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			Chapter 1

			“Momma?” a voice cut through the dark. 

			“Charlie?” Her daughter’s voice startled her. When she looked, a small shadow stood in the doorway. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. I had a bad dream.” The shadow shifted to the left, clutching something in.

			“Well, honey, it’s okay now.” Karen slid her legs over, hung them off the bed. “Come here.” 

			Charlie walked to her mom and sat beside her. Karen slipped an arm around her daughter.

			“Is Bear-Bear in your arms?”

			“Yeah. He keeps me safe.”

			“Sure he does.” Karen yawned, using her palm to cover her mouth. She closed her eyes for a second then opened them. “He always has, hasn’t he, honey?”

			“Yeah.” 

			The only light in the room came from the moon. Outside the wind blew against the window pane.

			“Whew…the wind’s whipping out there,” Karen said.

			“I know,” Charlie replied. “Momma?”

			“Yes?” Karen could smell the watermelon scent of the shampoo still in Charlie’s hair from her bath the night before.

			    “Do you miss daddy?”

			“Aw, honey, you know I do. You miss him, too. Don’t you?”

			“Yeah. I miss him bunches and bunches.”

			“So do I Charlie. But I’m pretty sure God is taking good care of him.”

			“You do?” Charlie said, surprised, such as when a child discovers something new.

			Karen smiled. She wished she could see her daughter’s face better.  “Yes, I do very much.”

			“You still love him, don’t you?” 

			“Why sure, why wouldn’t I?” What an odd question, but aren’t children’s questions weird at times? 

			“Do you think you will ever get to meet him, Mommy?”

			“Well... I’m sure I will.” An uneasy feeling touched Karen’s spine and she pulled away from her. The thought of death grabbing her hand and leaving her daughter behind did not give her a bit of delight. Who would raise Charlie if she died? If Annie did, Karen would probably roll over in her grave because her sister didn’t act very responsible. She had no kids. Not even a job. She mooched off the government playing the disability card.

			Karen shuddered. 

			“It’ll probably be when God calls me to come home,” Karen said, trying to give the best answer she could. “But, Charlie, I don’t think it’ll be for a very, very long while. God wants to make sure you’re okay and you grow up to be a bigger girl than you are right now.” She paused. “Now Charlie.” She sighed. “Why would you ask, anyway?”

			“Because Bear-Bear wanted to know. He asked me to ask you.” 

			“Oh. Bear-Bear asked, huh?” Karen smiled again.

			“Yeah. He wanted to know.” A sliver of the moon’s color outlined a quarter of Charlie’s face as she leaned forward, showing her right eye, a pitch black pupil.

			Karen did not catch sight of it.

			“Well, Bear-Bear,” she said to the toy, “I’m going to be fine. Don’t worry.”

			Charlie’s face materialized back into the dark and the temperature dropped twenty degrees.

			“Karen reached over and wrapped herself in a loose blanket. It lay at the foot of the bed. “There must be a draft coming through the window.”

			Charlie became oddly silent as the wind rattled the window pane. 

			“Charlie? You okay? Are you cold?”

			“A little.” 

			“Here,” Karen held the blanket up next to her, inviting her daughter to slip inside. “Get warm.”

			Karen didn’t adjust to Charlie’s ice cold skin right away when her hand fell on the small arm. When she had placed her arm around Charlie before, it only hung off her shoulders. However, Karen winced from the pain shortly after Charlie pressed up against her, the sharp point slicing through her flesh. 

			She didn’t quite comprehend the shadow lurking in the corner, watching closely, intent of absorbing the horror. 

			Karen cried out, allowing the blood fill her throat, leak through her lips. Her vision started to fade, but captured the family photograph on the night stand. Her arms around Charlie, her husband Steven holding them both in a hug. Steven died a few years prior by slipping off the dock at his job, his body never found in the currents of the fast-moving river.

			In the glow of the moonlight the point slid out, returned, each time with more force.

			***

			Bobby stepped in out of the cold and sat his briefcase down in the hallway. The lights were off. Dana always had a few lights blazing in the house—more than a few, too—at this time of night. 

			At first, he feared something wrong. But he thought it to be a simple power outage. 

			“Dana? You upstairs?” he said.

			In the living room he heard their cat meow.

			“Hey, Sparks. You okay?”

			Another meow returned, as if in reply.

			Bobby started up the steps. His boy stood at the top. “You okay, son? Where’s your mom?”

			 “She’s in the bedroom, Daddy.”

			“Oh. Why are all of the lights out, Matthew?”

			“Mommy said the wind blew the power out.”

			“Figures…” He shook his head. He reached into his jacket and pulled out his cell phone. The blue glow of the screen shoved a small patch of the dark away. He used his internet app to find the utility company’s website and number and dialed.  

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah, son?” His eyes flicked upward. 

			“Are you coming up?”

			“In a minute… Hello? Yes, this is Bobby Vincent out here on Johnstown Road. I wondered if there was a power outage. There is? Okay… well, thanks. How long before it’s fixed? Okay, thanks. Bye.”

			 “Daddy?”

			Bobby looked up at his son again. “Yeah. Hang on, Matthew, I’m coming.” He slid the phone back into his jacket.

			“I think mommy’s hurt, Daddy.”

			“Hurt?” His stomach knotted up.

			“I think she fell or something.” 

			Bobby hurried up the steps, brushing past his son, slipped into the bedroom, a landscape with moonlight shrouded over the walls and bed where Dana lay on her side covered in a white sheet.

			“Dana? You okay, Hon?”

			She didn’t respond, nor did she move.

			“Dana?” Bobby sat next to where she lay and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You okay? Are you hurt?”

			Dana remained silent. When Bobby turned her over, the moonlight showed the damage: meaty, open flesh. The second before he screamed something cut into his spine, twisted, turned, until the bones of the vertebrae popped loose, detaching under his flesh.

			Little Matthew, their first child, their loving son who would never harm a soul, the one who loved to be read to before bed and still wanted the night light on, stood behind his father. He clutched the long knife from the one drawer in the kitchen accessible to be reached inside with small, fragile hands.   

			The moonlight highlighted the once protruding belly of Dana and what lay dead beside her corpse, cut free of her flesh. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Dean sat in the recliner and glanced at the digital clock on the cable box while rolling his eyes back to the old sc-fi flick on the television. Digging these movies since he was a kid, he watched huge mutant roaches attack a human colony. The defense of the colony failed miserably, beaten back. Some torn apart or eaten by the large bugs. 

			His cell phone rang.

			“Hey there handsome,” the voice on the other end spoke.

			“Hey there.” A grin spread under Dean’s nose.

			“I wanted to see what the man of the house has been doing while his wife is away tonight. Lonely? Need some company?”

			“Well, I don’t know...maybe.”

			“Maybe?”

			“Sure, I guess so. C’mon over. She doesn’t get home until late. We can go upstairs, run a bath, and if we’re not too worn out from playing in the tub, we can finish up by sliding into bed. Afterwards I’d have to clean up the evidence. You know how Rachael keeps the house clean. She’s overly compulsive when it comes to it. Why, the other day she got all over me because I placed a fork in the wrong spot, on top of the spoons in the drawer. Then, there was that time—”

			“Dean.”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re not being very funny.”

			“I thought so.”

			Rachael chuckled on the other end of the line. Dean loved to hear her do it. He could picture her face all lit up. “Dean, you’re something else, you know it?”

			“Sure I do. I married you, didn’t I? Have to be something, or another. Or crazy.”

			“Crazy in love is what you are, Mr. Clemins.” Rachael knew Dean loved her. She loved him more than anything in the world. Lately they were trying to have a baby. 

			One of her friends, a coworker at County General hospital, had told her a story about trying to have a baby. The couple had worked at it so much, the sex became more of a job than a pleasure. They almost decided on adoption, but they weren’t sure. They also weren’t so sure if they wanted to take the in vitro fertilization road and have ten children, versus, only the two they were setting out to have.

			Rachael’s friend did finally end up pregnant, though, after two years of trying. 

			So, as the days progressed, Rachael and Dean were content with the idea on conceiving a child. Rachael did not want it to be a chore. She wanted to keep it interesting, romantic, and spontaneous.  Let nature take its course. Rachael prayed every night and hoped God would show them the path. 

			Maybe they could eventually move out of their small house, buy some land, and build a bigger house to accommodate the two children they were hoping to have.  

			Yep, their dream.

			“Yeah. I’m crazy for you,” Dean said. “Ya got me there.”

			“Thought so. Leave any food for me?”

			“A spoonful.”

			“Once again, Dean, the travelin’ comedian.”

			“There’s plenty, Rachel. Don’t worry.”

			“Good. Listen, I’ll be getting off in an hour, unless we get any busier here in the ER, okay?”

			“Getting off, you say?”

			“Dean, you have a dirty mind. Anyone ever tell you that?”

			“Somewhere along the line, yes.”

			“Well, look, I’ll see you soon. Love you.”

			“Love you.” Dean hit the off button on the cell phone and reclined back in the chair to watch three humans slaughter a huge roach with their laser beams. Its guts spilled all over them, turning into maggots, scurrying and began burrowing into their flesh.  

			Dean winced.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Shro, short for Schroeder, sat on the barstool at Scooter’s kicking back his fifth shot of whiskey. He burped. Only damn thing good in life, he thought, is drinking. His day at work, a stinking sewer hole they called Hile’s Lumberyard where he worked in receiving, unloading trucks all day long, had been busy. He had seniority over most of the guys, especially the young ones who worked there while they went to the uppity college ten miles away. Expensive, affluent, nose in the air, my crap don’t stink kind of school. Supposedly one of the better schools in the country. Big deal. His education came from Hampshire High back in the late eighties. Hell, he had ended up mighty fine without going to college. 

			Hell, he had a wife, a stepson, a good job, a house on a street backed up against the woods, an old truck and a 1970 Plymouth Barracuda sitting in the garage.

			He loved the car dearly.

			Even if it didn’t have an engine. Or a hood. Or four inflated tires. Or a front windshield. It did have, though, the original radio. Shro could still tune it in on 780 a.m. and hear the oldies: Buddy Holly, Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, Bill Haley and the Comets, etc. The list went on and on.

			  Yeah, a favorite of his on Saturday evenings, sitting in the decrepit husk of the Barracuda, have a beer in one hand with the rest of the six pack in the backseat. He’d lean back, turn on 780, and imagine driving the Plymouth out on the open road. He envisioned the world whipping by, girls in their mini-skirts shouting and squealing, blowing wet kisses at him, unbuttoning their tops to reveal their big ‘ol —

			“Shro?”

			The dreamer’s hazel eyes blinked. Scooter, the proprietor and bartender, appeared in front of him. “Want another?” Scooter held up the half-empty whiskey bottle.

			“Mmmm...Don’t know. Think I’ll get a ticket for driving drunk?” Shro smirked.

			Scooter smiled, showing two missing teeth on the bottom row. “You very well might, buddy, if Johnny Law catches you out there. You know Gabe is patrolling the streets tonight.”

			“He couldn’t patrol his way out of his cruiser,” Shro said, slurring a bit. “He’s probably gettin’ some from Betty, his girl. He ain’t gonna be around nowhere.”

			Scooter chuckled. “Shro, you’re one of a kind, man. Always have been. Ever since school.” He walked over and poured another golden shot into the tiny glass.

			Shro kicked it back and it slid down his throat. “I know, Scoot. We go back a ways. Me ‘n’ you. Remember when we got Daryl Flipo...Flipposwit...Er, Flipposhot...Flippo—”

			“Flipposwith. Daryl Flipposwith. Yeah, I remember. You know he’s some kind of big writer now?”

			“Writer?” Shro snorted.

			“Seriously, Shro, seen it in the newspaper the other day. Won some kind of award for one of his novels.”

			Smiling, Shro said, “The only thing he won was a stuck ass when we smeared super glue on all the seats in the boy’s bathroom. Remember? We had to stand there like guards and turn away a bunch of kids until we saw Flipshot.”

			“Flipposwith.”

			“Whatever!” Shro waved his hand through the air. “They had to call the fire department and,” he chuckled, “the ambulance to get the chump unstuck!”

			“Wasn’t his father an EMT? He showed up, didn’t he?”

			“Yeah! What a gay job, Scoot! You shoulda seen his eyes when he saw Flippo!” Shro could barely contain himself, now laughing, lost his balance and fell off the barstool.

			“Whoa!” Scooter said. “You okay, man?” A chuckle slipped out of his lips.

			There were six others in the bar, including Patty, the waitress. Scooter’s main squeeze. Everyone stopped and watched Shro make an ass of himself. They all laughed.

			Shro always thought luck favored Scooter, attracting younger women such as Patty. He snuck a peek at Patty. Her bosom rose and fell in the tight halter top she wore as she laughed.

			What he wouldn’t give for a night with her. Big bosom. Big hips. Long legs. Luscious lips...then there was Wendy, his own wife. Best not to think of Patty, Shro, he scolded himself. But, can’t a man window shop and fantasize?

			“Here,” Scooter poured another shot in his glass, “drink this. It’s on the house. Ain’t never seen nothin’ more funnier, Shro.” He smiled.

			Shro slid his large butt on the stool, chuckled when he brought the glass to his lips, and kicked it back. “It was funny!”

			“So, how’s the wife and kid?”

			“Wendy? She’s the same. Can’t cook or clean the house right. Feel I need to put yellow caution tape all the way around the house.”

			“You don’t help her with housework?”

			Shro’s expression dropped and his eyes glared at Scooter. “Housework? I don’t do it. You?”

			“Well, yeah, sure. I help Patty with the laundry and cooking and cleanin’.”

			“Scooter, you whipped or something?”

			Scooter winced. “Whipped? Me? Hells no! But I do my part to help Patty. She’s a good woman. So is Wendy.”

			 “See,” Shro’s sniffed, “I’m the man of the house and I bring the money home.”

			Scooter knew Shro loved to boast, being someone he was not. The guy was a goofball. Why Wendy put up with his crap, Scooter never knew. On the flipside, the guy contributed well to the bar’s register. “Wendy brings home money, too, right? She works out at the truck stop by the highway.”

			“Yup. Doesn’t make much, though.” Shro frowned. “Tryin’ to say she makes more than me?” Shro’s defensive side showed up. 

			Patrons at a nearby table who had been laughing, stopped to look at Shro. 

			“Shro, calm down. I’m only sayin’,” Scooter held up his hands. “we’ve known each other a long time, right?” 

			Shro nodded. 

			“I’m not trying to make trouble with you. It may be a good thing if you help her out doin’ house chores, since she does work, too.”

			“Scooter, it’s not the way I was brought up. My father didn’t have to cook and clean. He worked ten hours a day and barely brought enough money home to put a roof over our head.” 

			Scooter knew of Shro’s father. Lazy, undercutting work, he ripped both his customers and employees off. His construction company had so many complaints it was finally shut down by the Better Business Bureau and fines were issued.

			Scooter didn’t mention this. One time when Shro drank way too much he became hostile. The cops had to be called and Shro spent a night in jail. Shro didn’t speak to Scooter for two weeks after, but eventually came crawling back to the bar, apologizing for his actions. Scooter took the guy back. Hell, he considered Shro a friend. He tried to keep the peace with him. In a way, though, he hated himself as a bully, alongside Shro. Thank goodness it was in the past. 

			At least Shro had grown up a bit, though not by much, since he and Shro had left high school. If Shro had hooked up with Wendy back then, she would have kicked him to the curb the first time he tried to be a smartass with her. Wendy didn’t put up with a lot of crap. Scooter thought, too, Shro loved boasting his “macho self” outside the house. He knew damn well he would never do it around Wendy. 

			“Shro,” Scooter said, “your woman works, too. You should help her around the house.”

			Shro grumbled, the alcohol took its course on him tonight. “Not happening. I work longer hours than she does. I shouldn’t have to do anything but come home, grab a beer, turn on the TV and wait for my dinner.”

			Scooter wanted to roll his eyes.

			“Do you know that boy of hers thinks he’s gonna be an artist or somethin’? I think he said he wanted to be a cartoonist and draw superheroes. He stays in his room and draws a lot. Needs to be out there in the garage, gettin’ his hands dirty, while workin’ on the ‘Cuda.”

			“Sounds like the boy has high hopes. Maybe it’ll find him a ticket out of this country town and he’ll make somethin’ of himself,” Scooter said. “Be good for him.”

			“No it isn’t!” Shro snapped. “Ain’t nobody in this little town ever amounted to anything.”

			“Uh, Flipposwith did,” Scooter said cautiously.

			“Oh. Well. He don’t count. He wasn’t anyone to begin with! Shoot!” He chuckled. “Give me a beer, will ya? I need to get on the road soon. Get home. We’re gonna reheat leftovers from last night.”

			“Um, I don’t know, Shro. Think you’ve had enough tonight. Why don’t I make you some coffee, huh?”

			“Don’t want no coffee,” Shro said. “Give me a beer, Scooter. I’ll be fine. a-okay, man!”

			Scooter poured Scooter a beer. He was going to drive the guy home. No way was Shro leaving on his own. 

			Wendy would have both of their heads on a silver platter. 

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Barry Freckles sank his overweight body into his recliner and drank while the world revolved around him. The TV glowed in the darkness; an old rerun of The Outer Limits played. Barry had grown up watching the show. At times, it crept him the hell out!

			As a boy he would race down to the matinee on First and Oak and pay fifty cents to watch movies involving creatures living in faraway galaxies, along with other monsters lurking in the darkness, feasting on blood and flesh.

			Only if allowed by his momma. Only if he did what she instructed him to do before he left the house.

			Love your momma, Barry, your mama needs attention...

			Her tender words sat in his brain and simmered. His childhood history had been complex, different, morbid. His mother worked at one of the factories in Woodbury barely making enough money for the two to survive. Times were hard after his father’s death, but she stretched her paycheck the best she could, affording a roof over their heads and food in their bellies.

			Barry’s father had never been Father of the Year. The man would come home from work, drunk after stopping over at the bar with the guys, and shout and beat on his mother. He never lifted a finger to Barry, merely ignored the child. The guy hated kids. More than once he claimed bringing one into the world had been the worst thing in life he helped do. 

			So as Barry’s father’s displeasure of Barry’s mom conceiving another mouth to feed, he repeatedly took out his hate on Barry’s mom two to three times a week. Hiding the bruises with makeup, Barry’s mom would continue to go to work. She so wished to take Barry and leave. Travel far away from her husband. She wanted a better life for herself and her son.

			But, she didn’t. Afraid the man would hunt them both down and beat or kill them both, she escaped the abusive venue by drinking and taking prescription meds. She could have as many multicolored pills as she wanted too, as long as she did a little something special for the old perverted doctor at the clinic while in his office, the door shut.

			Barry’s father died driving home drunk one night and slamming into an oak tree doing ninety miles an hour. The papers said his head had been severed, flung through the window, and lodged into a tree.

			Memories of those words haunted Barry. He tried to push them away, tipping the whiskey bottle back, letting the liquid burn his throat. He didn’t want to return to the past. He didn’t want to keep the door open so the light would slip out, grab him, pull him in and continuously hear the voice raked down his spine: “Come here, Barry, momma needs lovin’ tonight. You ain’t got no daddy no more. He killed his awful self.” She would laugh. The drugs the doc gave her, Barry thought melted her brain. She eventually became different and her moods changed frequently. 

			Barry had to admit, though, she loved her child dearly.

			Even between the sheets.

			Love your momma, Barry, love her so special...

			After taking an early retirement, as the years went by, momma eventually passed away during the night in her sleep with Barry by her side, her cold arm draped over his naked chest, pressing her hard nipples into his back. Barry had to use money from the small buyout she received from the factory, to bury her. He inherited the house, the memories, and the smell of his mother — some kind of left over residue.

			Later, he took a job working down at the garage, changing oil and fixing tires to make ends meet. He had to make a living somehow, because the funeral home took most of his mother’s retirement, charging a steep price to bury her. 

			His nightmares, though, were an entirely different matter. They slipped into his brain and squirmed around. He didn’t want them. Very sorry for what he had done, the horrors lurked. May God have mercy on his soul, he would tell himself over and over, trying to convince himself. 

			Sometimes it sounded convincing, even coming through his lips.

			He didn’t want to kill the boys. He only wanted to play with him.

			He didn’t want to kill the sweet little girls. They were so pretty, so soft, so loveable. Barry needed a playmate living alone.

			Barry stood up, staggered, dropped the bottle—lucky it had been empty—and it rolled over by the lit fireplace. He could hear cars pass by back and forth in front of his house. He wondered if there would come a day he would have a visit from the Law.

			Inevitable. Yes. They would, one day, come. They would find out what he did. His past would come back to haunt him.

			He could still feel the flesh under his fingers; so pale, so soft, so young...

			Through the back window in the kitchen he could see the woods. So dark and secluded; especially, for the small bodies who were buried deep within the soil. Barry made sure they were hidden away, far from his back porch. Could he still remember how many steps it took to reach the graves? Sure. He’d have to dig into his memories, though. Used to, he had it down pat.

			Love your momma, Barry, love her tonight. Make her feel alive again. Barry, my only son...

			“Get outta my head!” Barry screamed and knocked over a kitchen chair and it fell down on the linoleum floor. “Get outta my head, momma,” he mumbled, tears filling his eyes. “Get outta...my head...”

			Crawling in front of the counter, he grabbed hold the edge of the sink, pulled himself upright. Grabbing another full bottle of booze from the cabinet, he slid back down to the floor, twisted off the cap, and drank. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The last thing Rachael had to deal with at work had been a guy who complained of terrible stomach pain and in dying need of medication to sooth it. After the X-rays came back showing negative results and the urine test came back positive for drugs, the doctor kindly told the gentleman the guy needed to stop the use of drug abuse. Instead of calling the cops, he tried to be nice. Plus, he didn’t want to stay over longer than he had to because he had already worked fifteen hours straight. Releasing the patient from the ER, he warned the addict he needed to stop using drugs because it would eventually catch up and kill him.

			The guy argued, raising his voice, hollering at the staff and doctors, saying they were worthless and he threatened to file a complaint on their “malpractice.” 

			Unfortunately, the police had to be called anyway and the guy escorted out in cuffs, shouting at the top of his lungs. Rachael wondered if the guy would ever smarten up. Probably not. 

			Glad to get out of there, it had been a madhouse with two people hurt seriously in a hit-and-run, a small boy who had pneumonia, four cases of the stomach flu, and a young Peeping Tom who broke his arm climbing a tree. 

			Rachael took the back roads instead of the main highway to get back to Hampshire because of heavy traffic. Construction of the highway had started this week and had pissed off more than a few morning motorists. According to the Hampshire Herald, one of the construction guys had a run in with one guy in a Lexus who spit on him. The worker threw a small hammer at the car’s window and smashed it. A fist fight between the two had broken out, leaving the police to be called to break it up.   

			Rachael wanted to get home and relax with Dean. Maybe she could get him to rub her feet and perhaps give her a bath. She had been in a sexual mood ever since she had spoken with Dean earlier.

			She truly wanted to keep it romantic and spontaneous, instead of working hard at it and losing the interest in sex. She hoped Dean wouldn’t think of her fat, unattractive, or less sexy after being pregnant.  

			Excited, ready to be a mother, Rachael knew she shouldn’t rush it. Let God choose the path. 

			A sign ahead read: HAMPSHIRE 8 MILES

			Not far now, she thought. Stacy’s Stop should be close by on the right-hand side of the road all lit up. She wondered if she should fill up the Honda or not, the needle being a tick below the half mark.

			She decided to skip it and when she passed Stacy’s she was kind of glad she hadn’t. Not a single gas pump open. 

			Closer to Hampshire, traffic lightened, only passing a few cars or a truck. Three miles to go she
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