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The Monster in Me IS the Monster in You

By: Raz T. Slasher

I sat alone on the rocking chair I set up on the front porch of my new cabin the other day, just reflecting on life for a while. It was a cathartic experience at the time. Ever do that? Just sit by yourself somewhere and think about all those little moments? In all honesty, I’ve had a hell of a time this past year. The only thing I had to feel proud of was renting this place, or so I thought.

I’d only been back from the army for maybe a year after three straight tours and I was having a hell of a time adjusting to civilian life. So much time in hot zones of foreign lands had a way of changing a guy. They called it an honorable discharge and sent me home, but the way they looked at me when they said I had PTSD...I got the feeling there was nothing honorable about it.

I put the time in trying to reach out to family and old friends, what else was there to do? I wasn’t into bars anymore, or honestly places with too many people. I would find a corner to sit in where I could see every entrance and exit and spend the whole time making these weird contingency plans just in case something happened. Nothing ever did...

It didn’t take long for them to notice how much I’d changed, or for me to hear them whisper about it behind my back. Even my own mother asked me one day what happened to her son and mourned for her loss. Whatever good was left inside me died that day I think, assuming anything had been left at all.

Only one friend was truly there for me, accepting me as I was for all my faults. We’d grown up next to each other and had been best friends since we were two. Her name is Riley and she’s probably the kindest person I’ve ever known. Ever try to date someone and just feel weird the whole time? We’d tried a time or two through the years. We’d just felt like family for so long I guess that it never quite worked out for us.

I spent most of my time, between trying to get back on my feet, at her apartment smoking weed and playing video games. Call of Duty was a favorite, for obvious reasons. I still slept at mom’s house, but I moved all my things to the basement, so I never had to look her in the eye. I think she wanted me to leave even then, but just didn’t know how to tell me.

The worst thing about life after the military were the fucked up dreams I had every single night. As a devout Catholic it didn’t take me long to realize that most of them were fueled by some deep seeded guilt. I’d watch, helpless, as I lost my buddies in different situations all over again, or the lives I took; whether those deaths were earned or not. I won’t waste your time with details, we both know you don’t really want to read them...

My shrink over at the VA suggested I do something about the guilt at one point. I wasn’t sure what to do until I sat down and just started handwriting letters one day. One to the family of each person I lost. They didn’t know who I was, but I couldn’t help but feel I owed them more than the folded flag and pine box the service gave them. I always received a letter back thanking me for writing to them, but even that didn’t take away the guilt. If anything, it was getting worse.

One night I woke up with sweat pouring off of me and my muscles all tight and aching. I was screaming something, but I’ll be damned if I know what. The next thing I knew I was getting hit in the head with something heavy. I looked down to see my fingers wrapped around my stepfather’s throat. I was so confused at that point. I liked Ron a lot, he’d always been kind and understanding since I got back. I had no reason to do anything like that to him. I’d never been a violent person outside of the orders I was given.

I turned around with tears in my eyes to see my mom standing there with a table lamp in her hands and flashing red and blue lights pulling into the driveway, that I could just barely see through the basement window behind her. I was cuffed and went along quietly as they stuffed me into their squad car. Instead of going to jail, Ron was kind enough not to press charges. Instead they had the police stick around as I packed my things and left.

It didn’t take long for the whole family and pretty much everyone else in our small town to find out what had happened. It went from whispers behind my back to glares and cold shoulders by morning. I didn’t want to burden Riley no matter how much she insisted, but I did park my car in front of her place and sleep there for a few nights. I was terrified something would happen if I stayed there with her, but I was too ashamed to say it out loud.

I got a security job at an aging mental hospital just outside of town a few days after that. It was an easy job and the people there were great. The doctors were glad to have me there and the nurses always had a kind smile and a cup of coffee waiting. They let me stay in one of the old suites as part of my pay. The ones they used to offer to family members of patients back when the place used to double as an overflow intensive care unit for a larger hospital in the next town over. I still hung out with Riley a lot and things were finally looking up.

One night I’d worked a little later than usual due to a misunderstanding between a few patients that didn’t end well. I hopped on my ps4 (a present from Riley) and joined up with her to play some COD. I had a few drinks and before I knew it, I was beyond exhausted. I passed out on my couch right after I ditched the headset. When I woke up the next morning I was in my bathtub for some reason. In confusion, I took a look around and saw blood everywhere.

Solid knocks thundered from my front door in the other room all of the sudden, barely knocking me out of my stupor. I focused on the sound the best I could and haphazardly managed to pull myself out of the tub and onto my feet. Taking full stock of the sheer amount of blood I was seeing, I switched to some fucked up autopilot instilled within me courtesy of Uncle Sam. I stripped my clothes off and shouted, “I’ll be right there,” to whoever was on the other side of that door.

I pulled on some fresh clothes in record time somehow despite the shakes as the shock of my situation fought my autopilot for attention. I hurried to the source of the knocking, nudging the bathroom door closed with my foot on my way as my heart pounded out a machine gun staccato. I could hear the sirens and see those red and blues before I made it all the way to my door. I had no idea what I did, but whatever it was I was damn sure I deserved whatever happened next.

I was tackled the second I opened it, by the same cops that had come out to mom’s house before. This time when I got cuffed and stuffed, there wasn’t a get out of jail free card. They put the pedal to the floor on the way to the little jail at the sheriff’s office. The whole way there they were spitting in my face through the cage and telling me I was a disgrace to THEIR country...

* * *
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It wasn’t until they made me sit in the cell for nearly four hours that they finally booked me and read my charges. I had apparently forced my way into the housing unit next to mine and brutally attacked an elderly janitor, an ex-marine who’d I’d had more than a few drinks with. Just like with Ron, I had no reason to attack this guy. Jimmy always had a spare cigarette and a flask to share every time I had seen him.

I felt like I wasn’t in control of myself. All I remember about the that night was having another nightmare about a close friend of mine being beaten to death overseas. It’s not how he actually died, but I guess that’s how the subconscious works. Also, like Ron, Jimmy decided not to press charges and I was released. I was told if one more incident happened the town would press charges and I would be going away for a while.

Riley was nice enough to give me a ride back to my place. She tried to console me and help figure things out, but I just wasn’t in the mood. I mostly sat there and just nodded or agreed at all the appropriate times. She dropped me off, making me promise I’d come by the next night for some gaming and dinner. When I made it to my housing unit, I found a note on the front door. It was a notice that I’d been terminated and had 48 hours to vacate the premises. I didn’t own that much so I packed the car that night and drove to the Walmart and slept in the car.

I woke up the next morning at oh-six-hundred hours to a call from my former CO. He’d heard about my struggles and wanted to lend a hand. I told him I wasn’t interested in a handout and almost hung up on him right then and there. Something he said stopped me. Apparently, he had an old friend that he’d served with not too far from my area who was looking to rent out a cabin. It was fairly isolated and was empty at the moment. He said that this only rented to vets in need and that it would be therapeutic for me. I took down the number and thanked him, and that I hoped to repay the favor some day before he ended the call.

I immediately gave the guy a call, he’d apparently been expecting to hear from me. He let me know that rent would be free for the first two months while I got back on my feet. The place was well stocked, but if I needed something it was about a fifty-mile drive to any store so I should try and plan ahead. I didn’t bother asking any other questions, which in retrospect was definitely a mistake. He told me I could move in that day if I wanted, which of course I did because sleeping in a cabin sounded a hell of a lot better than sleeping in my car again. He gave me directions and said he’d meet me there; hanging up before I could say anything else. I gave Riley a quick call to let her know there was a change in plans, but I would make it up to her. She was so thrilled that I found a place to go that she didn’t mind much.

In honor of my new lifestyle, Riley and I decided to start a podcast. I didn’t know much about them to be honest, but Riley made up for that in spades. The concept was to make sort of a living audio document about cabin life. We started each episode with any updates around the cabin and the surrounding woods. Of course, we talked about a lot of other things we enjoyed during the process like gaming and movies just to keep things interesting. Sometimes she came over and we did a live episode to keep things fresh, but usually we just
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