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	See you in the shadows,
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Beneath the Old Oak Tree
By Ron Ripley

	 

	When Doris, Annie’s mother, finally succumbed to cancer, Annie had raced home to see that the woman was buried, and that her estate was settled.

	Just as Dan thought she would.

	He sat outside on the bench beside the back door, smoking a cigarette and looking at his bruised and bloody knuckles. Annie lay on the ground in front of him, her face unrecognizable and most of her teeth inside on the kitchen floor.

	All except one of her canines.

	Dan had dug one of those out of his left hand. That tooth was in his pocket.

	Have to get rid of that later, he told himself. Hate to have that damned thing hang me.

	“You always were a busy-body,” he said to Annie’s prostrate form. He tapped the head off his cigarette, the soft, northerly wind carrying it a few feet away. One of the chickens in the yard squawked.

	“Shut up,” he told the bird, replacing the cigarette’s butt between his lips.

	The chickens continued to scratch for their dinner, picking bugs and seeds out of the grass. The birds would be going back into the henhouse soon enough. Over the horizon, the sun was finishing its descent, and soon, Dan would be alone.

	“Gonna be a long night because of you,” he told Annie. “All you had to do was plant your mother, get your check, and take off. Nobody wanted you here. I sure as hell didn’t. Always stepped in when you shouldn’t have. Your mother knew she needed correcting. Never put a hand on you, girl. Never. Probably should have. You wouldn’t be dead right now. Well, I take that on myself, so I do.”

	Dan finished the cigarette, stubbed it out on the arm of the bench, and dropped the butt into the coffee can by his foot.

	Better dig that grave before I get comfortable, he thought.

	Standing up, Dan stretched, took hold of the shovel with one hand and a fistful of Annie’s long, blonde hair with the other.

	“Damn, girl,” he muttered, dragging her along the ground, face down. “You went and got heavy. What you weighing now, one-fifty? One-sixty?”

	Dan considered taking an ax to her first, then shook his head.

	Too much work, he thought. Plus, she said she was on vacation for two weeks. Ain’t nobody gonna miss her for a while. By then, I’ll have figured something out. But she sure as hell can’t just hang around outside. My luck, the coyotes will get to her and drag bits and pieces of her seven ways to Sunday.

	By the time he reached the graveyard, Dan was sweating despite the cooler evening air.

	The graveyard was nothing more than a collection of stones marking the various pets Doris had made Dan bury for her over the years.

	Four damned dogs and who knows how many damn cats, he thought. But, it’s as good a place as any for now.

	Dan paused and caught his breath, staring up at the tall, wide oak tree whose limbs spread out over the dead animals. Annie had played in the tree, and at one point, before being a teenager had sapped all innocence and beauty out of the girl, Dan had pushed her on the tire swing he had put up for her.

	“Guess this will do just fine, won’t it?” he said, smiling down at the young woman’s corpse. The smile faded, though, as he remembered his task. “But damn it, girl, I hate diggin’ graves. Back breakin’ work that don’t do nothin’ for nobody.”

	With that said, Dan took the shovel with both hands and set to digging.

	When he was finished, he counted his blessings that it was a full moon. The light had been more than enough for him to get the grave dug.

	He stuck the shovel’s head into the dirt, shook out a fresh cigarette, and lit it, glancing at Annie’s body.

	“Stupid,” he said, gesturing with the cigarette. “Just stupid. And what the hell did you want her damned mirror for? I told you, you couldn’t have it. I bought the damned thing for her. Not you. Stupid, girl. I swear, just downright stupid.”

	Dan walked to the body, and using his foot, flipped her over onto her back. A small cough escaped her lips and caused him to jump back in surprise.

	“You alive?” he asked, more out of shock than annoyance.

	When she didn’t answer, Dan leaned closer and stared at the blood on her swollen lips.

	Small bubbles formed and popped.

	Dan straightened up and considered what to do.

	Should finish her off, he thought mildly. But damn it, it ain’t the heat of the moment anymore. Got no stomach for it right now.

	He lifted his tee shirt, scratched his stomach, then nodded to himself.

	She can’t live, that’s for sure, he acknowledged. She’ll be dead soon enough.

	Dan used his foot to flip her over again, rolling her steadily until she flopped the three feet into the grave. When she didn’t move or make a sound, he relaxed slightly.

	He hated the girl, but didn’t want to bury her alive if he could help it.

	Feeling better about the situation, Dan picked up the shovel and started the long, slow process of filling the grave.

	Shovelfuls of dirt slammed into Annie’s body, hiding her pale flesh and the black mourning dress she wore. Soon, there was nothing left of her to see, and before midnight arrived, the grave was filled in.

	Dan tapped the dirt down and sighed.

	He put the shovel on his shoulder and walked back to the house. In silence, he propped the shovel against the wall and climbed the stairs, pausing to kick the dirt out of the soles of his boots before he went into the kitchen. He flicked on the overhead light and shook his head.

	His anger came back for a moment as he looked at the mess before him.

	Frustrated with himself, Dan thought, That’s why I’ve got to clean the damned place up, to begin with. Can’t control my damned temper.

	Muttering to himself, he stepped around as much of the blood splatter and teeth as he could. He reached the refrigerator, took out a Coors Light, popped the can’s tab, and took a long, deep drink. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Dan belched, finished the beer, and pulled a second can out.

	“Okay,” he said, opening the second can. “Let’s get ‘er done.”

	Cleaning the kitchen was an easier, happier process than digging the grave had been.

	At one thirty, Dan stopped and took a look around.

	The kitchen wouldn’t pass a forensic test, but it would pass a quick once over.

	I’ll clean it again tomorrow, he thought. Then I’ll make it dirty as hell over the next couple days. Ain’t nothin’ more suspicious than a single man with a clean kitchen. Especially a widower.

	From the cabinet over the refrigerator, Dan grabbed a bag of sour cream and onion chips, and from the refrigerator itself, he took a full six-pack of beer. He carried both items into the television room, kicked off his boots, and dropped heavily into his recliner. The old chair squealed and complained as he adjusted his weight before extending the leg rest.

	Dan tore open the bag and stuffed a handful of chips in his mouth, chewing noisily as he opened a fresh beer. He picked up the remote control a moment later and turned the television on.

	An old western was playing, and Dan grinned.

	He watched for almost an hour before his eyelids drooped and he yawned. In his hands, he held the empty bag of chips, and was halfway through the six-pack. He considered opening the fourth can, but he set that thought aside. There was always the chance he could spill the beer on himself, and he had done enough cleaning for the night.

	He dropped the bag to the floor and then placed the remnants of the six-pack beside it. He turned out the light by his chair, but left the television on. It was a ritual he had enjoyed for the past five years, ever since Doris had gotten sick.

	Dan yawned again, wider than the first time, and lowered his left hand to the floor. He felt around for his blanket, the worn fabric soft and malleable in his hand. Smiling, he pulled it up, snapped it out over himself, and closed his eyes. He half-listened to the television as another western started. Vaguely, Dan heard something about Tombstone and Doc Holiday, but nothing else after that.

	He was aware that the television was playing, but he was focused on falling asleep.

	The screaming of a chicken jerked him out of sleep, his heart thundering as he sat up.

	A commercial for erectile dysfunction was on, the announcer proudly proclaiming the miraculous abilities of some sort of organic supplement.

	The bird screamed again, and Dan got out of his chair.

	Muttering and swearing under his breath, he went to the fireplace and took the shotgun down from its spot above it. From the mantle, he grabbed a box of shells and stuffed them into his back pocket. Barefoot, he padded into the kitchen, his feet squeaking on the clean floor.

	Pulling open the backdoor, Dan stared out into the yard. Off to the right, he saw the hen house, but there was no sign of a commotion. No sounds greeted him.

	Damn it, he thought angrily. The lack of noise meant that whatever had gotten into the henhouse had gotten out. And with one of the birds more than likely.

	Dan shook his head, and as he did so, movement caught his attention.

	He jerked around.

	A soft wind rustled the branches of the oak tree and caused the leaves to whisper against one another.

	Beneath the boughs were the stones of the graveyard and the freshly turned and patted down earth of Annie’s grave.

	No, he thought, not all of it’s tapped down.

	Something had been at it.

	“Aw, hell,” Dan grumbled.

	He stepped out of the kitchen and onto the old granite steps, the stone cold beneath his bare feet. A moment later he was in the grass, and the individual blades were cool. Dan moved steadily toward Annie’s grave, his eyes scanning left and right, searching for a sign of the animal that might have ruined his work.

	When Dan reached the graveyard, he stopped beside his work and saw that, while her resting place had been disturbed, it was still intact, only a little bit of the earth was scratched away. Nothing more.

	Probably why it went after the hens, Dan thought. Guess I can’t be too mad.

	Sighing, Dan yawned, turned his back to the oak tree, and walked back the way he had come. By the time he reached the house, he was stumbling from lack of sleep. He stifled another yawn, climbed the stairs, and closed the door, locking it behind him.

	He stepped to the sink, poured himself a glass of water, and drank it.

	Returning to his recliner, he set the shotgun on the floor beside the chair and covered himself again with the blanket. The television was still on, and an advertisement for lawsuits against faulty hernia mesh implants was playing.

	Stupid, Dan thought, yawning. Everybody’s stupid.

	He closed his eyes and tried to fall asleep.

	But as the commercial ended, he heard something outside.

	It was a scratching sound coming from the backdoor.

	Bet it’s a raccoon, Dan thought. Smells all the blood.

	He ignored the noise and tried to focus on the next commercial. Dan had identified a hair restoration product when the scratching interrupted his thoughts again.

	It was louder.

	Rougher.

	Dan frowned, opened his eyes and heard a low whine.

	The scratching came again.

	Dan’s hairs stood on end at the next whine.

	He recognized it.

	Bobby, Dan thought, and instantly rejected the name; the idea of it.

	Bobby was dead and had been for twenty-three years.

	He had been a border collie mix, and the first dog Dan had buried for Doris.

	Dan listened again, but all he heard was the television.

	He hesitated, then he picked up the remote and thumbed the television off.

	Silence filled the room and devoured the sense of reality Dan had sat down with.

	I’m tired. That’s all, Dan thought.

	But he didn’t believe it. Not really.

	Getting out of the chair, he picked up the shotgun and gripped it with sweat-damp hands. His heart thudded against his chest and blood pumped loudly in his ears. He walked quietly through the television room, into the kitchen, and placed his ear against the backdoor.

	Nothing.

	He held it there a moment longer, his heartbeat slowing.

	An animal whined, and Dan shouted, jumping back and almost pulling the trigger and blowing a hole in the wall.

	Furious at himself for being afraid, Dan tore the door open, leveling the shotgun at the stairs, prepared to kill whatever it was.

	Nothing was there.

	Nothing was anywhere.

	His breath rushed in and out of his mouth as he leaned outside, glancing in every direction, seeking any sign of a creature.

	The wind picked up, and the whining sound came forth again, this time from the oak tree.

	Dan snapped the weapon up, but there was nothing in or under the tree.

	“It’s only the wind,” he murmured, laughing at himself. “That’s it.”

	He lowered the shotgun, took hold of the doorknob to close the door, and stopped.

	The bottom panels of the door were scratched.

	Long, fresh scrapes in the dull green paint. Flecks of the same were on the threshold and the granite steps.

	Dan shook his head, slammed the door, and locked it.

	A long, low howl rose up from the back yard, and Dan shuddered.

	He knew the sound, recognized it. It was far more identifiable than the whine.

	Why wouldn’t it be? he thought numbly.

	That howl was Rex’s. The only one of Doris’ dogs that Dan had cared for.

	Instead of opening the door, Dan stepped to the kitchen window and looked out over the backyard to the tree.

	A curious, skeletal shape sat beneath it, close to Annie’s grave.

	The shape was that of a dog, and it bore the sleek, deadly beauty that had been Rex. Rex was a German shepherd, purebred, and with all the problems of the breed.

	But he had been a damned fine dog, and when he wasn’t with Dan…

	“He was with Annie,” Dan whispered.

	All three of the dogs had been. Dan had fed them and let them out to run around the property, but the dogs had loved the women.

	They loved Annie.

	Dan looked back out the window, but what had once been Rex was gone.

	“Too much beer,” Dan said. The statement was weak, though, and he knew it. Then he shook his head. “Dogs can’t be ghosts, can they?”

	He believed in ghosts, knew how to keep them at bay and pacify them if need be. But he had never known of an animal ghost.

	“What do I do if there are?” Dan said, scratching the back of his neck nervously.

	Something thudded against the front door and caused him to yell out in surprise.

	Gripping the shotgun, he ran for the front door.

	Again, and again it shook in its frame, the entire house seeming to rattle as he raced for the entrance. Without hesitating, Dan tore the door open, and without looking, fired a shot.

	The buckshot ripped through the air and embedded itself in the old farmer’s porch.

	Dan hadn’t struck anything.

	Scratches were on the door, and Dan smelled a faint odor of skunk.

	“Elsa,” he said.

	She was the last of the three dogs. A beagle mix who was, as he had been fond of telling Doris and Annie, dumber than a bag of rocks.

	Elsa died after being sprayed by a skunk. Trying to get away from the scent, she had run into the road and the tires of a logging truck. The dog had stunk of skunk even as Dan had dug her grave.

	What do I do? Dan thought, slamming the door closed. The women are dead. I can’t bring ‘em back. What the hell?

	He shook his head.

	Go into the city in the morning. Find one of the old Asian ladies down in Chinatown, he thought. They’ll know what to do. Always have before.

	Dan had gone to see them in the past, mostly about spells for farming and keeping the land fertile. Nothing as dark as getting rid of dead dogs.

	Just need to sleep, Dan thought. Wonder if they’ll let me do that, at least.

	Well, leastways, he thought, closing the door and locking it. They sure as hell can’t get in.

	Dan walked back to his chair, and nearly collapsed into it.

	He sighed and stretched out, resting the shotgun across his lap.

	Even if I don’t sleep, he thought, I’ll be able to drive in. Worst case, I’ll catch a train.

	The sound of glass breaking in the basement caused his eyes to widen.

	A dull thump followed, and Dan’s eyes naturally turned toward the basement door.

	Which was wide open.

	Below him, he heard the sound of claws scrambling across the concrete floor; the sound of one of the dogs racing for the stairs.

	Dan fell out of the recliner as he tried to stand up, the shotgun clattering to the floor. He struck the carpet hard, his teeth clacking together, causing his ears to ring. Fear propelled him forward, crawling and scrambling on his knees, racing for the basement door.

	He heard the clack and clatter of bones and claws on the basement stairs, and he screamed when he reached the door.

	One of the dogs, Rex if the old leather collar and brass tag were any sort of indicators, hurtled up the stairs.

	Dan screamed as he slammed the door shut and a moment later the dead dog smashed into it. The entire door rattled in its frame as the dog tried, again and again, to get through. Dan pressed his shoulder against it, his heart beating wildly as he fought to save himself.

	As quickly as it started, it stopped, and Dan was left alone at the door without anything trying to gain access.

	The backdoor thumped and groaned, and then the sound of wood breaking filled the air.

	Dan didn’t bother getting to his feet.

	Instead, he crawled back into the television room as quickly as he could, snatching up the shotgun when he reached it. He twisted around in time to see the dead dog enter the room. His mind processed the image, accepted it, and allowed him to raise the weapon. He let out a slow breath and pulled the trigger, shattering the bones of Elsa with buckshot. Her remains collapsed to the floor, rattling loudly and made him tremble with relief.

	As his body tried to calm itself down, his eyes registered something hideous.

	The bones were pulling themselves together, slowly but surely forming themselves once more into the shape of Elsa.

	Dan got to his feet and raced for the stairs. He was halfway up when the back and basement doors smashed open. A bare foot caught on a riser and sent him sprawling across the landing. He nearly lost his grip on the shotgun, but managed to keep his hands on it. As he bounced off the wall, Dan spun, faced the stairwell, and fired another round, scattering the bones of one of the dogs.

	The bones clattered and fell down the stairs, tumbling one after another.

	Dan got to his feet, and, holding onto the railing with one hand, raced up the stairs for the room he once shared with Doris.

	From the first floor, Dan heard the front door shatter, and he knew they were coming after him.

	Fear slammed into him, freezing him in place for a long, terrifying moment.

	But the fear passed as quickly as it had arrived.

	He reached his old bedroom, threw the door wide, and stumbled into the former sickroom. Dan kicked the door shut, tossed his shotgun onto the bed, grabbed the mattress and pushed it in front of the door. In the hall beyond, Dan heard the dogs, all three of them. Their whines and growls were as individual as a person’s voice, and he knew them all.

	“Leave me alone!” Dan screamed. He threw clothes and drawers and whatever he could get his hands on, onto the bed. The dogs continued to scratch at the door, slamming into it. Dan piled everything he could atop the mattress, and when he ran out of material, he sat down upon the edge.

	The dogs howled and snarled beyond the door, and part of Dan wondered how they could make any noise with their throats gone.

	With a shaking hand, he found his pack of cigarettes. He fumbled a cigarette out, put it between his lips, and managed to light it. He drew in a shuddering breath, held the smoke in his lungs for a moment, and then exhaled it into the stillness of the room.

	His throat was dry, and his heart continued to thump abnormally fast.

	What the hell am I going to do? he asked himself.

	He stood up and searched the room for some sort of weapon.

	Nothing met his eye. There wasn’t even a piece of furniture he could break to fashion a weapon.

	And how well would that work? A broken chair leg against a dead dog? he scoffed at his own foolishness and walked to the windows. He looked out at the backyard and saw how the moonlight caressed the branches of the oak tree and fell upon Annie’s new grave.

	Can I get out? Dan wondered, looking at the windows. What if I do that stupid stuff? Tie some sheets together and crawl down that way? Will they figure it out?

	A terrible image of the dogs running out of the house after him caused him to shudder.

	No, he thought, they wouldn’t. They’d think I was still in here. Right?

	Does that even matter? he wondered bitterly a moment later. This shouldn’t be happening. Doris died, and all Annie had to do was mind her damned business. If she had, none of this would be going down.

	Dan shook his head.

	But it is going on, he thought. And I need to deal with it. Tired or not. Don’t want to die up here. So, first things first, how do I get past them?

	He thought about it for a long time, then, shaking his head, he thought, I’ll have to destroy them. But will they stay that way?

	Dan doubted that they would. In fact, he doubted they would do anything of the sort.

	But if I can get to the truck, he reasoned, then I can get the hell out of here. Work it out from there. Got enough money in the bank so I can stay a few nights in Boston.

	As the last thought crossed his mind, a thunderous sound interrupted him, and he realized it came from the door. Not from one or two of the dead dogs striking it, but all three at once working in conjunction.

	They were trying to break in.

	Dan looked at the shotgun in his hands, and then he placed it beside him.

	I won’t need it, he told himself. I’ll get the sheets ready in time. Just like a breakout from a jail cell.

	He tore the sheets off the bed, swearing at the weight added by the various items he had thrown atop them. The door continued to shake and groan in its frame as he worked. As he tied the sheet to the frame of the bed, one of the door’s wooden panels cracked, then broke.

	In the dull light of the moon that streamed in through the open window, Dan saw the grim yellow of a dog’s skull. Claws and teeth scratched, scraped, and tore at the door. Splinters of wood flew into the room. Dan almost tripped over himself as he hurried to the window. He fumbled for the locks, found them, then threw the sash up. Without any finesse, he punched out the screen, then cast the tied sheets into the moonlit night.

	He turned back for the shotgun, but as he did, the first dog came through the door.

	Dan threw himself at the tied sheets, found them, and clambered out the window.

	As he pulled his last leg up and over the sash, Dan screamed as a dead tooth locked onto his calf.

	The pain was immediate, terrifying, and agonizing.

	Hanging two stories above the backyard, with his left leg still in the house, Dan screamed in fear. He shook his leg violently, hoping to shake the dog lose, but he slammed his leg against the wall, driving a tooth in even deeper.

	Suddenly, the tooth broke away from the unseen dog’s skull, and all Dan’s weight went backward. Halfway down the sheets, he lost his grip and plummeted to the ground.

	Darkness swarmed over him as pain flared up in every joint and muscle. He heard and felt his back crack, and his scream chased him into unconsciousness.

	When he regained consciousness, Dan was aware of the dull glow of the rising sun on the horizon. It was a beautiful sight, one that promised to free him of the nightmares before.

	After a moment, Dan realized he was moving.

	The trees were moving on his right, and he knew it wasn’t possible.

	A chicken appeared in his line of sight, her head cocked inquisitively to one side. Dan turned his head to look at the hen and discovered he couldn’t.

	He tried to move his arms and legs, to wiggle his toes and fingers.

	Dan tried to scream, but nothing happened.

	He could see. He could hear.

	Dan could even smell.

	But he couldn’t move, and he didn’t feel the grass or the air. His breaths came in shallow gasps, and he suspected that soon enough, his lungs would stop working altogether.

	Who’s moving me? he thought. Is someone helping me?

	Hope sprang up within him, and he found himself wishing the helpful stranger would say something or lean over him and ask if he was okay.

	Instead, the good Samaritan continued to drag Dan along.

	I’ll see who it is soon, he thought. Of course, it’s slow going. I weigh almost three hundred. Got to be hard on anyone. Even I’d have had a hard time. I’m a big guy.

	The answer satisfied him, and Dan continued to struggle for breath, but he did so happily. Soon he would hear the sounds of an ambulance. Or, if he was as bad off as he felt, the Samaritan would bring Dan right to the hospital.

	Would they put me in the same room Doris was in? Dan wondered. Maybe even the bed she died in?

	His thoughts were interrupted by the smell of freshly turned earth and blood.

	Dan was dragged by the carcass of a chicken, the body mangled and torn apart. But nothing looked as though it had been eaten from it.

	What the hell type of animal kills a chicken and doesn’t eat it? he wondered. Even the barn cats had eaten what they had killed, and they were notoriously picky eaters.

	Dan started to ask himself who would have done it when he understood exactly who would, and who did.

	No! Dan thought, feeling panic rising within him. No, this can’t be!

	A heartbeat later, the first, long branches of the old oak tree came into view. The branches thickened and multiplied the closer he got, and
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