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  The House Under the Oak Tree


Paul needed to dig a hole to bury his hamster, Chubbles. None of his pets had ever died before, but now that he understood what it was, he realized his Grandma would die. Mom and Dad would die. He would die one day, and there was no escaping his fate, not now that he knew what  dead was. He didn’t understand and no one could explain to him why they all had to die.
When he put the shovel in the dirt the first time, it struck concrete. He uncovered a step, and then another. By lunchtime, Paul had uncovered a whole set of tunneling steps leading down to a perfect double of his house underground. He stepped through the side door and wiped his feet on the mat out of habit. The kitchen was gloomy with no light coming in the big picture window by the table in the nook. Down here in the house under the oak tree, his dead parents sat at the kitchen table.
Do you want a sandwich, Paul? Maybe an egg salad, Dead Mom said, though she didn’t get up from her place at the table. She hadn’t gotten up to clean the dirt off the windowsills, or vacuum the piles of dust off the carpet, or to do anything else, either. Dead Mom stared at the wall with her sullen and dry face tilted upward slightly, like she had just asked an angry question.
Lunch sounds great, doesn’t it Paul? I’d love to stick around, but I’ve got to get down to the office for a meeting with important clients. Not all of us get the summer off, you know, Dead Dad said, but he didn’t toss his car keys up and down to show he was in a hurry. Dead Dad didn’t stop for a drink after work or make dirty jokes when it was just the guys in the shop. Dead Dad always made time to watch Paul practice his newest magic tricks, but he’d have to show them here, in the kitchen.
Dead Mom and Dad never moved. They sat at the table with their empty coffee cups, desiccated and shriveled, where they’d be dead forever.
“Don’t worry about me, guys, I’m not going to stick around,” Paul said. A centipede wriggled out from under the quarter-round where the wall met the floor. The whole house shivered with the clicking and scrabbling of tiny legs feeling for small openings between every joint and crevice.
Paul flipped on the lights in the family room. The stench of rotten mud overwhelmed the other smells, but mildew, mold, and rot drifted through. The couch was the same as his, but the cushions were discolored with dark stains where his parents usually sat to watch the news.
Paul glanced out the window but could only see the puzzled track of blind worms’ tunneling and the grasping roots of the big oak tree in his backyard, up above.
“I bet the television doesn’t get very good reception down here,” Paul said and made his way down the hall. It was dark and he held his breath and tried not to make a sound. He did the same thing when he had to pee in the night and didn’t want to alert anything else in the house that he was awake.
Down here, pictures he didn’t recognize hung in frames on the walls in the hallway. He looked the first one over and trailed a finger across the top of the frame. Paul pushed a small pile of dust to the edge of the frame, and then over. It drifted to the floor, falling straight down, the shortest route to the carpet below.
There was a picture of smiling Grandpa Irving. A gold-framed photo of his Uncle Carl. A Kindergarten graduation scene of a girl he didn’t recognize.
“All of you are dead down here, aren’t you?” Paul squinted at a faded snapshot of a dog and a cat. He remembered a dog with crooked tail, but not the cat in the picture. “I never had a cat!”
Paul fled and didn’t look at any more of the countless frames hanging on the walls. Only the dust swirling in the hallway behind him showed he’d ever been there. Nothing else stirred the air as he reached the doorway of his bedroom. Except this one belonged to Dead Paul, of course.
You want to see my baseball cards? Dead Paul asked from the bed. He didn’t get up to get them down from the closet, or offer Paul a place to sit on the narrow twin bed. He didn’t ask Paul if they had the same outer space-themed bedspread; he just lay there with his mouth open and didn’t breathe or cough or laugh.
“I have the whole set of 1978 Fleer Major League Baseball, but my favorite is Rolly Fingers,” Paul said.
Dead Paul didn’t look impressed, he just lay there, taking up the whole bed. You didn’t have to be alive to be considerate; Paul didn’t have anywhere to sit. The sturdy toy box lid might have sufficed, but Dead Paul didn’t keep his room any neater than Paul’s and his dirty clothes and mud-crusted sneakers were piled up there. Mold spread from the ceiling to the floor along one wall and spoiled the look of the comets and ringed planets on the wallpaper. With nowhere to sit and nothing better to do, Paul reached up on the closet shelf and pulled down the shoebox full of baseball cards. The box was slimy on the bottom and the cards stank of mildew, but Paul sat on the floor to see if Dead Paul had any of the cards he was missing from the 1979 set.
Don’t bend any of the corners, Dead Paul said. Most of the corners were already bent. Even the cards that weren’t bent had black mold creeping in from the edges.
“These are all messed up. You don’t even have them in any order or anything,” he said.
Dead Paul just waited with his mouth open. After shuffling through the shoebox for a few minutes, Paul got bored and wiped his hands on what looked like a dry spot on the bedspread. The fabric was brittle and frayed when he wiped the goop off his hands.
“Do you have any games? Puzzles?” he asked Dead Paul. As he stood on tiptoe to reach the boxes in the back of the closet shelves, the surrounding shadows shifted and skittered away. He ignored it, but the hair prickled on his arms with the certainty that the things he couldn’t see wanted to be close to him. He pretended the chewing noises came from the television in the living room.
“Do things ever come out of the walls to get you in here?” Paul asked. His voice quavered and he cleared his throat to cover it. He tried not to let on how much he wanted to run back down the hallway and out the door. Back up to the sunlight and breeze in his backyard.
No, only down in the basement. Sometimes gross things crawl out of the floor down there, Dead Paul said. But you don’t have to go down there if you’re scared.
Dead Paul smirked from the bed.
 Paul was determined to show him he wasn’t afraid of the stupid basement. His whole house smelled like garbage and his parents were dead and stupid, just like him. “Are you going to get up and come with me down there, or do you want me to carry you down there?”
 I’m already in the basement, waiting for you, Dead Paul said, and it was true. When Paul glanced over the bed, it was empty. The rumpled bedspread showed where Dead Paul had been lying before. It was less faded in the center, like a chalk outline from a crime show, but in child-sized proportions.
The padlock on the basement door hung open on its latch. Pauls’ real, living parents always kept the basement door locked. Paul crept down the stairs to the basement. The single light bulb was almost worse than the dark. It cast shadows in all the corners and small noises made him jump. Too soon he stood on the packed dirt floor and the small scratching noises filled every corner. Paul couldn’t tell if they were digging to get in or to escape. “Where are you?”
I’m under here. Where did you think I was going to be? Dead Paul’s voice came from under the floor. Do you hear that? Something’s trying to get in to eat you. Nothing scratched the walls to get in before you got here.
“Ok, I’m going to go home now. Maybe I’ll come back next week with some new c-comics,” Paul said. The scratching stopped, but there was a new pressure in the room. The weight of watching eyes settled onto him. Every shadow could be a crouched figure, waiting to jump. “I’ll see you later.”
He didn’t move, though, despite how much his mind screamed to bolt, to flee in a blind panic. He wanted to tear up the stairs flailing at the unseen watchers, to scramble breathlessly through the kitchen, out the side door, and back up the steps he’d uncovered. Out into the sunlight and the sky and the trees with singing birds. But he didn’t; the shifting shadows kept him rooted to the spot.
They want you to run so they can catch you. Get the shovel and dig me up and we can trade places. They won’t catch you unless you run. Dead Paul didn’t sound scared at all. No hitch in his words, no tremble in his voice.
Paul took up the shovel for the second time that day and started digging. It didn’t take long to uncover Dead Paul, though he did accidentally gouge his arm pretty hard with the shovel.
“S-sorry, I didn’t mean to h-hurt your arm,” he said and wiped his eyes. He estimated the steps out of the basement and how long it might take to run all of them.
I didn’t feel anything; I’m dead, remember? Now get in the hole, Dead Paul said. We’re trading places. I’ll come back in a week or two with some new comics, or baseball cards that aren’t all moldy.
Where before Dead Paul had only lay still, now he scampered on all fours, scraping his hands and feet across the dirt. He slid in and out of the shadows and the scratching, chewing noises surrounded Paul. He didn’t know where to turn.
Get in the hole! You’re staying here and I’m going to take your place. I want to go to school, practice soccer, and eat birthday cake. Dead Paul pushed him from behind.
 Paul cried out and lost his balance.
Dead Paul shoved him, again and again, until he fell in the hole. He’d grown tired of being dead and missing out on everything.
“But I don’t want to stay down here. Do I have to be dead?” Paul screamed and tried to scramble out of the hole, but the sides collapsed, and he slid back down. The first shovel full of dirt landed heavy on his head and some got in his eyes, turning his tears to mud. “You tricked me!”
Being dead doesn’t hurt, Dead Paul said. It’s just boring. Mom and Dad are dead, and so is Chubbles, and everything else down here. The hole disappeared, one shovelful of dirt at a time. After the hole was filled in, Dead Paul kicked dirt around and stomped down the edges. He didn’t want either of his parents to see the hole with Paul down here, not that they ever left the kitchen. He turned the one light bulb off and ignored the scrabbling, crawling whispers from the dark corners of the basement. He climbed the stairs and locked the door behind him.
“I’m going back to my house now, Dad and Mom,” New Paul said as he walked through the kitchen on his way out. He turned explanations for how he’d hurt his arm over in his mind, even though it wasn’t bleeding much now. “I’ll just say I cut it while I was digging the hole for Chubbles and ask for a new gerbil.”
Chubbles is dead. The new gerbil will die, too, Dead Paul said from the basement. Mom and Dad, Grandma, and you, too. One day, your picture will be on the wall in the hallway. Go have all the fun you can, but one day I’ll see you down here again.
 He climbed back up and out of the hole, into the back yard. He covered his eyes; he’d never been in the sunshine before or seen the sky or trees with singing birds. The backyard was warm, with a life of its own, and New Paul decided he’d never go back down in the dark ever again.










  
  Fall on Me


Mother fainted on the table after breakfast with her hand still over her mouth from coughing. That same morning, I found the first piece of rail in our backyard. This was before everyone else started complaining about the rails and we didn’t know what it meant, yet. 
Father acted like none of us kids noticed the blood on her lips, but I did. He carried her back to their room to put her to bed. “Mama’s tired, kids. Let her rest. Meadow, take your sisters and make sure the laundry is brought off the line.”
Harmony and River held hands and twirled in circles until they fell down laughing. They rolled over each other and smashed dandelions and fleabane until their elbows were green, and delicate yellow and white petals clung in their hair. I wasn’t going to ask them to help with the laundry, or I’d have to wash it all over again.
I stopped short when I banged my toe on what I thought was a root growing out of the grass. I’d hung laundry more than a hundred times, and it wasn’t there before today, or I would have tripped over it. I squatted down and shifted the laundry basket around to investigate. It wasn’t a root at all, but a piece of steel, burnished and shining, that broke out of the soil. About three feet of rail arched out of the ground and while I watched, more crept up through the sod on either end of the exposed bit.
I’ve seen railed-road tracks before, with Mother and Father when we went walking down to the river on the other side of the village. This was before Harmony and River were even born. I wanted to see where Father unloaded boats when I was little. He pointed out the road over the water.
“That’s a railed-road bridge, Meadow. There used to be men who drove great, long worms over those carrying coal, and carts, and sometimes cows, too.” He said it all with a straight face, but I could tell he was trying to trick me.
“A worm can’t carry a cart or a cow, Daddy!” I saw him nudge Mother to make her smile. She used to smile and braid lavender into my hair to make it smell pretty. I’d wanted her to braid lavender into my hair the day she got sick. I could never do it right by myself.
“It was a really big worm, Meadow. And they trained them to roll on wheels on the railed-road. My grandpa told me you could put your hand on the rail and feel it shaking when a trained worm was coming.”
We walked that day, right up to the edge of the bridge over the water, but there was nothing left of the tracks. So much of the metal for the bridge had been scavenged by then, too, that it was barely still there. People needed it for other things, Mother told me.
Daddy showed me a picture book when we got home. He’d kept it hidden in a cupboard. The book was full of brittle pages with pictures of all kinds of different trains. He told me what all the different pieces were called. For months after, I mumbled them to myself every night as I fell asleep.
“Cattle-catcher. Cylinder. Steam chest. Running board. Smokestack.” And then I’d dream of railed-road tracks circling the whole village, only everyone was angry at me for it. The whole village gathered in my dreams after that, and they refused to forgive me. They all pointed and shouted, no matter where I tried to hide.
 “Machines lead to sloth, Meadow! You’ve damned us all!”
After that, Daddy never showed me the precious train book full of its forbidden machines again, but he didn’t need to; I never forgot any of the pictures of the different locomotives, diesels, and electric engines. And so I knew what it was when I stubbed my toe on the piece of track. This a railed-road track for the trained worm.
I put my hand on the rail section that raised up out of the ground, but it wasn’t the rail shaking. My hand shook, remembering Mother coughing and the red stains spreading on her handkerchief. I knew what it meant for her, for me, and Father.
I was supposed to go and meet Elliott Paul down by the river later that day. He’d been asking me places, just the two of us, but then he’d get tongue-tied and blush when we were alone. I think he was working up the nerve to try and kiss me and I’d always get butterflies in my stomach until it was tied up in knots. But I couldn’t imagine kissing him later; after seeing Mother faint, I couldn’t unknot my stomach for a completely separate reason.
Harmony and River had stopped playing and both stood there, squinting down at me.
“I thought we were getting the laundry, Meadow. Why are you crying?”

      [image: image-placeholder]By the next week, Mother couldn’t get out of bed at all, and the railed-road tracks had broken through the ground all over the village. More than a dozen sets crisscrossed the farms and fields, plus one pair popped out of the ground right through the Assembly Hall. The bricks crumbled where the steel cut through the wall, and the rails divided the meeting room into two equal halves.
The ones behind our house stretched all the way past the forest. I finished my chores and  walked along beside them until I was tired of walking and sat down. I didn’t worry about getting lost since I could turn around and follow the rails back to our house. I rested my hand on the rail and waited to feel something.
I went down to the Assembly Hall with Father to meet with everyone
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