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Audrey Mortimer briskly negotiated the winding path that led from the woods to her house with her dog, Porky, at her heels. She clutched a hunk of twisted driftwood in the fashion of a gun and every so often she would stop and let her pet catch her up, looking side to side for apparent threats. At seven years old Audrey was small for her age, yet her legs were still so much longer than Porky’s. The girl stood at just about four feet and she was so skinny that her elbows and knees had the look of a snake’s undigested dinner. Her skin was pale; her bucked teeth often protruded from her lips and her dark eyes danced about when she was anxious. As she moved, she frequently called out to the tiny brown creature. ‘Come on, now, Private Porky!’ she would yell. ‘If we don’t make it back to base soon, the captain will have us written up. It doesn’t matter how many aliens we’ve obliterated. We’re going to be wicked late!’ 

It was all Audrey could do to even see the small pathway home between the dwindling daylight and her long dark hair’s tendency to blow onto her face rather than away from it. An easterly wind howled over the North Atlantic Ocean and brought with it an unseasonable chill. Flourishes of Goldenrod and Virginia creeper flattened as coastal gusts reached their peak. Spruce trees leaned this way and that and emitted a creaking sound that Audrey always found creepy.

Audrey paused when they reached the bend that skirted near enough to Rockport proper so that she could see it clearly. She loved the beautifully colored wooden buildings and often fantasized about the people that lived in them. Before turning in each night, Audrey would imagine she’d just been read a bedtime story about space pirates and starships by a mother with ruddy cheeks and a kindly face. She would picture a father sitting by the fire in his old, worn armchair reading the news. And she would stop her imaginings when they made her throat and chest feel tight. It wasn’t good to cry, so Audrey bit her fingernails instead. Some were so chewed down that it hurt when she gnawed on them.

‘Private Porky!’ she called out. ‘Oh, you’re right here. Copy that.’ The little dog looked up at her mistress with big, obliging eyes, panting all the while. ‘We’re gonna’ be in so much trouble when we get home, Girl,’ she said softly as she tugged at an old rip in her long-faded pinafore dress. ‘We may get tossed straight into the brig!’ She dug the toe of her brown shoes into the sandy soil before catching herself and jolting upright as though struck by lightning. The pair ran the rest of the way home, only just making it to the front door as the sun dipped below distant hills. 

The house stood a ways from the homes of other people with not much around it save for some minuscule dunes at its flank. It was unkempt and grimy in places, rising up out of the ground like a rotting tooth. Its boards were splintered and bleached; its roof full of holes and well rusted. It was two stories tall and leaned to the left when viewed front on, as though it were drunk. At night it creaked and when it rained it leaked, and Audrey lived on edge just waiting for the entire place to fall down. What’s more it seemed to repel anything green. No trees grew within several yards of its foundations and there was no garden to speak of; just stones and small tufts of browning grass.

Audrey gently leaned her weapon against a lone fencepost and exhaled. Her shoulders slumped as she lumbered to the door and placed her hand on the brass doorknob, twisting it slowly so as to make as little noise as possible. She ushered Porky into the foyer and tiptoed through the gloomy space, past an ornate wet bar, bare pedestals and empty vases, toward the staircase at the building’s rear. Thankfully, nothing stirred, no lights came on, and Audrey allowed herself to breathe as she set foot on the first step. Porky hopped up beside her and Audrey placed her forefinger over her lips, chiding the animal for the din of its claws on the hardwood. 

She climbed another stair followed by another, soon gaining the confidence to pick up speed. It was when she reached the first of two landings that she heard the thing that never failed to make her skin crawl. The abrasive sound of worn shoe leather on the floorboards began in the shadows of the ground floor’s eastern wing. Every step made Audrey wince as the footfalls grew louder and she hung her head as a lithe figure shuffled into the meager light of the burgeoning moon that shone through the long stairwell window. ‘Where in God’s name have you been?’ demanded Ava.

‘I’m sorry,’ Audrey replied meekly, biting on her thumb.

Ava climbed the first few stairs. ‘That’s not an answer,’ she said in a monotone.

Audrey glanced about the place through her long hair. ‘Where’s Aunty?’

‘She’s doing her chores.’ The corners of Ava’s thin lips curled slightly. ‘Don’t change the subject. Explain yourself.’

‘I lost track of time is all.’

Ava advanced two more steps. ‘I lost track of time is all,’ the woman mocked. ‘No.’ She ran a bony hand over graying hair that was so tightly pulled back it gave her a look of permanent dismay. ‘You were intentionally careless. Say it.’

Audrey wrung her hands and spoke in a near whisper. ‘We were hunting aliens... To keep everyone safe.’

‘What? You’re talking shit! Speak up. And enunciate.’

‘I was careless,’ Audrey repeated.

Ava’s nostrils flared as though she’d caught the scent of something disagreeable. ‘You’re so much like your father it makes me sick.’ Audrey mumbled something. ‘Stop eating your nails and open your mouth when you address me.’

‘I just asked if he was coming home ever. My father.’ Ava’s eyes widened and she lunged at the small girl, grabbed her by the arm and yanked her all the way down the stairs. Audrey folded her lips under her teeth and bit down hard. Porky’s fur bristled as she vibrated with a low growl.

As soon as they plopped down onto the floor of ground level, Ava grasped her daughter by the shoulders and marched her into the shadows before jamming her foot into the small of her back. She then kicked the child into the room adjoining ‘the master boudoir’ as she often referred to it. Audrey stumbled and dropped to her knees as she stifled a scream. Porky sprang through the door, barking and nipping at Ava’s heels. The tiny dog squealed as Ava kicked her in the flank, sending the animal hurtling out of the room before slamming into the hallway wall and dropping languidly onto her side. ‘No!’ yelled Audrey but Ava silenced her with a thin finger pressed to her lips. 

Ava meandered over to a wooden rack packed with clothes, most of which had seen better days, smoothing out her drab fisherman’s sweater and worn jeans as she went. She ran her finger tips over a repository of wire coat hangers at the far end of the frame. ‘You think you can just swan about the place doing whatever the hell you damn well please, don’t you?’ Audrey’s eyes were vacant as she shook her head. ‘The question’s rhetorical. D’you even know what rhetorical means, you little dumb-dumb?’ Audrey knew better than to respond a second time. Ava selected the least misshapen hanger from the collection and held it aloft like a sword. She pursed her lips and squinted her eyes as she struck Audrey’s calf, causing the young girl to recoil violently. ‘It means DO. NOT. TALK. BACK!’ 

Each syllable accompanied a fresh blow harder than the last. Audrey inhaled and held her breath. Crying out in agony was a surefire way to make the beating last longer, so Audrey closed her eyes and counted. Ten. Nine. She was careful not to move her mouth. Eight. Seven. Six. She suppressed a sob by squeezing her throat shut. Five. Four. Three. She could feel the wire of the hanger open her skin, making all subsequent strikes far more excruciating. Two and then finally... One.

Audrey allowed herself to breathe again as in the safety of her mind she was jettisoned into the cosmos. Comets whizzed past her ship, supernovas burned brighter than anything she’d ever seen on Earth, and the unending freedom afforded by the infinite grandeur of space made the awful thing happening to her feel a million light years
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