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The man woke up gasping for air as he lifted his head from the pile of damp dirt he’d been face down in for an untold length of time. There was no telling how long he’d been unconscious, but however much it had been, it was enough for the soil to cake onto his skin and cling to his clothes. His heavy breathing was fast and sporadic, synchronized with the panicked thumping of his heart, both racing to catch up with thoughts yet to form. It was impossible to think yet, for there was a symphony of drums that pounded continuously inside his skull, giving him the worst headache since the last one he couldn’t recall.

He pressed himself up to his knees and looked around in an apparent stupor, everything too blurry to see clearly. His back was sore, like someone had twisted his spine, and his neck was stiff as if he’d slept on it wrong the entire night. Even the slightest stretch gave the sensation of his shoulders pulling at his brain. He rubbed his forehead and massaged his temples, then noticed something was missing.

My glasses! Where the hell are my glasses?

Unable to see with burning eyes, he crawled around with only a dim blur for eyesight, sliding his hands across what appeared to be wet grass and hardening mud. After several moments, his fingertips connected with the cold metal rim of his lost eyewear. Putting them on his face in a hurry, he expressed disappointment. Not only was the enhancement to his vision minimal, but there was also a small crack on the top right corner of the right lens.

After a time, his eyes came into narrow focus, only his peripheral vision remained a blur, and everything was colored different shades of red.

There must’ve been a recent rain due to the dampness of his environment, and the quiet darkness was lit by a blood moon peeking through dark clouds indicated it was nighttime. He checked the watch on his left wrist and saw it was broken, the time reading 9:39.

Whether it had stopped at AM or PM he wasn’t sure, but the other thing that took his attention away was what was just within clear view. It was a headstone, looking abandoned for many years with dead flowers wilted into unappealing brown colors decorated around it. Curious about what it said, he wiped away the dirt covering the epitaph and mumbled what he read to himself.

Here Lies Edgar Beach

Devoted Husband and Father

19xx-19xx

He noticed an oddity on the grave in that despite the natural erosion of the headstone, there seemed to be freshly chiseled marks that scratched off some of the numbers, making it appear it had been tampered with recently.

Don’t know who or when that is, he thought dismissively. Abandoning any future attempts at trying to make sense of it, he rose to his feet, rotated his shoulders, and popped his neck. He brushed the excess dirt off his flannel long-sleeved shirt and black necktie, then moved his hands past his waist and accidentally smeared the mud on the knees of his denim jeans. Almost on cue, another sudden feeling surfaced, and why it sprang up on him out of nowhere made no sense.

He smacked his lips, seeming as though he hadn’t drunk anything for several days. His throat was dry, and coughing was like sandpaper scratching it.

I’m so thirsty.

He walked about the area feeling squishy grass underneath his sneakers. Only when it dawned on him that he was standing over a grave did he quickly hop aside. There was the pleasing sound of a trickling stream in the near distance, and after hastily walking past numerous hedges and trees, it came into view.

Excitedly, he squatted down and cupped the clear, cold liquid into his hands and slurped down the first of it with no second thought. He spat it all out immediately, the taste so repulsive and bitter that he used his tie to scrape off the putrid nastiness from his tongue.

The urge to satisfy his thirst overcame him and he forced down a second scoop, holding his nose with his free hand. Instantly he was queasy and nauseous, and the water came right back up his throat and out his mouth, none of it staying down. Regurgitating, it burned his esophagus and left behind an acidic taste. He gave up any further attempts at trying to drink from the stream.

“Awfully brave to drink from a graveyard,” a deep, gruff voice spoke loudly and unexpectedly from his left.

Turning his head, he looked up and saw a giant mound of dirt and a short, frail old man wearing a sweaty white shirt and denim overalls, digging a hole with a giant shovel that seemed too large for a man his size. He had on a farmer’s hat, wide brimmed and made of straw. It concealed a portion of his face where the only things noticeable were the paleness and wrinkles of his skin. He reeked of body odor and manure.

Despite the reassuring feeling there was another person present, an uneasiness surfaced telling him he shouldn’t be so relieved. He was more startled than he wanted to let on.

“Who... are you?” he asked the old man with a heavy breath. “And where am I?”

“Two questions everyone that comes here asks,” the other man replied, “and the answers never matter.”

Continuing to dig the grave with fierce determination, his shovel made a rhythmic squish! sound every time he plunged it into the soft earth.

Regardless of the insulting response, the younger man couldn’t bring himself to get riled up over it. Instead, he continued his train of thought, asking more things that weighed heavily on his mind, pressing for answers.

“What is this place?” he asked, looking around and realizing just how large the graveyard was.

Hundreds, no, thousands of headstones were lined up in rows, many of them in the shape of crosses. What was surprising to him was that they all looked well-kept and organized, several of them sporting colorful flowers that appeared to have been placed recently. Why the grave he woke up in front of was completely different he didn’t ask himself at that moment.

“Isn’t it obvious?” the gravedigger responded, breaking the man’s train of thought. “It’s a graveyard.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he clarified weakly. “Is this a... dream?”

“Oh, no, it’s quite the reality,” the shoveling man answered. “I’m just here to bury the past. That’s my job, you know?” He started whistling a vaguely familiar tune, upbeat and whimsical, but it didn’t feel important enough to inquire about.

“And you are?” he asked the elder once more. He must’ve been a groundskeeper of sorts, he realized, based on all the equipment had lying around.

“The question is ‘who are you?’”

A good question, the man thought. “I... don’t know. I... can’t remember my name.”

“It’ll come back in time. It always does.”

“I don’t remember how I got here. But—oh, I get it. I must’ve gotten drunk last night, and some pranksters pulled a good one on me. Strange that I don’t remember a single moment. Not a thing.”

The old man let loose a hearty, off-putting laugh that ended with a cough, the kind that made it seem like it was contagious. The young man felt the need to keep his distance after that. Something was not right.

“Can you tell me how to get back home? I don’t know where I am. What town is this?”

“Why are you asking me so many questions?” the gravedigger asked as if offended. Then he hocked up a bloody loogie by the wondering man’s shoe. “I’m not the one you should be talking to. I’ve got a lot more of these graves to dig, and you’re just slowing me down.”

The younger man was in a moment of panic, but it ended just after he placed his hands on the gravedigger’s shoulders. “Then who do I talk to? Where do I go? How do I get out of here?” he asked all in one breath.

Before the old man appeared to respond, the young man could hear something faintly, as if there was quiet chatter. Hearing other sounds of life, he thought that perhaps someone else besides this creepy old guy could get him the answers he needed. Not even bothering to say goodbye, he turned away and walked toward the sounds.

“I suggest you don’t go over there,” the gravedigger recommended in a concerning tone. “Processions shouldn’t be interrupted. It’s just not polite.”

The man didn’t know why, but he seemed unnaturally drawn to walk beyond the incline. Climbing up a set of steps further behind the gravedigger, he was now able to see in plain sight a funeral taking place, about a dozen men, women, and children dressed in black gathered around a lowering casket. There was a priest wearing a hat in full black garb muttering something unintelligible, probably Bible verses or something, he figured.

It was an uncertain amount of time that passed, but he couldn’t help but stand there and listen as final words were spoken. Roses and other flowers were tossed into the open grave, and some old woman appeared to divert her attention away from the event going on and constantly kept looking at a pocket watch, flicking it open and closed at irregular intervals.

The more he watched them, the more unsettling it became. They didn’t seem to move quite right when they walked. Their voices came across as warbled and unnatural. The way they turned their heads toward each other and had blank expressions were all the creepier as one of the funeral goers turned her head directly at him, staring him in the eyes, aware of his presence. Others then followed suit and likewise stared at him, seeming not to care at all about who they just lowered beneath the ground.

The man felt disturbing chills, so much that it seemed impossible to take even another step forward. Walking backward slowly, he hastily hurried back down the steps toward the old man who had an I told you so look on his face.

“See? What’d I tell you? They’re not the ones you want to get answers from. Trust me. You kids never listen to your elders. If you did, I wouldn’t be digging these graves.”

“Cut the crap, grandpa,” the man said. “How do I get the fuck out of here? Tell me now!”

“You really want to know?”

“Yes, I really want to know!”

“All right, then,” he said hesitantly. “See that gate down there at the bottom of the hill? Walk through it, and you’ll find what you’re looking for. People have a habit of not liking what they see, but don’t mind little old me. We all have a job to do.”

“What does that mean exactly?”

“It means that it will all make sense in the end, regardless of whether you want it to or not. That’s all. Now, leave me be.”

The man tried talking to him further, but the gravedigger ignored him from then on out, resuming his whistling of the same tune that came off more disturbing than before.

With a feeling of defeat at not having gained even a single answer his entire time there, he turned away with a sad demeanor and walked down the dirt road toward the gate.

Along the way, he stopped and observed the other sights of the graveyard, hoping for any other clues. He read a few names on the headstones, like Doolittle, Muñoz, and Shoemaker, but nothing came to mind. Off in the bushes was a doll stuck in some branches. He stepped over to it, pulled it free, and saw it hadn’t aged well since its body’s fluff had been removed and one of its arms was missing. Its bald head and face were burnt and smelled of ash. Not that he cared personally, but the man imagined the object to be of some sentimental value, perhaps to someone who had died recently. With nobody around to give it to, he placed it right back in the bush exactly where he found it and went on his way.

He looked back and saw the gravedigger still working as if he were never disturbed, as if their interactions with each other had no impact on the old man whatsoever. But now, standing in front of the wrought iron gate, he felt a burning coldness filling his fingers as he touched the handle, ready to open it and start his trek home. 

And somewhere in the distance, very far off but quite distinct and clear in his head, he heard a bell ring once and only once, its echo lasting several seconds. An uneasy feeling shot up his spine.
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It was as if the gate had a mind of its own and slammed shut with intense force the moment he stepped through to the other side. As a knee-jerk reaction, the man instinctively tried to push it open to give that gravedigger a talking to for being so rude, but not only couldn’t he even get it to budge an inch, it was surprisingly difficult to see through now. All he had seen before—the old man, the funeral processions, all the different graves—now appeared to be so far away through the bars of the gate that he couldn’t even tell it was a cemetery any longer. The only thing that gave it away now was the big metal plate on the high brick wall surrounding it next to the gate with words engraved:

Solarset Memorial

“May all who enter here find eternal rest”

Rest. Yes. I am a little tired, but now’s not the time.

He turned around to see what lay on this side of the gate.

The air was dreadfully hot and uncomfortably humid, and already he felt himself sweating underneath his clothes. Oak trees stood still lifelessly, their leaves dead yet clinging on to the branches indicative perhaps of an early autumn. No wind blew, and the lack of sounds from birds or any types of creepy crawlers only added to the level of discomfort he was already feeling. With his glasses fogging up, he took them off, rubbed his eyeballs, wiped the lenses with his sleeve, and placed them back on, realizing that his sight still didn’t improve much. His peripheral vision remained cut off in a powerful blur, and only a kind of tunnel vision let him see the redness of his surroundings, everything appearing unnaturally so. That crack in the corner of his glasses was already a little irritating. They were an expensive pair, after all.

It looked like a nice, middle-class neighborhood. Houses seemed vacant, or at the very least were so secure that anybody who may be inside them would not let anyone else in. Doors were barricaded and windows were barred, preventing access to even the humblest home. He picked a direction and walked down the sidewalk, knocking on a few of those doors in hopes someone would give him an answer with no success.

The only other living creatures he saw besides himself were moths that hovered around the porch lights with red bulbs in them to magnify the crimson aura of everything around him and the occasional mosquito. Streetlights up and down the sidewalk were flickering red instead of working the way they were intended, the electronic hands at the crosswalks were continuously flashing and never changing to allow anyone to cross. Jaywalking was the least of his concerns now.

Cars were abandoned in the street, several of them with their doors wide open, indicating that those who may have been inside them had left in a hurry. Every single one had their headlights and emergency flashers on, all red. But that wasn’t the strangest part. Each license plate from every vehicle had been removed, not unscrewed but appearing to have been forcefully taken off. Now he didn’t even know what state he was in!

The man walked to a nearby Chevrolet work truck with 2x4s and tools in the flatbed. He sat inside and looked around for anything useful, maybe a map or something, to no avail. Catching his attention first was the rear-view mirror, which he used to look at himself. It was him for sure—his forehead sweaty and his short and curly black hair equally drenched from the comfortless temperature. He stared into his own green eyes for a moment, though from the redness all around him, it was a miracle he could distinguish other colors from the blandness of the truck’s interior at all. After taking a deep breath and gathering his thoughts, he went through with his next idea.

I know! I’ll turn on the radio.

The vehicle was one of those antiquated models with manual windows and an old-style radio. Turning it on offered nothing of note except obnoxious static that grew and lessened in sound as he twisted the knobs. It sounded more like somebody took an empty bag of chips and crumbled it continuously. He was getting to the point he was about ready to turn it off, but just as he was going to do that...

“.........Fran......klin.........”

That radio just said my name.

“That’s it!” he exclaimed. “My name’s Franklin. I remember now!”

Sudden, saddening thoughts interrupted his moment of joy.

Why couldn’t I remember it before? And where is everybody? What happened here? Why am I so alone—very alone?

With utilizing the radio proving fruitless no matter which vehicle’s he tried, and with each battery practically deader than a doornail, he realized he had no choice but to walk. He guessed at walking in another direction and kept on going, determined to find anybody who could help.

The streetlights from before had suddenly stopped working as he realized his name, and there appeared to be none off in the distance of what he assumed to be a stretch of interstate. It was pitch black and nothing could be made out, so he took a different route away from the residential area and came across a small business just before a highway sign spray-painted over with graffiti, rendering it impossible to read. 

It was a barricaded gas station with a locked Peterbilt big rig outside at one of the pumps, seemingly also having been abandoned. Knocking on the door, hoping someone might’ve been asleep inside the cab, several minutes went by with no answer. There was a tiny workshop on the side of the gas station with an old beat-up car on a hydraulic lift, but they both appeared to be left behind for quite some time. Tools and car parts were scattered about, and the smell of burnt oil and lingering cigarette smoke filled the inside of the garage. Though there was a connecting door which would’ve led inside the gas station, it was locked.

This lock seems different, Franklin noticed. This one just needs a key. Maybe it’s around here somewhere?

After searching around the workshop, he found nothing, but due to the circumstances, an entry would be improvised. Picking up a fire extinguisher hanging in the corner, he used it to smash the door handle after one unsuccessful attempt. With the knob broken off, he gave the door a shove with his shoulder and let himself inside.

The lights didn’t work, but using a flashlight he picked up in the garage, he looked around for signs of life. Searching for something to quench his thirst and appease his appetite, he let his disappointment show when he saw completely empty shelves.

“Son of a bitch!” he yelled as he kicked a nearby mop bucket.

Not a can of soup, a bottle of soda, or even a jerky stick was anywhere in sight. The store looked immaculately clean otherwise. The rotating rack that would normally contain road maps and postcards stood empty, and the only things that livened up the place now were the several advertisements strategically placed around at eye level. He wouldn’t have had any money to buy anything anyways if those shelves were filled.

Bathrooms were locked, the back offices were barricaded, and the front door was secured with simple chains. Anyone who exited this place must’ve left the way he had come in. Finding nothing noteworthy, he walked behind the counter and waved his flashlight around toward the employee work area.

The lone cash register was left wide open, all the money intact and in plain sight. Stacks of ones, fives, tens, and twenties made it appear that the last day it was used was a very busy one indeed. Who would be so reckless like this and not put it all away? It was the manager’s own negligence for this now unofficial store robbery.

Not one to think of himself as a thief on any normal day, Franklin seized the opportunity and gathered all the bills for himself. Knowing that larger bills were often kept hidden under the money tray at various other businesses, he lifted it up and found several fifties and hundreds that he snatched up and put in his pocket.

Thinking he’d hit the jackpot, he reasoned with himself that he earned that money after all he’d already gone through. Yet along with his moment of joy came curiosity as he noticed a small photograph nestled within. Wiping a thick layer of dust off it, what he saw was a sight of recent, disturbing familiarity.

Here Lies Edgar Beach

Devoted Husband and Father

1928-1978

Edgar Beach? Wasn’t he the guy whose name was on that grave?

Confirming to himself this to be true, at second glance he noticed something different this time.

This picture has those numbers that were chiseled off the headstone. What gives?

He didn’t think too much of it at first and set the photograph down on the counter by the register. When he saw a red light below him by his leg, he knew that it was a safe, which not having been used to put all that money away defeated the purpose of having one. It was a state-of-the-art model, bolted down to the ground and too heavy to carry. Its robotic features seemed futuristic compared to the simplicity of the store itself.

These kinds of safes run on a backup battery. It’s still active the way the red light is lit. But how do I open it?

Then a thought came to him. He picked up the photograph and examined the numbers once again, mumbling them aloud.

Let me try something.

Numbers two, eight, seven, and eight were input in precisely the order they were chiseled out of the grave from left to right on the numerical keypad, and after four beeps, a mechanical noise preceded an unlatching sound, and the door slowly opened.

It’s like winning the lottery! Wait. How would I have known this?

But upon opening the door, he gave a sigh of disappointment when he saw there was absolutely nothing inside the safe except for two things of no monetary value.

He looked at a piece of torn-out notebook paper that simply had a handwritten address in red pen:

Edgar and Rhonda Beach

12118 Weeping Willow Drive

The rest of what was written was too smeared with splattered ink to be legible, but this annoyance was quickly overlooked when he saw a key taped onto the paper as if it were for that very address. Franklin felt a moment of fierce motivation and gained a boost of confidence.

That’s it. That’s where I need to go. But where’s Weeping Willow Drive?

With those thoughts wrapping up, he took the flashlight with him—just in case—and the note and key and put them in his other back pocket opposite the one with the wadded-up money.

Only mere moments after he stepped foot outside back into the red dimness, the sound of a ringing bell echoed once again in the distance, this time sounding just a little bit closer than before. Then a second ring came, which upon its completion gave Franklin the feeling that eyes were staring at him from somewhere very far away. Shrugging it off as nothing, he set out to find his destination going back the way he came, hoping that everything would start making sense... and soon.
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The first peculiar thing Franklin noticed after he stepped outside of the gas station was that the semi-truck was no longer there at the pumps. Strange that he didn’t see anyone or hear the vehicle leave. He thought the man inside it—assuming there was a man inside it—was a jackass for leaving him further stranded after all that heavy knocking he did on the big rig’s door earlier.

Reversing direction along his path already traveled, he wondered just where exactly his assumed destination was.

How do I get to Weeping Willow Drive? I don’t recall seeing a street by that name the last time I went through here.

Questions were plentiful as he paced hurriedly up and down several streets, all containing those same barricaded houses with barred windows and empty cars in the roads and driveways. All the streetlights in that part of town still worked, thankfully, and gave off that same reddishness, like one of those darkrooms where you developed film. Being inside that gas station was his only break from being overwhelmed with that color, and now being exposed to it again was irritating. Luckily, the flashlight he brought with him was tucked in his belt should he need to use it inside houses such as the one he was seeking.

The streets were all the same, blending with all too familiar styles of symmetrical housing and bland outer décor of what would’ve otherwise been an attractive neighborhood. Different makes and models of vehicles at least kept things interesting as he started to recall slowly that he was fond of cars, especially older ones from his teen years. Why was this suddenly something worth thinking about? Perhaps it was to drown out his boredom, he figured, or at least a means to hold onto some sort of positive thought in a place that felt so desolate and empty.

After approaching the intersection of 11000 Avenue and Lincoln Drive, he noticed in the distance a small sports stadium, something that looked very much like where people played baseball or softball. Spotlights shone very brightly, more so than any other lights he’d seen thus far, and naturally seeing something different piqued his curiosity. He walked toward it, approaching an aged wooden sign that said Dwayne Howard Field. 

Never was a baseball fan. Basketball’s always been my game.

A flyer for upcoming sports events was tacked onto the right side of the sign. Curious as to what it said, he skimmed over it but read nothing of any interest. Even though the dates on the flyer said August, he wasn’t sure he could believe that he was now living in the correct month. Upon closer investigation, however, he noticed black ink that bled through on the back side, surprisingly well written by hand:

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion.

We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof.

For there they that carried us away captive required of us a song; and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion.

How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?

Franklin laughed at the coincidence of the last line while still feeling disappointment.

“What the hell is this?” he asked aloud. Must be scripture or something.

He crumpled the piece of paper and tried throwing it into a nearby waste receptacle as if he were shooting from the free throw line in a basketball game. Landing on top of the mound of overflowing trash, it bounced off and rolled down onto the ground, unimpressively.

“A bunch of shit,” he commented. “Utter nonsense. All of it.”

After walking through the unlocked gate, he passed the ticket booth and the concession stands, both wrapped around excessively with thick and heavy chains.

Nearby was a soda machine, looking to be plugged in and working. 

Realizing he had a wad of one-dollar bills in his back pocket, Franklin happily took one out and gulped with anticipation. He slid the first dollar in and heard the buzzing of the machine, then pressed the button for his favorite choice of beverage. Mechanical noises were heard inside, but nothing would spit out.

Trying every option several times to no success, each attempt took away one dollar from him permanently, refusing to give him his change back. When he lost his last single, he punched the soda machine several times to no avail. He thought to tip it over but realized such a plan could realistically backfire with disastrous results.

After giving up, he wiped the sweat from his brow and took a deep breath, lowering his head in deep thought and believing it the perfect time to take a break since he transitioned to a change of scenery.

I’m tired of walking. I wanna sit a while.

Despite being in an area filled with light all around him, vibes of his surroundings made Franklin uncomfortable, still feeling like the center of attention and all eyes were on him, though no one else was to be seen. Looking behind him, it looked like a baseball game had been played just recently. Trash littered the bleachers with empty red plastic cups, paper popcorn bags were stomped on in the dirt, and concession stand snack boxes and cotton candy sticks were scattered about.

I could use a nice, cold beer right now.

Sports equipment appeared to have just been used and abandoned without care. Bats, gloves, and mud-caked baseballs sat out without being put away in the proper storage areas. After pondering briefly how long ago the last game was played, he headed off toward the bleachers.

I gotta piss.

Urinating underneath the bleachers in the shadows, an odd sense of privacy came over him. Afterward, he sat down on the third row at right field, took off his shoes, and massaged his feet, feeling the sensitive soreness in his heels. Blisters were going to form if he kept up his pace, he reckoned.

Thinking maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to take a nap, he lay down on his right side facing the field, tucking his arms and legs into his chest somewhat and using his right arm as a pillow. He let out a long yawn, smacked his lips, and was getting ready to take off his glasses and close his eyes when he noticed an oddity in his vision. Believing it to be a shadow at first, it was when the shadow moved that what appeared to be the shape of a person came into view, far away but distinct in form. Franklin’s eyes opened wide with excitement and he assumed it to be somebody else. He quickly rose from the bleacher, slipped on his shoes, and jumped down off the lower two rows, waving his hands in the air, frantic and calling out to the unfamiliar figure.

“Hey you, over there!” Franklin yelled with ferocity. “Come back!”

The strange shadowy figure turned its head toward him and then vanished into the thick, rustling bushes that flowed over the back fence of the field.

Franklin ran at full speed toward the moving leaves, but as he got nearer, his run turned into a jog, then to a walk, and ultimately a full stop only a few yards away. It was as if a loud voice told him not to get too close, though he heard nothing.

“Hello?” he whispered to dead silence, trying to quiet his heavy gasps of air. “Anybody in there?”

The sound of nothing responded. Whatever it was he’d seen that went into those bushes wasn’t saying a word. Other noises, however, became obvious as he moved closer and put his ear near a small trail of dirt which appeared to be the entryway inside. It was a steady, continuous hissing sound like that of a deflating bicycle tire. Interspersed every few seconds were clicking noises that didn’t follow a pattern of repetition, although they were loud enough to drown out the hissing when he heard them. He then thought he heard a quiet grunt, which was enough to instantly kill his curiosity.

No way am I going in there. I don’t care who it is.

They were odd sounds to be sure, but Franklin felt it best not to investigate it further. He slowly took steps backward away from the bushes, getting this feeling that whatever was inside might pursue him if he kept his back turned. He remained like this all the way until he was out of sight of the bushes, then peeked around the corner of the gate’s entrance to see if anything would come back out if he left its presence. After several minutes of waiting, whatever was in there never came back out. Telling himself never to return there, once he realized he was in the clear, he started down a brand-new street to begin his search for that address all over again.

A set of street names with a new theme began where he started, but this wasn’t what was on his mind. That experience back there was too bizarre, and it stirred up a melting pot of thoughts.

Why is it that nobody else seems to be around? Surely, I can’t be the only one. Maybe there will be people at my destination. Perhaps they’re expecting me? I wonder if this really is a dream, and that old man was lying. It feels so real, though.

Franklin’s frustration grew with each step. He knew he was scared, but he refused to admit it to himself. Just a little while longer and he’d be safe and secure. The house he was going to would certainly have food and water, and, oh yeah, a phone to call for help and some books to pass the time while he waited or, rather, a nice, warm bed, or... or even a couch.

Yet it was getting to that house which was currently posing problems. Franklin was not pleased that his destination kept being delayed by stupid streets that kept repeating themselves.

This street says Oak Drive and the next street says Oak Avenue.

He kept walking, growing more irritated with each block circled.

This one says Pine Street and the one after that reads Pine Court.

He kept walking some more, passing by several other streets of related names.

Just how many fucking streets are there? Well, I’m on the right track at least. The street names are all trees now. I got tired of seeing the names of presidents back there. One of them reminded me of somebody...

How many streets he went through, he didn’t know. He lost count after the very first, his mind frequently overflowing with a sense of sadness that he wasn’t sure that what he was looking for was going to bring him any reassurance of rescue at all. Matters were instantly made worse when the end of the hour soon approached.

Franklin’s heartbeat was in perfect sync with the bell that chimed three times somewhere in the distance, each strike feeling like it was going to burst from his chest. After taking a deep gulp and feeling an instant scratching in his throat, he looked up at the stop sign and saw exactly what he needed to see:—Weeping Willow Drive.
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Weeping Willow Drive was the first street of residences that transitioned from standard middle-class homes to upper middle class, most appearing to have two stories instead of one like those of the previous neighborhoods. Everything was barricaded as usual, and only the addresses on the mailboxes and the sighting of fancier cars gave a break in the monotony.

Franklin checked the numbers on each mailbox in every driveway. Directly above him on a telephone pole, he saw a lone crow sitting up top, cawing but not paying any attention to him. Aside from the random biting insects that made his skin itch on occasion, the bird seemed a welcome sight.

“12112, 12114, 12116...” Franklin mumbled to himself. “Aha! 12118!”

Finally arriving at his destination pleased him, but looking at the house from the car-less driveway he was standing in gave him a most discomforting feeling. It looked much older than the rest of the homes in the neighborhood while still of the same style. Paint had peeled off rotting wood from years of neglect, weeds and dead grass filled the front and back yards, and dead flowers circled around the three-step porch.

The driveway pavement was cracked and the sidewalk likewise. Instead of metal bars like all the others, wooden planks covered the windows and didn’t look to be very secure. There were no barricades on the door except a heavy-duty lock which seemed to require only a single key. Franklin was wagering all the money he had in his pocket that the key he obtained from the safe back at that convenience store would be the correct one.

Despite his initial excitement, he couldn’t find it in himself to hurry toward the door, instead wondering what would be waiting for him inside should there be anyone there to greet him. He didn’t feel very welcome at all. But upon hearing the same hissing sound that he recalled from earlier in the nearby rose bushes, he made haste and tried the key. It turned perfectly and effortlessly, the lock falling off with a loud thud onto the termite-eaten porch. He turned the knob further and put his first step forward into a pitch-black interior.

He clicked on his flashlight. The first thing he noticed wasn’t what he saw as he closed the door behind him, but what he smelled. A repugnant odor filled his nostrils, so nasty that anyone with a weaker stomach would not have been able to keep his food down. There was an odd warmth inside, not uncomfortable like on the outside, but bizarrely still and contained. The house was smaller on the inside than it looked from the outside.

There was no light except that which was in his hands, waving it around to guide his steps in his new environment. It was obvious that he was in the living room based on the furniture. A lamp nearby sat on a shelf on the corner by a loveseat and, to his surprise, it turned on, thankfully not giving off a red glow. It was a standard bulb, hallelujah, and it gave off enough light to illuminate the room, though it was dim enough that finding additional light sources would be appreciated.

He turned off his flashlight. Looking around the house, he was taken aback as to just what kind of a home it was on the inside. It appeared to be something out of the 1970s. Flowery furniture and appliances of avocado green and harvest gold decorated the interior of the living room and kitchen. There was a desk with a typewriter, a coffee table with a rotary phone that didn’t work, and an old giant television that sat inside of a console cabinet. A radio and a record player were off in a corner. Not being too impressed, he moved towards the kitchen where the source of the smell came from.

Turning on the kitchen light, he watched roaches scatter and flee across maggot-infested food left out on the dinner table with flies still hovering above. The sink was filled with dishes and the refrigerator no longer worked, giving off an equally abhorrent smell. A dead rat in a trap near the pantry had lost its freshness many days prior to his arrival. Not wanting to search there any longer, he walked back to the living room to turn on the television, hoping that maybe, just maybe, something that mattered would be there to help him make sense of things.

The last part of an orchestra’s “The Star-Spangled Banner” played after he turned on the television, and only afterwards did it go straight into constant static and snow. Trying to turn it back off after finding all the channels were the same despite fidgeting with the antenna, Franklin realized he must’ve accidentally broken the on/off switch. That noise was now part of the background—luckily not loud enough to be too annoying—and confoundingly, it stayed on even after he unplugged it from the wall socket.

As he continued the investigation of his environs hoping to find some sort of clue that would help him figure out anything at all, his attention turned toward the upstairs, which wasn’t much of an upstairs really considering it was only a small number of steps. The stairs turned into a hallway that featured three other doors. He slowly turned the knob of the first, having to give it a heavy push to open it. There was a rusted sink with a mirror above it that had a large handprint on the surface. The basin was partially filled and stopped up, tiny drips of water occasionally dripping into it and making quiet splashing sounds. Deciding whether to take a sip or not, the dark orange color told him that despite his thirst, it probably wasn’t such a good idea. 

Opening the mirror, he found several medications and ointments filled the tiny shelves inside, nothing for a headache, unfortunately. The toilet was unflushed and filled with urine, feces, and wads of toilet paper. Such a nasty sight made him lower the lid, not daring to flush it lest it overflow. The bathtub was rusty, as well as the showerhead, and nothing of any interest was inside.

He crept toward the next room, waving his flashlight without focusing on anything. Guessing the room was designed for preteens, everything in it was immaculate and clean compared to the rest of what he’d seen in the house. There were neatly made bunk beds, one decorated with race car sheets and pillows up top, while the bottom was decorated with rainbows and clouds. There were boys’ and girls’ toys split on each side of the room exactly halfway, trains and action figures on one end and dolls and board games on the other. Coloring and activity books were stacked on a child’s desk with a previously crumpled sheet of paper sticking out the edge of the top. Franklin opened it and saw a drawing of a man, its face scribbled over with red crayon and its right hand likewise. There were words written underneath it:

Painting with blood is a work of art,

He’ll use it on his easel,

The Carver will be coming for you,

To skin you like a weasel!

“Pretty morbid for a children’s rhyme,” Franklin mused as he reread it and added a familiar melody to it. Wait a minute. That’s not how the song goes. And... the Carver?

He securely closed the door behind him and opened another down the hall, a complete wreck inside compared to the previous. Glass from a broken mirror scattered about in many places as he walked around, looking at signs of forced entry or a domestic dispute. The bed was unmade, curtain rods hung down loosely, dresser drawers were left open with clothes hanging over them, and a fist-sized hole in the wall proved that at least some release of anger must’ve occurred in here.

It was hard not to trip over anything as various objects likely to have been intended to hit another person littered the floor. Franklin kicked stuff away to solve this problem and then walked toward the closet, remarkably still in order. Moth-eaten police and military uniforms hung as the only two male pieces of clothing alongside those of a woman, who clearly dominated the rest of it with her dresses.

Edgar must’ve had some serious war flashbacks in here or something, he thought. Finding nothing useful in the closet, he checked the dresser drawers, finding no clothes his size that would replace his sweat-soaked work shirt. In the very bottom drawer, there was a photo album with the phrase Life’s a Beach! written on it.

Oh, I get it. Franklin laughed. Because their name is Beach, they used that phrase to... oh, never mind.

Looking through the album starting on the first page, there were what most albums contained—various pictures of children and
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