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Mike looked like he’d seen a ghost. 

Or something worse.

I was 15 and visiting my best friend, who lived in our neighborhood. It was breakfast time on a fall Saturday morning and, as I entered the house, I sat at the counter. Mike’s facial expression looked like a U.S. Marine demonstrating the 100-mile stare in the middle of a war zone in ‘Nam.

But Mike was 15 too.

“What’s up, dude?” I said and then caught a better look at Mike’s facial expression.

“Oh, man. What happened? What’s going on?” I asked after I’d settled down and surveyed the breakfast Mike’s mother had prepared. While all the biscuits and scrambled eggs were gone, a few Pillsbury™ cinnamon rolls were remaining.

Mike was sitting on one of the barstools and couldn’t speak for several minutes. To pass the time, I ate what was left of the well-done cinnamon rolls that his mother had baked for him and his brothers. They needed more icing. 

A lot more.

Our wood-framed houses were separated by one other house on the same side of the road. This made it easy to visit. However, the neighbor between us was a 55-year-old woman named Merriam, a loner who stayed inside most of the time.

Rumor had it that she was a Wiccan and performed all kinds of pagan rituals inside her little house. She had paid a guy to blacken all the windows so no light could penetrate therein. Neighbors also reported that she was heavily into some voodoo-like stuff. I’m not sure what you call it. She had all sizes and shapes of ugly dolls standing and lined up on her front windowsills. And let me tell you now, these were definitely not Barbies. Real creepy, if you asked me.

My mom had given my little brother and me standing orders not to cut through her yard for any reason, under any circumstances. We weren’t even to make eye contact with her. If she called out to us as we were walking, we were to run as if our lives depended on creating as much distance between us and her as humanly possible, which I always thought was a bit extreme.

Our old neighborhood was on the lower one-third sector of the lower middle class in the little village of Satsuma, Alabama. Both of our houses had fenced-in backyards and contained about one-fourth-acre city lots. Lots of room to play, throw a football or baseball, and generally enjoy life in a quaint southern town.

We were pretty sure that we were safe from anyone coming in from outside our neighborhood and causing us harm. But we were kids. What did we know?

Mike grunted and slowly turned his head toward me, recovering a little from the 100-mile stare but still ignoring the delectable cinnamon rolls. I was busy finishing the last one because, well, he wasn’t eating, and his brothers were nowhere to be found.

Mike was in no position to be making any kind of quick movements or decisions at that moment. He still had that far-away ‘Nam look in his eyes, but he glanced at me for just a moment and whispered, “Billy, I gotta tell you what I saw in my room last night.”

He then returned to his semi-coma state as his mother walked by and said, “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

Mike said nothing.

“What’d you see?”

Mike stayed quiet and unattached to his surroundings.

“Come on, dude, spit it out,” I said.

By now I was at least more interested in what was going on with Mike, but honestly only because the cinnamon rolls were finished and none more were forthcoming.

“Have you ever seen a, well, I don’t rightly know what to call him?”

“I’m gonna need a little more detail than that, Sherlock,” I said.

He continued.

“Listen, last night I was almost asleep when I thought I heard a sound or maybe a movement in my closet,” Mike said.

“Oh. Scary monsters time,” I said, raising my arms like a ghost or whatever ghosts do that makes them scary.

Mike was not amused.

“Look, jerk. I ain’t gonna tell ya if you gonna just make fun of the whole thing,” he said.

“OK, OK. Come on, man, just having a little fun,” I said. “Please continue, my good sir.”

“Ok,” Mike said and continued the dramatic retelling of the little bogeyman in his closet. I couldn’t help my face smirking and contorting, but I tried very hard to show interest in Mike’s problem.

Mike’s little brother, Steve, lumbered into the room and turned on the TV. Normally Mike would have been angry at the intrusion but was happy because the TV filled the room with background noise, allowing him to speak to me better.

“I saw something that scared the hell out of me, Billy.”

“Whoa, hold on right there, cowboy. Scared? You?”

Mike was a little bigger than most 15-year-olds and his reputation was just the opposite of being scared, especially by a make-believe monster in his closet.

But I played along just to, you know, see where this tall tale was all going. If I played my cards right, I’d be here when his mom whipped up some lunch.

Mike took a piece of paper and proceeded to recreate, as best he could with limited drawing skills, the figure or creature or whatever it was in his closet.

“Look here,” Mike said.

He drew a large head and a stick-like body with appropriate stick arms and legs.

I almost burst out laughing but stifled my instinct and soldiered on with the story.

It looked exactly like a rudimentary version of a sad little Pinocchio. Even down to the goofy pointed hat.

“This is what I saw last night standing just inside my closet,” said Mike.

But he kept going, filling in the simple sketch with intricate details that
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