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A white picket fence lined the perimeter of the yard that was decorated with horse jockeys, anglers, and other statues. Five-year-old Jasper followed his mother Jackie through the gate and down the brick walkway to the front door. Jackie knocked and moments later the door opened. Jasper fled around the house and ducked behind a grapevine growing across weathered latus. The spot was a favorite of his. He felt safe and was sure no one would find him there.

“Jasper,” he heard his mother call out. “Jasper! Where are you?”

Through the thick of grapevines he saw his mother in her green work-smock heading in his direction. He squeezed his eyes closed hoping to disappear to a far away land.

“Come on. Get out from behind there,” said Jackie. “You know better than that. You’re going to cause me to be late.”

Her scold was mild but he knew she was serious. He stepped out and followed her around the corner. They walked in and the old screen door slammed behind them. Jasper smelled something cooking. He saw the same family pictures of cousins, aunts, and uncles hanging on the walls. Nanny Marie appeared from the back room. She was a tiny woman holding a cigarette in her right hand. A kitchen towel draped over her shoulder. She said, “There you are. I thought you might’ve ran away.”

“Okay, I have to go,” said Jackie. She kissed Jasper on top of the head. “You be a good boy and I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“Okay,” he mumbled. He watched as his mother pushed through the gate, slid into the car, and drove away. There was a hollow feeling in his stomach. He sensed an urge to cry but held it back. He felt loneliness and despair. He’d been dreading this moment. This was out of routine. Being forced to stay with Nanny Marie wasn’t how he imagined spending his day. His summer days were normally spent with his other grandparents, but they were out of town.

“Come on in,” said Nanny Marie. “Go over and sit at the table. Your breakfast is done.”

Jasper stayed by the door. Maybe he would stand there until his mother returned. He didn’t know what to do. Then he saw a glass of milk.

“Go on now,” she said again. She crushed her cigarette butt into an ashtray on the counter. She blew out smoke.

This time he listened. He moved across the room, past the woman he felt he hardly knew, and sat in the chair. He was thirsty. He stared at the sweaty glass of milk. He wanted to drink it, but decided to wait for his food.

Nanny Marie claimed a fork from the silverware drawer and said, “Would you like to eat in front of the TV?”

Jasper wasn’t expecting the question. He brightened. “Alright.”

She handled the plate and glass of milk while Jasper followed her into the living room. She sprawled the kitchen towel on the floor and deposited the plate and milk on top. Jasper saw two pieces of toast with red jam and beside those were two fried eggs with bright yolks.

“If you want more, I can make more,” said Nanny Marie.

“Okay,” he said. He sat on the floor while Nanny Marie turned on the TV. He heard the dial click. She said, “We don’t get many channels, but I’m sure we can find something. Is this okay?”

On the console television, he saw Bozo the Clown and some kid taking his turn at the Grand Prize Game. “Yeah, that’s fine,” he said. He reached for the milk, took a swallow, set it back. He bit into the toast. The red jam was strawberry and happened to be his favorite. He maneuvered the fork around the yolk slicing away at the egg white.

In the kitchen, dishes clanked and water ran. Jasper tried glancing over his shoulder, but couldn’t see. He felt out of place. He felt he didn’t belong here. Nanny Marie seemed more of an acquaintance than a grandmother. He knew nothing about her and wondered if she knew anything about him.

Throughout the living room were tiny statues much like the ones in the yard. Jasper had never thought about these statues or even noticed them until now. Over in a corner next to the TV sat a little girl in a green dress holding a parasol. Next to her was a boy wearing a flannel shirt and jeans. He held a fishing pole in one hand and a tackle box in the other. Dogs, cats, birds, and other animals sat on shelves and end tables. Jasper found them interesting, their colors, patterns, and poses.

He stood and moved closer to one of the bird statues. He stared into the creatures eyes. Then he moved to a dog on the next shelf over. A poodle, just like the one he once had not so long ago. She’d escaped out the back door and was never seen again. He patted and stroked its little head. “Hi there, puppy.”

From behind, he heard Nanny Marie cough and enter the room. “You weren’t very hungry,” she said. “You didn’t eat your eggs.” His hand snapped away. He turned around. His cheeks brightened. She gathered the plate, glass, and towel. “It’s okay. You can look at them.”

He moved from the shelf. “They’re really neat.”

“I make them myself. I sculpted and painted all of these.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.”

“If you’re done eating then maybe you could go outside and play. It’s a nice day.”

“Okay.” Going outside was the best idea he’d heard all morning.

“Just stay out of the shed,” she said. “There are tools and things you could get hurt on.”

He ran out the door and squinted when the sun hit his pinkish face. Throughout the yard he saw the other statues. A funny-faced clown held a balloon. A cowboy rode a horse. An old man with a long, white beard whittled a stick.

“Hello,” he said to the old man whittling the stick. 

Then, he heard, “I wouldn’t be over there if I were you.”

Jasper studied the old man’s face, thinking he’d spoken. 

“If I were you, I’d get out of there, or you’ll end up like the clown and the rest of those stupid-looking things.”

Standing on the other side of the fence was a boy. Jasper had never seen the kid before, who looked a few years older. His hair was blond and hung down his forehead stopping in a line just above his eyes. He wore a red t-shirt with a picture of E.T. on the front. A slingshot dangled from his left hand.

“Oh, hi,” said Jasper. “What’s your name?”

“Nolan,” said the boy. “Did you hear what I said?” He loaded the projectile pocket of the slingshot, stretched the tubular bands, and released. A rock pinged off a stop sign across the road.

“What are you talking about?” said Jasper.

Nolan stepped closer to the fence. “That old woman in there...she’s a witch...or something. You stick around there very long and you’ll end up like one of those statues.” He reloaded the sling.

“No, I won’t,” said Jasper. “She’s not a witch. She’s my grandma.”

Nolan snorted through his nose, turned his head, and spat. “That’s what my cousin said. He said he was walking by one day and saw the old lady fetch a coon out of the trap she has sitting behind the shed in the back. He said she took that coon by the neck with one of those long poles with the loop on the end and dragged it inside the shed. That coon was acting crazy...growling and hissing the whole time. Then she came out and my cousin said he couldn’t hear the coon anymore.” He stretched the bands and shot into a blackberry bush across the road.

“So. That doesn’t prove anything,” said Jasper. “That doesn’t prove she’s a witch.”

“See that over there.” Nolan pointed to the corner of the yard, where one section of fence met the other.

“Where?”

“Over there.” He emphasized with a stiff finger to his right.

Down in the corner of the yard, Jasper saw one of the statues. This one was painted and shaped like a tree stump. From his view, there was nothing strange about the piece.

“So what,” said Jasper.

“Walk down there,” Nolan pressed the issue. “You’ll see what I’m talking about. On the other side.” He placed another rock into the projectile pocket of the slingshot.

Jasper shrugged and moved across the yard passing the other statues along the way. He reached the stump and on the other side he saw a raccoon posed with its front paw up clawing the air.

“So what,” Jasper repeated. “She has all kinds of animal statues. What are you trying to say?”

“What I’m saying is she turns animals into statues. And not only that...you remember the brother and sister that went missing?”

“No,” said Jasper.

“They still haven’t found them. I’m waiting for when they end up out here with those other stupid statues. And when they do, I’ll be calling the police. Maybe I’ll collect a reward.”

“You’re crazy. She’s not a witch. You better not call the police!”

“Hey, you don’t have to believe me. It’s up to you.” Nolan pulled the sling back and took aim in a pine tree across the road. He released and the rock sailed through the air and struck a cardinal from a secluded perch. The bird fell to the ground. Struggling wings beat the earth and air while the creature tossed about. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” said Nolan.

“Hey, why’d you do that for? That bird didn’t hurt you!”

“It’s just some dumb bird,” he said. “I gotta go.” He moved from the fence and stepped and shuffled down the road, blond hair flipping in the breeze.

Jasper watched as the cardinal’s wings fluttered once more and finally came to a quiet rest. There was nothing he could do.

Jasper knew the kid was lying and wanted to prove it. He made his way around the opposite side of the house slipping easily to Nanny Marie’s shed. He knew he’d been told not to go inside, but he had no choice. He pulled the door and stepped in. He yanked a long string hanging from a light and closed the door behind him.

In the back, a workbench spanned from one side to the other. Jasper saw a garden spade, a hose, and bins for nuts and bolts. To his left and against the wall was the empty trap Nolan had mentioned. Tufts of fur clung to the metal sides. Two rows of shelfing lined both walls holding small flowerpots, boxes, and other items. He saw nothing strange, nothing that would indicate Nanny Marie was someone who turned live creatures into statues.

Back underneath the workbench he glimpsed an old dusty tarp. He flipped it over and saw two more statues. One was a little girl and the other was a little boy. Both appeared freshly painted and not much smaller than Jasper. Their human likeness intrigued him. The girl’s blue eyes. Her golden ponytail. The boy’s red-checkered shirt and blue jeans.

“Hello there,” said Jasper. He studied them. He saw sadness in their dull thin-lined mouths. He wished Nanny Marie had painted them with big, beautiful smiles.

Just then, he heard, “Jasper? You in here?” The shed door opened.

As fast as he could, he flung the tarp back
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