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      Skip spent the last two years of his life watching the world from the peephole in his front door.

      He'd watch from the living room looking out the big bay window, but this was Arizona (if it wasn't hell, it felt like it) and keeping the thick drapes closed over the window kept the house cool all year round.

      The house was dark like a cave except for the table lamp next to the pea green davenport in the living room. The coffee table with one missing leg still held up with old Sears catalogs piled high enough to match the height of the other legs. The floor had stone tile and felt cool on his bare feet, but dirt and dust bunnies stuck to his skin and felt like he had a collections spiderwebs stuck between his toes.

      The house smelled like dirty laundry and pine air fresheners like the kind you'd find in the car hanging from a rearview mirror. He had several dozen of those strung around the house like Christmas lights, as if they might make the place smell like he lived in a cabin in the woods.

      On the TV-tray—also reinforced like the coffee table but with an older pile of Montgomery Wards and JC Penny catalogs—his RCA television picked up four channels with very little static, but ghosting was present on every single one. Sometimes as he watched television in the evening, he'd imagine he lived in a world that had passed him by and these images were of an earlier time, the people long gone, buried, and turned to dust.

      The only time Skip went to do the door was to receive his groceries. They'd come packed in a box: canned goods like chili, ravioli, green beans. There would be bread in there and boxes of Cheerios and Grape Nuts as well, plus apple juice along with a carton of milk. He'd make sure the person who delivered the groceries was gone, back in their van, and driven away before he'd open the door to bring in the goods.

      He'd stare through the peephole watching them, even as they knocked at the door. Their little fists would thump lightly on the wooden door with no urgency as if they didn't care if Skip lived or breathed. He'd stare through the peephole as they knocked, man or woman, it didn't matter, he or she would stare back at the peephole as if they could see Skip staring at them, expecting him to open the door. They did this every time. Apparently expecting a different result.

      After a full minute, he or she would leave, gone to the curb beyond the granite beds flanking the front walk. Skip didn't have a lawn. Just like everyone else in his neighborhood the lawns were granite or pea gravel. The only plant life were the palm trees near the street. Only in Skip's case, he had none in front of his house.

      Once the van pulled away from the curb, Skip would open the door and bring in the groceries. He'd cringe at the heat wafting off of the cement walk. He'd smell the ozone in the air and hear sirens in the distance.

      He'd watch the world through that peephole other times, too, spending an hour at a time staring at the world passing by. He'd see the neighbors across the street working on their cars in the driveway. Sometimes it would be the old black Ford Mustang and the whites of their sneakers sticking out from underneath the front of the car. Other times it would be blue Chevy pickup—two men leaning over the engine block with cans of PBR on the front fender.

      The house across the street had a stucco roof and palm trees in front. Earlier in the summer, Skip had watched a hispanic man and a white gal climb up those palm trees to trim them. They looked like spiders, sure in their physical prowess, swift in their climb.

      Skip was most interested in the woman climbing the palm because he had never seen anything like it. Mildred, his own wife, passed away two decades earlier, and she had been like most women he knew. A homemaker, and the only physical activity Mildred ever did was square dancing. The only thing in house he found himself dusting was the picture of him and Mildred in western get-up, square dancing in downtown Phoenix.

      The palm tree climbing woman was shorter and thinner than the men and she could climb faster than the man in the next tree. If Skip hadn't seen her with his own eyes (through that peephole) he would have doubted anyone who said a woman could trim palms with the men.

      But thanks to the peephole, he was a believer.

      He watched the neighborhood kids racing by in their bicycles, teenagers throwing balls back and forth in the street, couples strolling by with covered baby carriages. He'd even seen groups of bicyclists dressed in vibrant colors as if they were birds with their mating plumage. They'd come riding by early most weekend mornings.

      He'd watch the monsoon winds blow dust and trash down the street. He'd watch the palm trees lean in the wind and pieces of husks tumble through the air.

      Then one day, a delivery day, when he opened the door to retrieve his groceries packed in the usual topless cardboard box, a voice called to him from the side of the house.

      A child's voice, a girl's, said, "Are you ever going to come out of that house?"

      Skip froze, bent at the waist, his robe tied tight against his belly. Sweat had already beaded up on his bare scalp, running down his forehead. He looked to the side of the house out of the corner of his eye, too afraid to move. Why did it matter? Someone had already seen him.

      He didn't see anybody. He turned his head and realized it had been ages since he glanced down the street. Whenever he retrieved the groceries it had been tunnel vision for Skip. The delivery van had stopped at the house next door and the driver carried the box up the walk. Nobody else was out there.

      Then the voice came from the other side of the house. "Knock on wood, Skip," she said. "That you don't find a reason to step through that door."

      Skip, his heart suddenly racing, had enough. He didn't glance at the other end of the house. He hooked his fingers into the top of the box and pulled it inside and slammed the door. With a quivering hand he slid the dead bolt and pushed himself away from the door.

      Then his eye was drawn to the peephole like a moth to the flame. Outside, on the walk, stood a little girl with the longest hair cascading down her back, all the way to her waist. The hair was jet black, her tee shirt was white. She wore blue jeans, ripped at the knees.

      "Knock knock," she said.

      He stepped back, tripped on the box, but caught himself on the wall. When he looked through the peephole again, the little girl was gone.

      The peephole was a different place after that.

      The world outside became dark, which was odd since it was mid morning. The day had turned to night and the house across the street was engulfed in flames.
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