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Prologue
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Fall of 1972

I’m five years old and all alone in the house. 

The sun is almost gone. I sit in the middle of the large mustard-yellow couch, like they told me to.

“Just stay on the couch and watch cartoons until we get back,” Mommy said, right before she and Daddy left. I had started to cry, “I’m s-scared”, but Daddy pointed his finger at my nose. “Hush, or we will give you something to be scared about.” And Mommy crossed her arms and gave me that look when she was mad at me. “You know better. Speak only when being spoken to.”

The most important rule. 

I did my best not to cry. They hated when I cried.

It’s been an hour since they left, and they won’t be back until midnight. That’s two more hours. I have to go to the bathroom. I think I can hold it.

Pebbles and Bamm-Bamm are laughing on the TV. I like watching them. They’re fun. A commercial comes on. A new show starts, Circle of Fear. 

My tummy is turning into knots. I’m not supposed to leave the couch, but I really have to go.

I stand up. My legs go up and down and my stomach gurgles.

I run as fast as I can to my bathroom. But I stop at the door. The long crack on the toilet seat suddenly looks dangerous. The pink paint on the sink is peeling off, and underneath the paint looks like a bunch of bones.

My tummy tickles. I cross one leg over the other. I can hold it. I’m a big boy.

Something screeches close by. A monster!

I jump and race into the kitchen. My heart is beating so hard, I think it’s going to jump out of my chest.

I lean against the counter and wait for my breath to go slow, but I see the stove and the ugly yellow paint that has rusted and chipped off. It doesn’t look like a normal stove anymore. It looks like a bloody, toothy grin staring back at me.

I race into the living room. The scary sound happens again. The black and gold flowers on the wallpaper watch me with upside-down evil faces.

Pee trickles down my leg. I blink back tears. 

Something growls. It sounds far and very close at the same time.

Is it above me?

I slowly look at the light on the ceiling. It makes shadows on the walls, like spiders crawling around.

My heart bangs against my chest.

Another growl. Not in the ceiling. Farther away.

I look everywhere, biting on my fingernails.

Where is it?

Tears fly down my face. My heart knocks and knocks and knocks like Daddy knocks on my door when he’s upset with me.

I take one step backward, then another, looking everywhere for the monster, and I bump into the armrest of the couch just as a scary shriek comes from the TV.

I cover my mouth with both hands to keep from screaming.

Speak only when being spoken to.

I bite down on my bottom lip and glance toward the hallway.

Ms. Brooks lives right next door. A young couple live on the other side of us, and two families live across the street. We met them over the summer when the young couple moved in and invited everyone to their front yard for a BBQ. “We’re Mr. and Mrs. Benson, and this is our precious and only son, Cole,” my parents said in their sweetest voices they use for strangers.

I think ‘precious’ must be a nice word to use about somebody, because they had all smiled at me and said how happy they were to meet me. They seemed like people who cared. Maybe they can help me.

The growling grows bigger and scarier, like the monsters in the movies Mommy and Daddy watch when I go to sleep.

I cry, and the tears splat against my cheeks.

I’m not supposed to say anything. I’m not supposed to cry or scream, but my heart is pushing into my throat and making it scratch.

“Help me!” I scream as loud as I can. 

The other scream, the monster scream, is louder. It pinches inside my ears. I slam my hands over them, but the scream gets inside my ears anyway.

I run as fast as I can to the front door and unlock it. I pull on the knob, but it won’t open. I look up. There’s another lock way up top. I almost forgot. I jump and stretch as high I can. My fingers reach halfway up the door. I jump higher, but the lock is too far away.

No! Please help me!

A howl of horror echoes all through the house. 

I run back to the living room and drop to my knees behind the couch.

The shrieking stops.

I stay still for a long, long time. 

Finally, I peek around the armrest. No monster.

I crawl back onto the couch and wrap myself in a blanket. The New Scooby-Doo movie is on. I keep my eyes glued to the TV. If I don’t look away, then I won’t see the demon faces on the wall or the spidery shadows. And if I stay extra quiet, maybe the monster will go away.

A vulture is trying to get into the Addam’s family’s house.

The clock on the wall says it’s midnight. Past the living room, through the kitchen window, the sky is black. Where are Mommy and Daddy?

My eyelids feel heavy. I yawn. But I can’t fall asleep. What if the monster gets me?

On the TV, Scooby and the gang stop the vulture.

I stare around the living room. I wish I could do that. Make the bad thing disappear.

I huddle into the couch and pull the blanket over my head. How big is it? What does it look like? Does it have big teeth? Is it hungry? Does it want to eat me? My body shakes really hard. 

The front door bangs open. I gasp and peek out through the blanket. Mommy and Daddy come into the living room.

I drop the blanket and point a shaky finger toward my bedroom. “There’s something in my room. It kept growling . . . s-so scary.”

Mommy puffs on a cigarette and shakes her head at me. “You’re a mistake, you know that? A mistake!”

My kindergarten teacher has us get rid of mistakes with a pencil eraser. Did Mommy mean she was going to make me go away?

I point again. “There’s a m-monster back there. It . . . it wants to get me!” 

“A monster.” Daddy chuckles, then swings his hips as he comes toward me. He leans his face down to mine. There’s red around his eyes. And his breath smells funny, like the trash in the kitchen. “There’s just one way to make sure the monster doesn’t get out, you know?” Daddy smiles.

“Th-there is?” I say, feeling less afraid. 

Daddy grabs me by the wrist and yanks me off the couch. They each take one of my hands and walk me down the hall. Mommy shoves me inside my room and slams the door.

The locking thing clicks. There’s only one way to lock the door to my room. From the outside.

I bang on the door as tears come. “Please don’t lock me in here!”

“If you say a word about us to anyone, Cole, your monster will kill you and anyone you tell,” Mommy says in her raspy voice.

“That’s right, little boy.” Daddy hiccups. “The boogeyman waits under your bed when you sleep. If you disobey us, the boogeyman will grab your ankles and rip off your toes.”

I shake as I stare at the bed.

They laugh as they walk away to their bedroom way down the other end of the hall. 

Please come back. Please don’t leave me in here!

Their laughter stops as they shut their door.

Tears fly down my face.

Don’t cry. Don’t cry. It’s bad to cry.

I run to a small chair near the window and sit there for a long time, staring at the other houses. Can anyone help me? 

The monster growls. I jump and turn in my seat. 

Daddy’s wrong. It isn’t hiding underneath my bed. It’s high above my bed. Up inside the attic.
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October, 1984

The nightmares are more intense than usual, punctured by growling from the unseen thing. I run as fast as I can, but everywhere around me is dark. I can’t see the beast, yet I hear it all around me, just like in real life.

Without warning, it breathes down my neck. I scream and run, but I can’t get away from it. It’s right next to me, its hot breath curling the hairs on the back of my neck.

Light! I have to get to the light! I run blindly, throwing out my hands, seeking sanctuary, realizing that my desperation to be free is no different than the monster’s.

My alarm clock jangles. I sit up with a jolt, panting hard, my pulse racing. I roll over in the bed to shut it off, then throw off the blanket. My torso feels slick with sweat. 

I peer at the ceiling from my bed, the way I have done every morning since I was five. Gradually, my heartbeat slows back to normal.

My arms feel like rubber and my head feels like a cloud. I rub the sleep from my eyes, stretch, and trudge to the small closet.

I stare at the measly wardrobe. Most of my clothes have holes and are almost too small. I pull on the newer green T-shirt I purchased yesterday from the thrift store, then shove a couple pairs of shorts and shirts inside my backpack. Time to do laundry.

I sling the backpack over my shoulder and creep into the hall.

“Well, it’s about time!” My mother, the life of any party, narrows her eyes at me, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

Beside her, my father stands as tall as my six-foot frame, but he resembles a bodybuilder whereas my clothes hang loosely off my scrawny body.

He leans over to sniff my breath, his large nostrils flaring like those of a preying wolf.

My chest tightens. I attempt to swallow, but all I can do is catch dry heat.

“Smells funny.” My father pulls back. His diamond blue eyes cut into mine, then lower to my worn-out sneakers, slowly moving up inch by inch up until he abruptly pauses.

I stand rigid, but my heart fishtails all over my chest.

My father reaches out a well-toned arm and yanks on my shirt collar. “Where’d this come from?” he says sharply.

My stomach bubbles with queasiness. “It’s . . . a secondhand shirt someone passed down.” 

He stares at me for another second before releasing me. 

My mother snickers. “Looks like some kind of deformed grasshopper with them bony arms.”

My father cocks his head as he holds my gaze with cold calculation. “You up to no good?”

“Just school and work.”

My mother uncrosses her arms and takes a step toward me. Her fiery hazel eyes study me, searching for another flaw. She shakes her head in disgust. “That’s all you’re good for—school and work. Now get yourself going before you make us late for work!”

I hurry down the dimly lit corridor bordered by darkly covered walls. Against the dull gold background of the wallpaper, shapes of black velvet curve in a flocked damask design, and inside each shape hang clumps of velvety black flowers. When I was little, they looked like scary upside-down smiles. Now that I am older, they somehow appear even more disturbing—distorted demons with elongated faces that leer at me.

Each wavy design that encircles the warped flower clusters bleed into the next, giving the appearance of strangely-shaped medieval blades. 

I draw in a long breath, but the stale smell of the place sticks to my lungs. I open the front door and gulp in fresh crisp air, the tension in my chest loosening.

I drop the backpack on the passenger seat of my Pinto. When I got my license, my parents brought me home a free junker from their wrecking yard, but only to ensure I started “earning my keep”.

For twelve years, I’d never told a soul about the abuse. If I did, my parents promised to tell the state about my unstable state of mind, how I was hearing voices, claiming there was a monster. They’ll send you to the psych ward for good.

As long as I kept quiet about the abuse and the monster, the lock would stay off my bedroom door. So, I haven’t mentioned either one since then.

To this day, I can’t bring myself to look up in that crawlspace and discover what it is that creates the awful noise. My mind has conjured up horrifying images of what the thing must look like. A Godzilla-like creature with enormous height. Sometimes it is short but colossal with steel rod horns and red laser eyes. Always it is the stuff of the monster movies my parents watched. And every night, I am terrified it will come for me in my sleep.

The same questions plague me every day.

Why is it over my bedroom?

How has it lived up there for so long?

Why am I the only one who can hear it?

The drive to Middleton High is only ten minutes, but the Pinto stalls out on me. I wind up against a curb on a side street. The engine sputters but won’t turn over.

“Come on. Come on.” 

I wait a few minutes and try again. The Ford fires up this time.

By the time I arrive at school, the bell has already rung and I have to park on the back end of the student lot. I hope the attendance office doesn’t catch wind I was late. If my parents find out, they will . . . I don’t want to know what they might do. 

The bright fall sun glares down at me and causes me to squint as I pull around the side of the building to the back entrance. 

“Well, well, well.” A hostile, familiar face greets me.

I halt.

Anderson Blake, the high school’s beloved quarterback, trots up to me. His partner in crime and running back, Victor Starling, is strolling toward us a few yards out. What are they doing here? They should be out on the football field.

The whole town of Springton hails them both as idols because of their success on the football field and their celebrity status on TV. Victor and Anderson aren’t just actors on TV. They’re actors in real life. Phony heroes who show their true colors only to me.

Anderson circles me like a reptile eagerly waiting to eat its next meal. “Trying to sneak past us?” His green and gold jersey against his smooth black skin gives him the appearance of a chameleon. Short like the lizard, he attacks when he feels threatened, which apparently is whenever he finds me alone.

“Heads up!” Victor shouts.

I look past Anderson just in time to see Victor hurl a football. The ball smacks the side of my thigh, the impact causing me to stumble backward.

I start to turn when Anderson shoves me hard in the back, forcing me to my knees on the pavement. I blink back tears and sit up. A nasty bruise is already forming below my knee.

Anderson swipes the ball and kicks my injured leg.

Wincing against the throbbing pain, I brush off dirt and cement dust from my pale knobby knees as I carefully get to my feet.

They spread out on either side of the stone steps leading to the door, arms akimbo, slimy grins pasted on their faces.

I pick up my bag and slog toward them. I have no choice but to pass them. I’m used to their bullying tactics. I’ve endured them for the past three years, but those had been piddly things, like filling my locker with rocks or hiding my backpack. Something about their demeanor feels different now. More menacing.

Like they are done playing trivial games.

“Where do you think you’re going, pissant?” Anderson tosses the ball in the air and catches it.

Victor rises tall and proud with his superstar physique of sun-bronzed skin and toned biceps, and thick golden-brown hair that feathers out in waves.

Anderson stands guard, his wild gaze roving the area for unexpected teachers or students as Victor drops his bulging arms and steps toward me.

I hesitate as I try to figure out a way around him. Victor flicks my earlobe and cackles, but just as fast, his lips turn cue stick straight as he stares at my shirt. “Look at you trying to fit in.”

He digs into his pocket and flips open a knife, then grabs the edge of my shirt and slices the side of it, ripping through the seam. He collapses the knife and shakes his head. “Man, you should be more careful.”

“Now we know why you can’t look us in the eyes. Afraid we’ll see how pathetic you really are.” Anderson swivels his head toward Victor and gives him a knowing look. “What do you think’s got him on edge?” He turns back to me as he smacks his palm against the football. “What’s got you all jumpy?”

I don’t understand what they mean, but I keep a straight face, despite my nerves spit firing through my body. “Nothing.”

“We followed you the other day.” Victor presses a thumb into my chest. “Snuck up to your bedroom window. Heard you screaming.”

A warm wave of fear whips through my body.

“You were pacing back and forth all nervous, mumbling to yourself.”

My heart gallops madly. I thought no one knew where I lived. How long have they been watching me? 

“ ‘Please stop!’ Leave me alone’,” Victor mocks me. A shudder roils my muscles. The exact words I shouted when I thought I was all alone.

Victor swaps places with Anderson, taking the lookout.

“You’re a nut.” Anderson arches his broad shoulders as he comes at me like he’s gaining on a rival player. I can feel the heat of his breath on my neck as he presses the ball into my chest. “What are you so afraid of, you loon?”

My pulse throbs in my ears. I can’t say a word. They can never find out my secret. Never.

A low growl comes from somewhere close. I look around us. No one else is nearby.

“N-nothing,” I utter.

Anderson snickers. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 

The growl becomes a roar. My heart drops. The entity. I’ve never heard it outside of my bedroom. I tremble, wondering what it means.

Anderson elbows Victor and chuckles. “He’s pissing his pants now.”

Victor isn’t smiling. “You are a freakin’ nutcase. We should report you.”

Fear shaking my entire being, I push past them up the stairs and through the door.

“Please just leave me alone,” I mutter to myself as the growling pierces my ears.

The door falls shut. I watch them through the narrow pane in the door. They race to the football field, tossing around the ball. The coach is making his way to them.

The growling comes to a gradual stop. I don’t know why, I’m just relieved it does.

I make my way to the restroom, which, thankfully, is empty. Once I started high school, my parents said I was old enough to take responsibility for my own bathing and laundering, and since they paid taxes to the school district and Middleton High had showers, I could take care of my business here.

I grab a handful of paper towels and run water and soap over them, then wipe down my arms and legs. I squirt a drop of soap into my hair, scrub my scalp, then rinse it out with handfuls of sink water.

I take a whiff of my underarms and grimace at the bad odor. After dabbing my body dry with more paper towels, I dig into my backpack for the deodorant and roll it quickly under my pits.

I withdraw a plastic bag filled with two days’ worth of clothes (that have already been worn three times without being washed) and scrub them the best I can with lukewarm water and soap. I run the air dryer over them for a few minutes, then return the damp clothes into the plastic bag and shove it to the bottom of the backpack.

I stare at the warped mirror over the sink, at the green T-shirt that now looks as bad as the rest of my clothes. Worthless and torn. Just like me.

In less than a month I’ll be eighteen, out on my own. Things will be better. I stare at the tattered clothes, wondering if moving will really improve my life.

Victor and Anderson’s disclosure echoes in my mind. My cheeks feel like they are on fire, my throat dry.

Why did they follow me home? What else do they know? Will they be waiting for me after school?

I was tired just a short while ago, but I am wide awake now.
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I enter my first period classroom. Ms. Dawson is scrawling something on the chalkboard while students chat. I start to make a beeline for my desk. 

“Good morning, Cole.” Emma’s voice stops me. She is sharpening her pencil and smiles at me.

“Hi,” I say quietly. Emma is the biggest reason I look forward to English. She is a year younger, a junior, but smarter than I am.

She stands a little over five feet tall, nearly an entire foot shorter than me, wearing Jordache jeans. I could never afford that brand. But Emma looks so natural in them, like a model.

The best thing about her is the way she always reserves a smile for me. We haven’t exchanged more than a simple ‘hello’ or ‘how are you?’, but that’s my fault. I’m not a guy of many words, as it is, but being around Emma feels like a dream.

I walk past her to my seat, still stumped as to why she wants to talk to me.

“Good morning, class.” Our English teacher, Ms. Dawson, has a warmth about her I have only read in stories. I felt it the first time I had her as a teacher last year. “I hope you are all doing well.” She speaks to students as if they are special and worthy of her time. I always feel welcome in her presence.

Ms. Dawson glances over at me. Does she notice I was tardy? She sweeps her attention over the sea of students. I sigh with relief. Maybe not.

Emma slides into her assigned seat next to me and drops her pencil on the desk. Her small lips form an “O” as her brows furrow with worry as she turns her attention to my leg. “You’re hurt.”

Emma reaches out to touch the injury, and I wince. She quickly withdraws her hand. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I swallow. I hadn’t expected her to notice I was hurt. I hadn’t wanted her to notice. She doesn’t need to worry about me. 

“What happened?” she asks in a concerned voice.

My heart squeezes at Emma being upset for me. She seems like she really wants to help. If I tell her Victor bullied me, that would just give him another reason to torment me. Because Victor isn’t just king of the school and my personal bully, he is also Emma’s brother.

“I’m okay. Really,” I say.

Her soft blue eyes stare at me with compassion. “But you’re bleeding.”

I glance down to see a thin stream of blood oozing from the scrape below my knee, then look back at her. The sun shines through the blinds, igniting her light brown curly hair like a halo. She looks like an angel. My breath catches in my throat. I both love and hate to be near her.

“I think you should go to the nurse,” Emma says.

“I’ll be fine.”

If I go to the nurse, they will notify my parents, and that will just give them another reason to shame me.  

Emma hops up and returns a few seconds later with a tissue. “May I?”

“Um, sure,” I utter.

She leans down and gently dabs my knee.

My heart races at the touch of her soft fingers. I can’t believe we are having a real conversation. It makes me feel . . . important.

“Listen up.” Ms. Dawson drops the chalk on the ledge of the blackboard. “We are going to work in pairs on a short story discussion.” 

Fortune has its way when I am paired with Emma. We move to a corner table in the back of the room to select one of the short stories.

“I like your shirt,” Emma says. “Is it new?”

“Yes.” Was, Cole thought.

Emma gapes as she notices the bottom hem of my shirt. “What happened to it?”

I stiffen. “Nothing. Just a tear. I can sew it.”

She stares at me for a few seconds, like she’s studying me. “I don’t know any guy who sews. You’re neat.”

Blood rushes to my cheeks. “So, which story do you want to do?”

She shrugs. “They all look great. Why don’t you pick?”

“Me?”

She nods.

I grab a copy of one of the books and open to a random page.

“Oh, look! I bet they’re going to win the Eastern Conference title.” A blond girl sighs dreamily as she stares out the window.

Victor and Anderson are practicing with their team on the gridiron.

The girl next to her leans on her elbows. “Victor deserves the Division 1 player of the year.”

I try to distract myself with the book, but my mind flashes back to the boys coming at me near the back of the school. I know they won’t let go of their queries. They will push and shove until they have satisfactory answers.

“Did you watch the playoff game?” Emma interrupts my troubling thoughts.

I clear my throat. “No.”

“The whole stadium went wild.” 

I am painfully aware of how I pale in comparison to her brother. Not only do I look like a stick figure, I don’t have the fashionable hair or the right clothes, much less the fortitude to earn his kind of respect. I’m a loner. A loser. A nobody.

“Can you imagine how crazy the whole town would go if they won the championship this year?” Emma rolls her eyes.

Does she not like her brother?

“Did you see their pizza commercial premiere last night?” The blond girl exclaims to her partner.

Her head bobs up and down; she’s practically drooling. “Victor’s so gorgeous! A total babe!”

“I think Anderson’s foxier,” her friend replies.

My stomach curdles. If they only knew who they become off the field and stage.

Everyone spends the next twenty minutes reading through their chosen short stories.

“Alright, class, let’s get back to our seats and start working,” Ms. Dawson calls out.

“So, what kinds of questions do you think we should discuss?” Emma asks as we return to our desks.

“Um, you go first.”

“OK. But I can’t wait to hear yours.”

“You can’t?”

A dimple fills her cheek as her smile grows wider. “I’ve heard you talk in class, you know? I mean, not very much, but when you do, it’s amazing. How you answer Ms. Dawson’s questions about our assignments. I love the way you think. You have this way of getting us to see things differently.”

Butterflies flutter in my stomach.

Emma cocks her head at me. “I’m so glad Ms. Dawson put us together. You are the nicest guy I know.”

My face must be fire-engine red. I quickly turn my attention to the book, my heart drumming an excited but confused melody. How can someone so kind be related to Victor? More importantly, how can someone like Emma care about someone like me?
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