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There's a sort of soothing peril to most small towns that calls you back. As a teenager you hate every life-killing minute of it -the boredom, the bugs and pollen, the blistering, July weeks when it's so dry and hot the trees bribe the dogs. You hate the dusty roads and drawn-out, summer afternoons when the sun seems to misstep and lodges thirty degrees above the western horizon like a repellent, hissing varmint that won't budge from the corner no matter how much you poke it with a broom handle. You eagerly look to the day you earn your sheet of parchment from the local diploma mill, pack your bags, kiss your folks goodbye, and never look in the rear-view mirror as you speed headlong towards the city.

But most come back. Not all, but most, enough to keep the heartbeat of the stories they heard as kids vital and pulsing. Like Black-Eyed Allen. Sure, we all heard about him as we grew up. But only after we came back and had kids of our own, and mortgages, and dandelions in our lawns, and audits from the IRS, did we stop to really think about him. And on those Summer nights when the scary, creaking sound of the corn growing can be vaguely heard over the croaking frogs and the countertenor whine of mosquito wings, you wonder. After the pretty strangers have finished the nightly news, the kids are packed off to bed, the clothes are laid out for the next morning, and the loving is done, you think about him. Was he alien or entity? Vampire or zombie? Angel or demon? And before you slip into the fretful, half-sleep of the adult, you don't wonder if he's real.

You wonder if he's still out there.

Dan Carter had no wife to share these thoughts with. His wife, Laney, well, she was...gone. The best word for it.  Denny was his and his alone now, for the past three years. All the late-night vomiting spells, the broken bones and scraped knees were his to tend and mend. 

And the bullies. The spoiled titty babies, unrepentant and incurable joy killers; foul-tempered brats whose most urgent need was to be hosed down with a flamethrower. They were, Dan believed, the greatest arguments for abortion -pre-birth or retroactive- he had ever seen, and every twelve year old kid had to square off with them eventually.  Dan was a quiet guy, but always able to shoot out an elbow to the jaw or a knee to the groin when one was necessary, legacy of his own lost youth at any number of slash and bash honky tonks. He didn't need to get wound up.

On the last day of school Denny had come home flaunting a fat lip and a few scrapes, the battle scars of a dusty, playground scuffle with some hick kid. Nothing major. Dan could almost see it: the kid in the stained white T-shirt and blue jeans, the dirt drawn in the sweaty folds of fat on his neck, the greasy hair and red blooms of exertion in his fat cheeks. They were always named Jeff, or David, or Mike. And Denny, mostly a loner like Dan himself had been, had stood his ground alone, an unknown held outside the protective circle of the crèche. When asked about it, Denny had explained, without elaboration or refinement, “I fell off my bike.”

Well, what else would the boy say? Only babies ran to mommy and daddy. Denny was no rat, and if the word got out that he'd snitched, Dan knew the next beating would be worse. He'd learned that lesson at Denny's age when he'd seen a dog hit and rolled by a car. The offending vehicle had sped away, leaving the mortally injured dog yelping, immobile, but not yet dead. As if conjured by some grim magic, the dog's agonized baying summoned every other wretched cur in the neighborhood. They'd appeared like malignant revenants mustered from every point of the compass, scrambling from secret boltholes and dark spaces to lay into the broken dog with savage snarls and growls and saliva-shiny, bared teeth. Dan had watched in a sickened trance as his sound brethren tore the injured dog apart in a brutal frenzy of pack survival instinct. As years passed, he learned that people were no better.

Dan had pressed a little more. Instead of answering his questions, Denny had asked one of his own.

“Who is Black-Eyed Allen?” 

Dan kept a brave face, though his son's troubles had abruptly taken on a less than dreary relevancy. The stifling heat of the summer day chilled to just above ice water. He was afraid of what could come next, the ghost of which had gently haunted his entire life. There were demons and monsters of terrible countenance that were easy to reject under normal circumstances, but when the darkness came, some seemed Angels, dark-eyed and smiling, hungrily whispering “Let me come in.”

“How do you know about that?” Dan asked.

“Joe told me.” Denny's eyes started to well -just a little- at a memory so fresh and raw it was still bleeding, and he wiped his red eyes with the back of his hand. “The new kid at school. He was the only one who came to help me while everybody else stood around laughing. I guess he didn't know any better and now he'll get beat up for helping me.”

Dan's eyes narrowed.

“Who did this to you?”

“Like I said, I crashed my bike.” A bare twinkle broke through the red of Denny's eyes. “Besides,” he said, “you should see the other guy.”

Dan would let it rest for the moment. He wondered what -and how much- he should tell Denny about Black-Eyed Allen. He would, he decided, just have to wing it.

“Black-Eyed Allen,” he began. “Just a story every kid around here has heard. Even if he was real, it might not be such a good thing to put a wolf in the middle of the doves.” Dan weighed his next words. “You always take a risk in holding the tiger by the tail. If you lose your grip, it can turn on you.” He smiled and tried to lighten the mood. “Instead of relying on a fairy tale, maybe you should take boxing lessons instead?”

But Denny would not be swayed. The stoic look of hurt and intractable resolve remained depressingly steady in his face.

Dan sighed. “Maybe,” he said, “Black-Eyed Allen is like a Ouija board: something in between worlds. And like a Ouija board, maybe you better know about him before you open a door to something you don't understand. I first heard the story a long time ago...”
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IT WAS THE LAST DAY of school and Dan stared at the round clock on the wall, urging it to go faster, sure that he could see the second hand beginning to run backwards. Out the big windows of his classroom, he could already see some of the kids on the dusty baseball infield gathering for a pick up game.

School was a drag. The little micro-universe of grownups at John Jayce Elementary was a hostile and alien place. You sometimes caught a glimpse of their secret world when you walked by the teacher's lounge and the door stood open a crack. Like the day he heard Mr. Fagg (he pronounced it “Faig”, but you could bet on what everyone else called him),  the lanky, pretzel-necked, pompadoured geek with peckerwood sideburns and yellow, buck teeth, remarking after the zealously endowed Becky Conyers, the Math teacher, “if only her tits were brains.”

Another time he had peered into the storage room of one of the classrooms between classes and seen his Health teacher, Mr. Harris, smoking. On another occasion he had heard Mr. Watson poking fun at the retreating figure of Mr. Fagg -that luckless splice of Elvis and Pee Wee Herman- trying manfully -and failing- to lug a heavy typewriter. Mr. Watson remarked to a tittering Mrs. Conyers that “there goes a man among men.” After this illustrative peek into the adult world, Dan was in no hurry to grow up.

The hands of the clock finally stood at three and twelve and the last bell clanged, heaving mobs of squealing kids out the door into the summer recess like wads of showering confetti. 

Dan wandered over to a gang of kids gathered around the first base bag, choosing up sides for a baseball game. Although a good hitter and fielder, Dan was always among the last chosen. Of course Mike and David were the team captains, the playground kingpins with their lackeys and sycophants sucking up to them. Jeff was the enforcer for both of them and he looked the part, his fat forearms crossed across his Buddha belly, his grease and sweat clotted curls lying lankly on a jutting brow that could provide shade for a small town.

Even now as he thought about it, Dan couldn't really remember what or who had started it, though it was most likely a series of insults. Whether the first or last jabs, Dan could only clearly recall Jeff saying: “It must be tough to only be able to afford Raspo-brand sand and toilet paper, and Nothing Burgers and Coke Zero for lunch,” and Dan replying:

“You might want to try it. You're such a fatass that if you was an inch taller, you'd be round.”

His dad had always told him that if he stood up to the schoolyard Morlocks they would back down. Dan's experience had been that that was hardly ever true and, when their numbers were multiplied by three, it was never true. Most bullies were big and loud to begin with, they didn't fight by Marquis of Queensbury rules, and they generally harassed smaller kids. They never picked a fair fight. That's why they were bullies.

Dan had held his own pretty well, but three against one -especially when all three were fat and stinking of androgen- were not betting odds.  It hadn't been bad as schoolyard scraps go, but when you're outmanned by three, the attackers didn't need much of an edge.

Dan got shoved back and forth between the three of them, bouncing and flopping like a rag doll that had somehow become a pinball, before Jeff tripped him and down Dan went, the small of his back thumping on the first base bag, his breath driven out of him in a puff of dry dust. Jeff wasted no time in pressing his advantage, practically leaping on Dan and pulling his arms up to where he, Jeff, could pin them down with his knees.

Dan lay there helplessly with the small of his back arched painfully over the first base bag, his left leg bent gracelessly beneath him. The fat oaf straddled his chest, the sweat dropping from the bully's forehead onto Dan's face. That was the worst thing. Not the dry taste of dirt in his mouth, not the burning from the cuts and scrapes, not the stabbing pain in his back, not the critical eyeballs and jeering laughter of the kids gathered around enjoying the fight. The worst thing was having the fat fuck's bodily fluids dripping in his face. It was almost like being pissed on. That more than anything evoked Dan's first thought: Where was Black-Eyed Allen when you needed him?

And, like most schoolyard scuffles, this one ended with the bullies eventually letting Dan up and strutting off with their cohorts in crime to laugh and brag about their conquest and mutter in self-righteous tones about how the victim had it coming, leaving the shamed kid to lick his wounds.

Dan pulled himself up, testing his bent leg. Something in there was twisted and he would tote a limp for a while. A brief touch survey of the damage found a few cuts and scrapes
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