So if they continued to leave this blessing of modern science in the middle of the floor where it could get stepped on, he’d start leaving rusty tools on their floor in the middle of the night so they could step on those. He’d conclude with, “And I’m not paying for the tetanus shot. That’s coming out of your own allowance.”

      Planning a lecture was never as satisfying as giving it, but it made him feel a little better. He pressed the “watch a movie” button and smiled as the entertainment system came to life and each device clicked to the appropriate setting.

      Too often wasted on cooking shows and God knows whatever the kids were watching these days, it pleased him to know that the system he had so lovingly compiled would soon be rattling the windows with the explosions and the roars of his favorite war movie. He set the remote on the coffee table and went to get the movie.

      The shelf was a mess of crap and hastily stacked DVDs. His movies were the only ones that were vertical, alphabetized, and, for the most part, still sealed in plastic. Over the years his family had cared enough to discover his favorite movies and give them as gifts. But would any of them watch them with him? No. Of course not.

      The collection of movies brought back many memories of summer days spent standing in lines with friends waiting to see the latest blockbuster. These experiences fueled their bond and provided them a shared vernacular of quotes and facial expressions that persisted to this day. Much of his movie collection had been built to one day share these memories with his children. But, as they had gotten older, they had found their own movies to love and cherish. Stupid movies mostly. They wanted nothing to do with his “old” movies. It had bothered him at first, but he was now happy to have the movies all to himself. They were his memories, after all.

      He ripped the plastic off the disc and began to struggle with the sticker that held the case closed.

      There was a crash outside in the alley. On any given day, the din in the house would have made it impossible to hear such a noise, but now it was unmistakable. Those damn kids were at it again.

      Issues with the neighborhood brats had begun innocently enough. They had been playing in his side yard without him yelling at them. His generosity was repaid when the kids left a handful of nails in his driveway only a few days later. He had told them to get out of his yard and it had just escalated from there.

      One of their favorite pranks was overturning his trash can and spreading it all over his property. The police said there was really nothing he could do and that it was probably a raccoon and not kids. He had considered installing a security camera to catch the punks in the act and show the cop what he knew, but the more he considered it, the more it had sounded like work so he decided against it. Plan B was catching them in their strewing act and scaring the crap out of them. Until now, they had always come too late and too quietly. This was his chance.

      Racing upstairs, he stripped off his bowling shirt and unbuttoned his pants. He knew he had only a few minutes. His pants hit the floor as he rushed into the bedroom and dove under the bed. His hand slapped the darkness until he found the warm wooden grip of his old baseball bat. The Louisville Slugger was kept there for whenever an intruder broke in or when Jenny heard the ice in the ice-maker fall into the ice tray but couldn’t place the sound.

      Air dashed aside as he took a couple of practice swings in front of the mirror. The bat, the blue boxers, the sweat-stained undershirt—this was the look of the suburban psycho. Every teenage delinquent in the world knew this to be the uniform of the homeowner pushed too far. John smiled and ran back down the stairs.

      The door to the back refused to open despite turning or violently shaking the doorknob, so he unlocked it and stepped onto the patio. There he stopped to listen. The clatter had stopped and he heard no distinct sounds of strewing, but he knew they had to be there.

      For a brief moment he wondered what if the cops were right. What if it was some kind of animal? What if it was just a family of raccoons rooting around for dinner? He would feel pretty stupid if he dashed into the alley in his underwear swinging a bat and there was nobody around to see him. He’d still scare the crap out of them, but, after a while, he’d feel pretty stupid.

      John bounced slowly to the gate and kept to the grass to lessen the sound. The dew soaked through his socks. He winced. Wet socks sucked.

      He put his ear to the gate as if sound couldn’t travel over the eight-foot fence. All was quiet. Disappointed, he let the bat hang at his side. He leaned in closer to the gate and looked for a knothole to peer through. He knew he wouldn’t find one. The fence had been built too well. There were no gaps in the pickets or holes in the boards. He had seen to that during its construction.

      John held his breath to see if he could hear breathing that wasn’t his. There was nothing. He had missed them again. Part of him wanted to open the gate and see what they had done, but the idea of picking up once bagged trash in his boxers was less appealing than watching a movie at full volume with no one to complain about it. Besides, his socks were wet and he couldn’t imagine a creepier feeling. The socks would have to be changed.

      Then, there was a sound. A human sound. True, he wasn’t sure what kind of noises raccoons made, but it could be nothing like this. It was the beginning of a deep laugh—the mwa before the haha of a maniacal chuckle. The little bastards were still out there.

      John tore open the gate and made sure that it flew against the fence and rattled. He raised the bat and rushed into the driveway screaming. The trash was everywhere. The kids were gone. He ran into the alley and looked up and down trying to see into the darkness. There was no one there.

      The sound was still building. They had to be somewhere. They had to be watching.

      “I know you’re out there, you little brats! And, when I get my hands on you ...” The rest of John’s words were swallowed by rage and turned into a frantic swinging of the bat.

      “Oooooo,” came the reply from the darkness.

      John raised the bat in the direction of the sound. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Oooooo.”

      “Damn right, you’d better be scared!” John could see movement towards the end of the alley. So that’s where they were. He started down towards the noise.

      “Oooooo.” This time the sound came from behind him.

      John spun around and looked into the darkness. He couldn’t see the source of the second voice. “Get over here! There’s enough hurt in this bat for both of you cowards!”

      “Ooooo.”

      “That’s right, ‘Ooooo.’ Just come and see the, ‘Oooooo.’”

      Three voices, all from different directions of darkness, echoed his mockery, “OOOOoooo!”

      John stepped back into his driveway. He couldn’t spot the third voice either. A fourth joined in. Now the mockery didn’t fade. The chorus of mockery rose in volume and didn’t cease. The taunts became a howling.

      “So ... so knock off this ... this crap with the trash. Unless you want this bat shoved up your,” they were just kids, “noses.” Unable to pinpoint three of the four voices and the combination of dew-soaked socks, John felt a shiver grow at the base of his neck. He was creeped out more than he would ever admit. In fact, he’d probably never mention this to anyone.

      “Oooooo!”

      “Fine. As long as we understand each other. Just ... just stay out of the trash.” John ducked back inside the gate and slammed it behind him.

      The voices grew louder. Were they coming to the gate?

      John snapped a padlock on the latch and ran back to the house all while bravely ignoring the dew in his socks.

      He had moved so fast that shame didn’t catch up to him until he was back in the house. He put his face in his hand and shook his head. “Damn kids. They broke me.”

      They were at the gate. They were shaking the fence.

      Let them shake it. His was the strongest fence in the neighborhood. John believed the old adage about fences and had it built to ensure he made the best neighbors possible.

      Their mocking grew louder in frustration.

      He’d show them. John pulled off his dew-soaked socks, strutted into the living room and grabbed the remote. “Seven hundred twenty-five watts per channel to drown out their crap.”

      He slid the movie into the player, closed the tray, turned up the volume and collapsed across the couch. The DVD’s sound test rattled the windows behind him. He was asleep before the movie started.
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      It wasn’t the movie that woke him. And the mockery from the back of the house had stopped. Still he shuddered awake with a “huh” and looked around the room with foggy eyes. The movie was over. The disc menu looped every thirty seconds or so. It produced a lot of noise but it couldn’t have been enough to wake him.

      John sat up and looked around the room trying to remember where he was. It was late. He should be in bed. He glanced at his wrist and noted that he should start wearing a watch again before digging his phone out of his pocket. It was after midnight—well past his bedtime.

      There were few naps that he regretted. After having kids, it was one of the few pleasures he wasn’t forced to share. But, the pre-sleep nap always threw off his night. It would be minutes before he could fall asleep again.

      He found the remote and, with the glorious push of a single button, turned off the entire system. He was surprised to find that he was already dressed for bed. The trash incident had been forgotten. All he cared about was getting back to sleep. He picked up the bat and turned out the lights as he left the room.

      At the base of the stairs he heard a knock. Well, the start of a knock. There had to be more than one rap to be knocking and this was a single rap. He waited for it to turn into knocking. There was no second rap. He shook it off as never happening and started up the stairs. Three steps up the flight there was a loud bang and a dragging sound across the door like someone had not seen that it was closed, walked into it and comically slid to the ground face first.

      It was enough to turn John away from bed. He raised the bat and stepped to the door. “Hello?”

      There was another bang.

      “Who’s there?” The door didn’t have a peephole. In the past he had said he was going to install one, but he said a lot of things.

      Again the bang and the drag.

      John put his head against door as if being closer to it would make it transparent.

      “Who’s there?”

      A voice spoke, but it sounded like low guttural gibberish.

      “Stop mumbling. Speak up.”

      The voice may have repeated itself. John couldn’t make out any words.

      “Louder. You’re mumbling.” John couldn’t stand a mumbler.

      The voice did get a little louder. But, it did not get any clearer.

      “Bill, is that you?”

      The muttering was still unintelligible, but John was convinced it was muttering in the affirmative.

      “Bill, we’re not doing this again. You’re at the wrong house.”

      The response was confused muttering.

      “Remember? You moved across the neighborhood. You don’t live here anymore.”

      The muttering was more inquisitive this time.

      “That’s right. Your wife didn’t like the neighbors.”

      There was a break in the muttering.

      “Don’t you remember, Bill? You’re on the other side of the neighborhood, now. ‘The good side’ your wife called it.”

      The muttering got louder and there was another bang against the door.

      “Don’t get mad at me. You married her.”

      The banging increased in frequency. It almost sounded like knocking. The drunk let out a loud moan.

      “That’s right. Let it out.”

      The banging stopped. The moaning stopped.

      “There. Don’t you feel better? Now go home, Bill.”

      The muttering returned.

      “I’m not giving you booze.”

      A bang.

      “No. Last time you finished my whiskey. And I was saving that whiskey for when I wanted whiskey.”

      Another bang.

      “No, Bill!”

      This third bang shook the door frame.

      “Knock it off, man! It’s not your door anymore.”

      There were three bangs in quick succession.

      “Fine. I’ve got some Schnapps. You can have that crap. But, you can’t come in.”

      Bang.

      “I said no, Bill.”

      John ignored the muttering, walked to the kitchen and pulled a half-full bottle of peach-flavored crap from on top of the fridge. He examined the bottle and wondered who would have drank the other half. He’d been meaning to throw the bottle out for years. He couldn’t stand Schnapps. Booze should taste like booze. It shouldn’t taste like candy or fruit or anything else.

      Once he had accidentally tried an ice tea flavored Vodka. “You want ice tea, pour an ice tea,” he had slurred and swallowed the drink as fast as he could. The mere idea angered him. That someone wanted to enjoy the benefits of drink without having to taste the drink itself. It was a shortcut. It was cheating. The third glass hadn’t been bad.

      John held the bottle by the neck and walked back to the front door. He could see the door shaking as Bill banged against it repeatedly. “Dammit, Bill. I’m coming. You’re, uh ... you’re going to love this stuff.”

      John opened the door.

      It wasn’t Bill. It was the rotting corpse of a man in a tattered suit. The threads of a former tie hung from around its neck and may have been the only thing holding the corpse’s head in place. Flesh hung like the threads of an old tie from the face of the creature in places but skull and bone made up the majority of its face.

      John held up the bottle. “Schnapps?”

      John would later say that the thing that wasn’t Bill lunged through the doorway. Truthfully it kind of collapsed into the foyer. It seemed to fall with gravity more than it was pushed with its legs, but the end result was the same, a rotting corpse tackled John to the ground and began to mutter.

      The stench was worse than the smell of Peach Schnapps. It rose from half-rotted lungs through an aerated trachea and over a swollen tongue building up a momentum of decay as it went. The tongue flapped as the stench escaped to cause the muttering sound. It was the most disgusting thing he’d seen a human body do next to childbirth.

      John screamed as the thing that wasn’t Bill moaned, leaned forward and brought its dangling jaw close to John’s throat. He grabbed the corpse by the shoulders and pushed it away. The corpse’s right shoulder snapped from the body. John screamed louder.

      With the arm removed, the animated body fell closer and what was left of its jaws began to chew. John punched the thing across the mouth. The creature’s teeth flew from the rotting jaw in a single piece and landed on the floor a few feet away. Aside from losing its teeth, the creature seemed unfazed by the punch and dove into John’s neck. Weak muscles worked the jaws as it tried to chew into John’s throat.

      Disgusted, frightened and ticklish, John laughed as he screamed obscenities at the man that lie on top of him. “Haha, get off of meeheheh, you freehehehak.”

      He rolled out from under his attacker and scrambled back on all fours. He put his hand to his neck. There was no blood, no bite mark or even a hickey, but the entire area felt disgusted and embarrassed by the whole ordeal.

      The thing that sure as hell wasn’t Bill crawled towards him.

      John kicked at the corpse’s head and tried to push him away.

      The creature caught John’s foot in its remaining hand and pulled itself closer.

      John grabbed blindly for where he thought he had left the bat. His hand found the neck of the Schnapps bottle and brandished it like a club. He pulled his foot free of the corpse’s hold and stood.

      The creature stood on weak legs. Its pants were still intact but John could see that only bone thin legs supported it.

      “I don’t want to hit you. Leave. Go on. Git.”

      The corpse lunged forward and John swung the Schnapps bottle. The bottle shattered on the side of the creature’s head. Peach Schnapps sprayed across the foyer. The creature dropped to the ground.

      “Are you happy now? My house is going to smell like Schnapps for days. Now get out.” John turned to point to the door. “Oh, God.”

      They lumbered from side to side stepping heavy on each foot and gave one a sense that they weren’t set on getting anywhere in particular. Still, somehow, John could tell they were coming for him.

      Each creature was in a various state of decay. Some appeared rotted to the bone while others kept a less monstrous though still ghoulish appearance. About the only thing the creatures had in common was their attire. Though some hung like rags, each was dressed more formally than John would have expected monsters to dress. That and they all said, “Ooooo.” The same mocking noise the kids in the alley had made.

      John rushed to the door and tried to slam it shut before the creatures reached his transom, but he stepped in a half bottle of Schnapps and slipped into a painful version of the splits. The alcohol soaked into his boxers. “Oh, that’s just great.”

      The creatures in the yard got closer. Their moans began to synchronize in an unnerving harmony, “Oooooo. Ooooooo. John.”

      “Oh shit, they know my name.”

      Their mocking was never ending. The lumbering steps never ceased. There was a rhythm to their incessant consistency. It was driving him mad. He could swear he heard his name.

      John struggled to stand in the puddle of Peach Schnapps but even with their bizarre gait, they were still faster than him.

      The first creature reached the doorway and eyed John struggling to stand from the Schnapps induced splits. The horrid figure’s mouth snapped open and shut. Those were no dentures. They clicked with a sharpness unencumbered by cheeks and the sound echoed off the tile in the foyer.

      John’s bat was sitting by the door. He tried to pull his legs together and dive for the weapon but the position was too unnatural and any movement just caused more pain. All he could do was yell. “Get off of my property!”

      There was a thud and a ting and the creature nearest to the street collapsed. Another whack and another corpse fell from John’s view. There was a flurry of movement rushing towards his door. His name got louder as the moaning broke chorus and became a din of various growls.

      John finally managed to stand. Three creatures filled the doorway. They could barely be called human. One had nothing left that one would recognize as a face. Patches of flesh outlined a skull and strung from the bone to create a fringe of former humanity that swayed as its jaws chomped the air.

      John threw his shoulder into the door.

      One of the creatures got a shoulder and most of his upper body through the doorway. There was a series of cracks as the door came to a stop. John couldn’t tell if it was wood cracking or bone. He imagined they would sound very similar. He hoped it was bone. New doors were a bitch to hang.

      The combined force of the three creatures stopped John’s attempt to close the door. They leaned into the house, turned towards John, snapped their jaws and groaned. John fell back onto the floor. The door flew open and the corpses moved into the foyer.

      John scrambled back over the body of the thing that wasn’t Bill. It smelled of death and Peach Schnapps. He wasn’t sure which odor caused his stomach to turn.

      The creatures lumbered into the foyer.

      The thing that wasn’t Bill moved underneath him.

      John fell onto his back and the toothless corpse lunged at his neck. It began to chew. John began to giggle again. He screamed and laughed. “Get hahahout! Get hahahout of my hahahouse!”

      The thing that wasn’t Bill was terrifying but harmless as long as it didn’t remember to put its teeth back in. But the other three that loomed above him bared sharp yellowed teeth that snapped at the air, warming up for when their once pearly whites finally met flesh.

      John shoved the toothless corpse off of him and backed away on his elbows.

      The nearest corpse that still had teeth moaned with excitement.

      John heard his name again as the creature’s head absorbed a baseball bat. The skull fractured and caved in on itself but the creature did not fall. Instead, it turned towards its attacker.

      Another swing of the bat collapsed the skull from the opposite direction and turned it into an hourglass—the world’s most hideous hourglass.

      The creature roared as a third swing from the bat came crashing down on its crown and drove its temple to its chin. The moaning stopped and the corpse fell to the ground. Dead. Like a corpse should be.

      Chris stood in the foyer with a tarnished aluminum bat. Erik swung some sort of green stick at one of the other creatures that had entered the house. The third was already on the ground with a flattened face.

      John sat up. “Chris? Erik?”

      The thing that wasn’t Bill leapt on him again.
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