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    For those who see what others can't.
For the kids who feel like outsiders,
the ones who listen to shadows,
who believe rivers remember,
and who carry the weight of stories no one else dares to tell.
This is for you.
And for the ones who stayed.
— Riyan Septa

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some ghosts don't haunt places.
They haunt people—
and they never knock before coming in."
— Unknown Bayou Saying
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The Boy by the River
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The whole business started fifteen years back. Maybe longer. Time has a way of slipping through your fingers like cheap sand from the dollar store, and Satchel Orgeron couldn’t pin down the exact summer anymore. But the first time he saw the boy? That was burned into his memory like a cattle brand. Some things you just don’t forget, no matter how much you might want to.

It was night, the kind of sticky southern night where the air feels like warm molasses and even the mosquitoes seem to move in slow motion. Satchel was down by what the locals called “the river,” though anyone from anywhere else would’ve called it a glorified creek. Nothing but a skinny ribbon of water cutting through the sugarcane fields, barely wide enough to float a toy boat. But in that town, that trickle was everything—irrigation for the fields, bathwater for the body, laundromat for clothes, and when nature called after dark, it was the community toilet.

This was before iPhones and Instagram and all that digital horseshit. Hell, most folks in town wouldn’t have known what the internet was if it crawled up their pant leg and bit them on the ass. The idea of everyone carrying computers in their pockets would’ve seemed like something out of a science fiction paperback, the kind with shiny covers and big-busted alien women that teenage boys hid under their mattresses.

(Funny thing about memory, ain’t it? How the world before seems like ancient history now, like covered wagons and outhouses. But back then, it was just... Tuesday.)

So there they were, the good people of—what was the town called? Doesn’t matter. Names change. Fear doesn’t. They’d line up after sundown to do their business by the riverbank, like their grandparents and great-grandparents before them. An unspoken choreography of consideration. You see someone hunched down, you give them twenty feet of privacy. Or you head downstream. Common courtesy.

Now, Satchel’s grandfolks had one of the biggest houses in town, a sprawling old place with a toilet at the back. But he wouldn’t use it. No sir. Not after what had happened there when he was seven. Not after what he’d seen in that bowl one night when he’d gotten up to pee. Some memories you bury deep, and some you cement over like nuclear waste. That was one of the cementing kind.

So there he was, gut churning like a washing machine on spin cycle, when he spotted the boy.

The kid was squatting by the water’s edge, thin as a fence post and maybe twelve or thirteen—same as Satchel—but small for his age. His skin was dark, copper-penny dark, and it seemed to catch what little moonlight filtered through the cane stalks, giving him an unearthly glow. Like he was lit from within.

It was the boy’s eyes that struck Satchel first. Empty. Not vacant like a drunk’s or dim like the town simpleton who swept the post office steps. Empty like windows in an abandoned house. Eyes that looked out but didn’t see in the same way yours and mine do.

When the boy noticed Satchel standing there, he flinched. Just a small jerk of the shoulders, but Satchel felt it like a slap. And then Satchel felt guilty, which was absurd if you thought about it. Here was this half-naked kid, out past ten on a school night, barefoot and shirtless despite the chill that had begun to creep across the fields like a living thing, and somehow Satchel was the one feeling like he didn’t belong.

“Hey, man,” Satchel said, the words coming out all wrong, too loud in the cricket-song silence. He didn’t know what else to add. I gotta take a shit so bad my back teeth are floating didn’t seem right, but what other explanation was there for being down by the river this time of night?

The boy stood up in one fluid motion, like a puppet yanked by its strings. For an instant—just a microsecond, really—Satchel would have sworn the boy’s feet weren’t touching the ground. Then the kid turned and was gone, swallowed by the rustling curtain of sugarcane.

“Whoop,” as Satchel’s grandmother would say. “Gone like a fart in a fan factory.”

Maybe a ghost, y’know? The thought bubbled up in Satchel’s mind, but he pushed it away. 

Ghost or not, Satchel’s intestines were sending out an S.O.S. that couldn’t be ignored. The pressure in his lower gut had reached critical mass, setting up camp behind his eyeballs and threatening to blow the top of his head clean off.

He squatted down where the boy had been, the warm mud squelching between his toes. Only later, much later, would he notice the strange tracks leading into the cane field. Not footprints exactly. More like the marks a snake might leave. Or something that dragged itself along the ground.

And only later—lying awake in his bed, staring at the water stain on his ceiling that looked like a screaming face—would he remember what his grandmother had told him about the copper-skinned children who’d lived in these parts long before the sugarcane and the settlers. Children who, according to local legend, had been sacrificed to the river during a drought so terrible it had turned men into monsters.

But that night, as he finished his business and stood to pull up his pants, all Satchel knew was that something wasn’t right. And in the darkness behind him, just beyond the reach of perception, something was watching.

Something was always watching in that town.

And it was hungry.
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The second time Satchel Orgeron encountered the boy was on a Thursday afternoon when the Louisiana heat pressed down like a hot iron on a shirt. Two days had passed since their first meeting, and there he was again—same skinny kid, same vacant thousand-yard stare, same spot by what the locals generously called a river but what anyone from out of state would recognize as nothing more than a glorified drainage ditch.

The boy was squatting there, shirtless, wearing only black pants cinched at the waist with what looked like baling twine. His spine formed a perfect question mark, each vertebra visible beneath skin that had the texture of old leather left too long in the sun.

Ain’t right for a kid to be that thin, Satchel thought. Like somethin that crawled out of a Stephen Gammell illustration.

“Excusez-moi, monsieur,” Satchel tried again in his Virginia-boy French, which was about as authentic as the plastic crawfish keychains they sold to tourists down at Boudreaux’s General Store.

The boy didn’t look up. Didn’t need to. They both knew who was who.

“T’es icitte pou’ chier encore? Pourquoi t’as pas trouvé un autre coin?” the boy asked, his voice like two pieces of sandpaper rubbing together.

Satchel’s brain took a beat to translate the local Cajun patois—something about shitting again and finding another spot. His French was getting better after two years in Louisiana, but it still had holes big enough to drive a Mack truck through. Back in Danville, Virginia, they’d taught him the kind of French you might use to order a croissant in Paris. Not the kind you’d need to
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