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A peaceful bell atop the front door announced Tom’s arrival at The Drunk Skunk, the only liquor store in the small country town of Malview, Mississippi. 

“Howdy, Tom, glad to see ya!” greeted the boisterous clerk who briefly paused his conversation with a young blonde lady purchasing her evening liquor at the register. However, Tom reciprocated only with a feeble smile; he hadn’t been feeling himself lately, so naturally socializing was low on his list of things to need that afternoon, especially after such a laborious shift down at the shipyard across town. While only half-listening, snippets of their conversation drifted through his ears as he carried on about his dismal day. 

“... Yeah, as a cocktail waitress, they often can’t keep their filthy hands to themselves...” He stood in front of his favorite brand of whisky— Southern Comfort— but what typically should’ve been a brisk trip to the counter and out the store, instead had Tom exhale a jaded sigh. Maybe I should try something new tonight... Maybe that’ll cheer me up, he pondered. “... Oh, I know all about Clancy and his drama... I mean how many more trips to jail before you learn your lesson?” ... He then strolled over to the wine section. Oui, oui, how about a romantic bit of wine and dine? he jested in an exaggerated French accent, but the feeling felt forced and this change in his routine was quickly shaping up to be downright depressing. “... I know they’ll eventually get what they got coming to them. I guarantee you that, and can you believe what those Maxwell boys have been up to lately...” 

Still slugging about in indecisiveness, lackadaisically Tom grabbed a somewhat expensive bottle of Italian liquor— 75 proof. Something strong enough to numb himself to his recent glumness but not too strong to render him useless wrestling with a hangover at work the next morning. With his mind made up and his feet sore from the day, he then dragged himself over to the register as the blonde lady and clerk wrapped up their conversation and couldn’t help but notice the lady’s fit and youthful figure in her tight-fitted uniform when he approached as dirty thoughts from the septic tank of his desires seeped into his imagination. 

“Well, you enjoy your evening with that gin, miss,” the clerk farewelled. “But don’t drink it all in one night, or it’ll put you on your ass!” The lady dismissed his warning away with a hand wave.

“Hey, we all gotta enjoy life somehow, don’t we?” she slung back as both of them shared one last hearty laugh before she exited the building. Her parting words echoed through Tom’s ears like a remarkable opera, the syllables like rays of sunshine parting clouds on his vapid day. You know what? She’s right... He found himself fully emerging from his mired mind, finally tuned in now to his surroundings. 

“Vecchio Amaro del Capo, huh?” enquired the clerk holding and observing the bottle Tom set on the counter as if he’d never seen such a brand before. “This ain’t your usual poison, sir. What’s the special occasion?” Smugly Tom grinned as he slicked back his greasy, greying hair beginning to bald in the middle with one hand while handing over two twenty-dollar bills with the other. 

“I’ve got me a little date tonight, Terrance,” he boasted with his eyes fixated on the blonde cocktail waitress as she entered a tatty pickup truck.

“Well, shoowee, I understand. You enjoy yourself now,” replied Terrance with a wink.

“Oh, I think I shall...” Tom kept watching until she drove out of sight. The clerk held out his change, but he shooed his hand away. “Keep the change. I don’t want to be late.” He then nabbed his bottle and was swiftly out the door before the clerk had a chance to respond.

As he entered his truck, Tom savored the positive change he felt in the air, a hungry awakening within himself that even all the troubles in the world couldn’t erase with his love-drunk smile permanently Jack-o-Lanterned across his face for the rest of the evening. Yes, Tom was gleefully eager to improve his life’s fortunes.
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The delectable aroma of a skillet sizzling away assured soon the evening’s festivities were about to commence in Tom’s kitchen. Much to his delight, a buzz from the oven announced the stuffed bell peppers he’d worked diligently to assemble were finished as he plated sautéed spinach and mushrooms on a table set for two and adorned with his finest silverware and a fancy French red and gray tablecloth he felt was perfectly fit for a king. 

Ding!

Ah, right on time, thought Tom looking towards the front door after checking the clock on the wall. He loved a punctual date, having been much too disappointed many times over the years with rude guests who slept in too late. 

“Alright, Stinson, back into your cage you go,” he demanded of his colorful pet parrot who squawked perkily next to a rustic toaster. “Don’t need her to think you’ve left bird droppings everywhere ‘round the food. She’d be mortified.” Stinson let out a couple of disapproving clicks from its tongue. “I know. I know, but it’s only for one night, so stop giving me an earful.” He returned to the oven to plate his bell peppers, his OCD attempting to make the plates as picture-perfect as possible. 

Ding! ... Ding! 

“I’ll be right there! One minute!” He then paused to admire the romantic set-up before lighting a candle and blowing a kiss in the air with his fingers. Perfect... Everything’s absolutely perfect.

Ding! ... Ding! ... Ding! 

“Ugh, goddamnit, I’m coming!” he howled irksomely with a roll of his eyes.

“Goddamnit, I’m coming,” repeated Stinson. Tom gasped.

“Stinson, no sir! Your beautiful feathers are far too superior to stoop to the crassness of my language. I expect better, mister.” 

Ding! ... Ding! ... Ding!

Tom slithered down the hall to his front door to peek through its drapery and was pleased to see the gravel driveway winding through pine trees to an imperceivable street empty except for his truck. 

“No guests are the best guests,” he grumbled as he returned down the hall to climb a grand, wooden staircase with parts of the faded white railing chipping from years of neglect. 

Ding! Ding! 

The frantic ring of his guest quieted as the thuds of his boot heels approached a door at the end of an unlit hallway on the third floor of the home. Anxiously he exhaled, smoothing down his plaid button-up shirt and double-checking the zipper of his pants before opening the door with an exuberance as warm as welcoming guests over for Christmas dinner.

As he entered the room, confetti and ribbons burst through the door about him. Jolly dancing elves sprang out of every drawer, air vent, and most abundantly a closet as they sang in unison a happy hello all the while as the air blessed nostrils with cozy scents of peppermints, eggnog, and warm holiday hams. The birds and squirrels outside the windows frolicked away in merriment as the sun seeped its pleasant salutations through the blinds of the room. Peace on earth by Tom’s gregarious grin, a grin that said, good times are near, so fret not, my dear. Tommy’s here!

But then... then the ribbons and confetti dissolved, leaving behind mud and filth. The burning smell of plastic sullied the air. The elves started to melt by their legs along with their eyeballs popping out, and their song once happy and high-pitched descended into a low, satanic litany like from a record player spun in reverse. The birds and squirrels dropped dead from the trees, their lifeless bodies hitting the earth below one by one in brick-like thuds. The sun eclipsed with dread, and the pearly sheen of Tom’s ginormous grin discolored into a sickly yellow and became spotted with cavities as his entire figure appeared unpleasantly eager to pounce.  

“Good evening. I’m Tom, and I’m so delighted you’re awake now,” he greeted as he entered the room. It was a bedroom— his bedroom— and the blonde lady from the liquor store shrieked in terror as he hovered at the entrance almost as if to beckon her to come out into the hallway and downstairs for dinner despite her being shackled with a bicycle cable by the hands to a space heater. She’d been desperately smashing the lock with all her might into its metal frame to break free. 

“Where-where the fuck am I?” she asked through frightened pants of breath, crouching down and pressing herself firmly against the wall as if it might protect her against this deranged stranger in this unknown place.

“Why, at my home, dear,” he answered with confusion evident in his expression. “Been out for a good while, so you must be confused. Poor thing had a little too much propofol. Now come. Enough of this silliness. I have the most spectacular evening planned for us if you’d be obliged.” He bowed, presenting himself as an esteemed gentleman ready to court her before stepping towards her. 

“Stay the fuck away from me!” she shouted frantically tugging at the bicycle cable to be released and accidentally clunking her head fiercely against the edge of a window unit nearby as she tried. Tom halted in his tracks, and when he did, she then noticed a revolver hanging from his waist. A deeper fear darker than she thought she could already feel seeped up her spine as nausea made itself at home in her stomach; with trepidation and disbelief wreaking havoc on her nerves, she couldn’t help but puke beside her, and Tom seemed genuinely bothered.

“Oh, honey, don’t act like this. Tonight was supposed to be so special, but I don’t think any soul on earth could eat on a stomach like that,” he chided with a pouty face. 

“The-the police. They’re coming. They’ll find me. They’re going to lock you up. They’re going to kill you. There-there-there are people looking for me!” she stuttered in shock as she wiped vomit from her cheek. 

“Oh, I don’t think anyone’s coming anytime soon,” he replied sinisterly relaxed with his tone finally dropping its lovey-dovey facade. Distant memories from earlier in the evening slowly trickled into her consciousness... She was driving home, shaking off the mundanity of another shift down at the casinos same as any other night when suddenly another vehicle approached her from behind with its blinders deliberately signaling over and over that they needed her attention, and for what? she was uncertain. Nevertheless, she veered off onto the shoulder of the road. The vehicle parked nearly bumper to bumper right behind hers, and a frantically kooky but grateful man holding a gas can claimed his vehicle was seconds from running out of gas. It struck her oddly why a man in his situation would be driving away from town where the gas stations were, but never being one not to help those in need, she offered him a ride back into town anyway.

“Shoot, honey, you have no idea how much of a godsend you are,” he gushed as he entered the passenger side. “It’s dangerous walking along the highway after dark.” She hardly had but a second to take the car out of park when suddenly he pulled a syringe from his pocket. She tried fighting him off, but within moments the needle was in her neck, and the whole world about her blurred out of consciousness. 

What she failed to know in her unconscious state, however, was Tom dragging her drugged body into his own vehicle and then driving them both the whole way to his house. With a rekindled excitement burning within him he hadn’t felt in decades, there he inexhaustibly carried her up three-stories worth of stairs to his bedroom before trekking on foot in a madman’s trance the several miles back to her truck to take over to Martin’s Mechanics, a lucrative chop shop across town under the guise as a body shop. On Monday nights the only employee was Cody, the underpaid new guy, and a much-appreciated grand in his pocket from Tom kept him without questions about why so late of a job, and he was especially eager to help when another hundred-dollar bill was presented after closing hours to give Tom a lift back home. Cody would accidentally overdose and pass away two nights later after calling in sick both shifts the following afternoons to blow his money on his own special vices: codeine, but unbeknownst to Cody, codeine laced with fentanyl. The blonde lady from the liquor store was soon to be utterly untraceable.

“Now, hush, and let’s get you some much-needed rest, deary,” Tom continued as he approached again. 

“Stay the fuck back!” she shrieked. With her legs like snakes backed into a corner, she kicked at his cruel figure enlarging with every step before her terrified eyes, but their strikes hardly deterred him as he pulled yet another syringe from his back pocket. For a brief moment, she was able to fight him off only to have him grab her aggressively by the leg and plunge the needle into her thigh... The whole world around her faded as she nodded into another deep sleep. 
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The world was gray and empty. The land, a primordial sludge. Amid a migraine displeased with this colorless earth, the heavens cracked open the sky and iridescent rays of innocence showered the land in hopes of purifying its flesh. Out sprung a rose on the concrete consciousness of man, but man was wicked, wasteful. They began plucking its petals one by one. One for boredom. One for power. One for the pure pleasure of seeing it shiver until all that remained was a wilted stem. Even the threat of the rose’s bare thorns was no match for their careless feet trampling over it like discarded trash on the pavement as the ways of the world carried on. Humility stared off in the distance like some punished pup frightened to sniff the remains in fear the beasts of masculinity might bop him on the nose with a mighty newspaper. Death was inevitable yet morality’s martyrdom had most certainly been lost, and all that remained was the trample... 

the trample...


the trample...

the trample... 
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Pamela awoke with a frightened gasp from her dream. Her brain felt fuzzy and for a brief, celebratory second, she was half-convinced Tom and his kidnapping had all been but a terrifying fever dream... But an unwelcoming chill in the air of an unfamiliar room eviscerated any hope. She was no longer in Tom’s bedroom but instead in what appeared to be a dimly lit dining room where her head had been resting on a long table, the table itself set with tawdry dinnerware as if a feast were about to commence. An aching apprehension loomed. Her heart quickened as anxiously as earlier, and with her dreamy daze wearing off fast, her senses began to sharpen. She glanced about the room until her eyes happened upon a clock with hands reading 2:13 in the morning— at least, she assumed it was the early hours of morning and not afternoon, but nothing was certain anymore.

Moments later her ears hearkened to the faint sound of a television playing in a distant room. The lights from its program danced in the doorway connecting it to a kitchen which led to this gloomy dining room. With fight or flight suddenly taking hold, in a panic, she shot up and out of her chair to flee, and to where? she did not know, nor did she care. Escaping at any cost was her sole focus. However, scarcely out her seat, another bicycle cable and lock she hadn’t quite sensed yet roped about her ankles and the chair’s legs caught tautly, taking both her and the whole chair crashing down sideways. She groaned in pain as the side of her face smashed into the tiled floor and about let her guard down until suddenly upon opening her eyes, she noticed the television had switched off from the other room. Her breathing intensified. The room beyond the kitchen remained opaque and eerily still; the only sound to be heard was Pamela’s own breath panting against the floor from adrenaline with her eyes wide and afraid. Soon the dully lit figure of Tom appeared at its doorway.

“I’m so glad you’re awake, honey,” he greeted. “I was beginning to worry our date would have to be postponed. Oh, to think of all that cooking wasted and reserved for meager leftovers the next day.” His grin was stiff and awkwardly uninviting with his yellowed teeth illuminated in what little light was present. He then flicked on the rest of both the dining room and kitchen lights, the sudden intensity of them briefly burning Pamela’s squinting eyes. Stirred to action, she squirmed unsuccessfully to hoist herself up as he approached. “Where’s my manners? You okay?” Pamela sensed genuine concern in his voice as he loomed over her struggling body. 


“Stay away from me!” she spat.


“Oh, don’t be rude when someone’s giving you a helping hand!” he laughed. Her body tensed up expecting harm or even death itself as he hoisted her upright, which he did effortlessly despite her weighing nearly one hundred and fifty pounds. Tom looked to be a much older man— mid-fifties nearing his sixties— so his surprising strength only contributed to the terror she felt towards him. “I certainly hope your appetite is back. I know my dear dog, Cujo, sure had an appetite gobbling up your vomit upstairs earlier!” He watched her intently as if expecting a reaction other than fear. “Yeah, you know, Cujo? ... The dog from the story? Ain’t you ever read King?” And kept speaking as if she were responding, she herself simply staring back in disbelief at his delusions as beads of sweat trickled down her forehead. “Just like my sweet Pamela. Never much a reader.” How the hell does he know my name? ... “Anyways, I digress. Let me grab our dinner. I waited for you, my love.” He emphasized those parting words before strolling over to the fridge to pull leftovers to microwave as if she should have been impressed by his selfless chivalry in forgoing dinner. 

His kitchen was in shambles. Plates and pans and utensils— some dirty, some not— amongst empty beer cans and trash laid strewn about the countertops. The trashcan itself was overflowing, and fruit flies came alive at his slightest movement toward them from the dishes piled carelessly in the sink. Ancient sauce stains spattered across the wall behind the stove, and the stove itself was caked from weeks, maybe months of spilt dinners from skillets and pots. Rust scattered sporadically in spots across the fridge door, and the linoleum flooring next to the dishwasher had begun to peel up from water damage. All of this dreary kitchen chaos was encased in walls wallpapered with faded sunflowers. 

“What do you want with me?” Pamela finally found the courage to ask.

“To have dinner, of course. Why do you think I’ve set the table as such?” he responded while distracted in search of something after pressing START on the microwave. His eyes happened upon a remote, and when he pressed a button, music— specifically a classical orchestra— echoed from some unseen part of the house. 

“I mean why am I here? What are you going to do to me?” A tinge of anger from his blatant naivety briefly masked her fear. 

“Isn’t it obvious?” He lifted both hands slightly towards the ceiling to bring attention to the music peacefully resonating around them. “Pachelbel’s Canon? ... No?” 

“No...” Her reply was raspy; her throat ached from a lack of water over the last several hours with the side effects of the medicine he’d drugged her with not at all helping. Suddenly the air became solemn, sinister. His supercilious smile vanished from his face, and his eyes were soulless with their stare. 

“You’re going to be my wife.” Her nausea returned hearing those ridiculous words spoken with such seriousness as they embedded their roots deep into her disbelieving ears, and she was forced to sip short breaths.

Breathe. Just breathe, damn it, she commanded in her thoughts, worried another puking incident might result in him drugging her again and subsequently cancelling this lunatic’s dinner entirely, and the thought of existing indefinitely in and out of consciousness in his presence unsettled her worse than her current crisis. 

“I-I don’t... I can’t marry you,” she mustered after mastering her nerves. 

“Well, yes, legally I wouldn’t even bother,” he continued as he bustled about the kitchen. The microwave pinged the first dish was ready, and despite the precarious situation before her, the aroma from it smelt somewhat appetizing; she hadn’t eaten once since before her shift yesterday morning at the casino, and here, after countless hours without food, her rumbling stomach was truly indifferent to kidnappings. “Why do those corrupt bigwigs up in Washington get t’decide what’s legal and what isn’t? The Hmong people knew what they were doing.” He reached into the fridge for the other plate. “In their culture, I kidnap you and, thus, claim you as my wife, and what I provide as a source of sustenance and shelter is more than enough to legitimize our love. And those wives over there are lucky to have such hardworking husbands as well. They hardly even have a need to venture far from the home. Talk about being spoiled!” He placed the next plate in the microwave and turned around to face her with eyes sickly sincere. “I can give you all of that, Pamela. All I ask in return is help, help around here with this home, and company too obviously, and goddamnit, you were just what I needed.” His egotistical gaze and smirk pricked her nerves.

“Please, let me go,” she found herself begging. “I can’t be your wife. That’s insane... Please.” Calmly and callously deaf, he set the first plate in front of her. The steam off the bell pepper’s greasy skin rose to her nose as the microwave hummed to life while heating his own. 

“What’s insane is how I thought I could live a fulfilling life without a wife all these years. I mean what good would it do me to let you go now when you’ve only just arrived, my dear? I think you’ll find I’m quite the catch, quite the handyman, and quite the devil in bed.” He winked, and the thought of sex with this unhinged stranger unnerved her to no end. “And even if you were to leave on your own accord, I don’t think you’d make it very far with the snout my dear dog, Cujo, has. He’s been smelling you mighty good while you were out and can pick up a scent a mile away, and we’re about several miles away from anyone else out here, and...” His words trailed off as he paused what he was doing. “Boy, do I so love the isolation of the countryside,” he mumbled to himself with his eyes growing distant. “No, you don’t,” he immediately responded back, but in a much bolder tone as if arguing with himself. “You’re miserable out here all by yourself.” “Okay, well, maybe that’s true... but can’t I just take one to join us? One wouldn’t hurt anybody.” “You already have the one, ya dipshit. She’s sitting right there.” His vacant stare returned to the room, and a smile slowly crept across his face as he turned to face Pamela. “Oh yeah... Anyways, you wouldn’t get very far is what I’m saying about the dog.” 

Ping! The second plate was ready, but before he opened the microwave to retrieve the heated dish, he casually moved aside some dirty Tupperware on the kitchen counter, and hidden behind the clutter was the revolver, another grim reminder of her hopeless situation as if it needed to be flaunted. He seemed pleased to see her glaring at it in despair.

“I’m not an unreasonable man, Pamela, and certainly not unkind. I can make you very happy here with me.” He beamed as if somewhere deep in his twisted mind he truly believed he was gifting her the picture-perfect home life she had always dreamed of. He then set his plate directly across from hers. “Now, what’s a fine dinner without a bit of drink to lighten the mood? It feels as stiff as a body in a morgue in here!” Much to Pamela’s disbelieving eyes, he pulled from a cupboard the same bottle of gin she herself had purchased several hours earlier; yesterday felt like a lifetime ago when she was there in the liquor store simply living her normal day-to-day life as a free citizen of Malview. 

He then poured them both two glasses pulled from another cupboard, notably keeping his half-empty to not dull his wits. “I find myself to be more of an All-American whisky kind of man, but I couldn’t help noticin’ you enjoyed a good gin, so tonight I guess just this once I’ll make an exception for such charming company. I got this especially for you.” He finally sat across from her and slid her glass over to her plate with a clink all the while with his eyes never leaving her own, and she half-wondered if he was genuinely trying to convince her that through sheer generosity he’d purchased this particular bottle of liquor as if she dumbly wouldn’t remember buying it for herself yesterday evening. Regardless, she quickly dismissed the thought, thoughts that didn’t matter much because all that mattered at this moment was the man before her, this Tom, was crazy, and she needed desperately to escape in any manner possible. 

Worry suddenly overwhelmed her when she remembered her own daughter likely having gone without dinner earlier in the night since she never arrived home, and her heart ached from the fear and confusion she must’ve felt, must still be feeling from her mother’s absence. The image in her head of her sitting all alone in their home became too much for Pamela. Anger, anguish, and disbelief all swirled about her like a dust devil before her heart finally settled on anger, and in a fit of rebellion, she slung her plate onto the floor where it shattered, the food scattered, and the silverware clinked away from the table. Tom didn’t mutter a word. Instead, he simply stared emotionlessly at the floor opposite where the plate shattered, and after a few passing moments, calmly picked up his knife to cut away at his supper, allowing the beefy insides to spill out from the bell pepper which he then ate with his fork.

With her breathing once heavy in vexation gradually subsiding, the seconds that elapsed for Pamela felt like a century as she watched him take his first bite. He then just as calmly as before placed his silverware back down on the napkin before standing up and walking over to the remote to pause the music. Amidst the silence, she could hear the familiar sounds of crickets and toads caroling away together no different than any other summer night from beyond the dining room windows, a typically peaceful symphony had Tom not started walking around to her side of the table. She tried in vain scooting her chair away from him as he stopped to stare down at his specially planned meal now spoiling on the floor. 

“... I worked really hard on that, dear...” he muttered seemingly to himself, his tone insulted. “You know I don’t cook often...” With his bare hand, he scooped up the scattered food and dropped it back on the table. His presence felt a hundred-menacing-feet tall looming over her out of her peripheral as she refused to face him and focused nervously instead on the unappetizing heap of a meal before her with teensy shards of glass glinting in the light and a clump of hair clinging to the side of a pepper. “Eat,” he demanded coldly, but Pamela was defiant. 

“I’m not fucking eating...” 

“I insist you’re going to eat. I don’t tolerate rude guests in my house, and you’re most certainly not going to be like my last company.” Despite her obstinate attitude, Pamela’s stomach couldn’t help but sink at the admission she likely wasn’t his first victim, and regardless of what had become of them didn’t matter; they evidently weren’t around anymore, and even if they were, she didn’t need any proof that Tom was not a man to try and guess the length of his indifference towards human life. With her hand heavy in reluctancy, slowly she lifted her fork, jabbing its prongs into the cleanest looking side of the meat which stuck to it like an unwelcoming pill one was forced to swallow, and even the cleanest looking bite still had minuscule glass shards embedded about it, but now was not the time for pickiness.

“Eat,” he demanded again, the patience in his voice growing worrisomely thin. She tried coaxing herself into it but couldn’t bring herself to bite and instead stared somberly at her fork. 

“I’m really not hungry...” she spoke at last. “Please...” She finally attempted to face him, and for what good it would do, she didn’t know, but perhaps if he saw the sincerity in her eyes, the fear between her irises, a side of him— his human side, if he even had one— would cease this miserable goading... She hardly had more than half her neck turned when with a lightning-quick ferocity Tom slammed her head into the meal before her. A jutting glass shard sliced her face. “Fuck!” she exclaimed recovering from the assault, and when straightening back up, amidst the disorientation she could feel blood trickling down her cheek. 

“Eat,” Tom repeated monotonously, his sudden physical outburst not at all affecting the callousness in his voice. Grease, blood and now tears could be felt trickling down Pamela’s face amidst feelings of hopelessness. She accepted she truly had no choice in the matter and with her hands quivering from horror and heartbreak began taking small bites of her meal.

“Tom...” she mumbled after a few moments elapsed. 

“Yes, dear? What is it?” he inquired eagerly. Despite his sinister vibes still looming over her, his mood seemed to have suddenly ricocheted back to its former jubilant self.

“I really need water...” Her throat had become so unbearably dry from a lack of water the last several hours that she choked through words and could hardly attempt to swallow another bite.

“But of course, sweetheart!” At this, Tom pranced over to the kitchen sink and disgustingly pulled right from the pile of dirty dishes a glass to fill with tap water, but regardless of its griminess, her dry throat begged for the relief as he filled it to the brim. “Boy, am I just glad to see you eat! So, what do you think? I’m quite the chef, huh?” Her thoughts boomeranged back to her daughter sitting all alone at home and wondering where her mother had gone to, and despite every aching ounce of Pamela wishing for it not to be true, subtly a realization dawned within her: the bleak reality that to survive this man she needed to play along with his delusions for the time being to have any chance at seeing her child again. 

“It’s... delicious,” she replied flashing a feeble smile his way. 

“Oh, stop, stop,” he waved his hand at her modestly as he approached. “You’re too kind.” She gulped down the glass of water within seconds of him setting it in front of her. “Jeez, thirsty, aren’t we? How about I get you another.” 

While Tom glided back over to the sink, the motherly rage within Pamela grew as immense as a bonfire from the heart-shattering image of her daughter all alone at their home gnawing on her already brittle emotional state. She needed to attempt an escape. Perhaps he was lying about being so far away from town. Perhaps if she was fast enough, she could safely get to the main road down the driveway and there would be traffic, an everyday citizen of Malview, or whatever town she was in, passing through to rescue her. She’d have to try one way or another and with or without the fear of the dog and its owner hunting after her like a wild animal. She composed herself and relaxed, putting on her most cordial manners despite being kidnapped. 

“Thank you,” she spoke politely as he set the second glass before her. However, this time she waited to drink. She’d need to finish her meal first; the sooner dinner wrapped up the sooner she’d likely get an opportunity to flee, if it ever arrived. Her escape all depended on what he wanted to do afterward. She wiped her cheek clean with her napkin, her face wincing when the material brushed over her wound, and after meticulously picking off what glass shards and hair she could spot, she began eating again while Tom carried on with his fantasies. 

“You know, I have a cabin up in the mountains at Gatlinburg I think we could visit during the cooler months. My parents gifted it to me after they passed. Yes ma’am, nothing but crisp, fresh mountain air and rivers and beautiful black bears roamin’ wild. Enough to make any soul feel refreshed...” Sitting directly across from her, he tore into his own dinner ravenously as a dog with spit and food flying in and out his mouth as he rambled between bites and no longer waited for her responses, and because of this, Pamela was able to thoroughly observe his features. He was muscular— not that she couldn’t already assume this from how easily he lifted her off the floor earlier— with shoulders broad yet wilting and a clean-shaven face with distinct scars on his neck and cheeks. His skin was tan, but not the perfect sort of golden tan sought after like celebrities, but rather the rough, sun-ravished tan of someone who’s spent much too many back-breaking years in the sun laboring away, and by his graying hair balding in the middle, she guessed him to be in his mid-fifties. “... And in the summer, I’ve got a neglected garden on the side of the house there where I’m gonna plant carrots and maybe even, I don’t know, maybe some watermelon or some squash. Yeah, squash. Get it looking real nice.”

“That sounds lovely, Tom...” she chimed in hardly audibly. It was all becoming much too disturbing for her to hear, so she instead focused on her meal one dismal bite at a time in an attempt to tune out Tom’s rambling of vacations and honeymoons and holidays and him even going as far as suggesting when they both passed away, he’d like for them to be buried next to his parents, truly convinced him and Pamela were destined to grow elderly together. Soon both their meals would be finished, and her adrenaline spiked with the anticipation of what would come next, but not before doubt dug its ugly fangs into her thoughts and forced her to consider the slim chances of finding anyone driving this late of an hour that could help her even if she did make it to the main road— however far away that was. 

At long last, she took her final bite, and right on cue patting his stomach completely pleased, Tom finished his supper as well as he reclined in his chair with a grotesque belch and a sigh to follow.

“Shoot, I really can’t remember the last time I had such a great time with company. You know that?” He rose to scrape his plate into the overflowing trashcan and after placing it atop the pile of dishes equally as overflowing in the sink, walked over to the revolver to secure in the holster about his waist. “I think it’s about time we retire to bed. Whadoyasay?”

“Sure. You bet...” Pamela fought to remain as calm as possible, but her heart was racing. This was it; this was the moment she was waiting for. There was absolutely no way he would lug her about the home to his bedroom still bound to the chair, and the outlines of syringes he kept hidden in his pockets were nowhere to be seen. He’d need to unlock her bicycle-cabled ankles— at least she prayed there wasn’t any other barbarically unexpected manner he’d get her to the bedroom— but first, she needed to distract him. Only briefly and fast. Quickly she downed her water as he sauntered around to her side of the table. 

“Hey,” she spoke abruptly as he reached for her untouched glass of gin, his hand stopping midair as he stared down at her curiously. “Would it be alright if I please got just one more glass of water? I’m just... I’m just still so parched.” 

“But of course, honey,” he reacted delightfully, much to Pamela’s relief. “What was I even thinking pouring you alcohol after going so long without water? More water it is! Salut!” He held up the now empty glass high in a toast before taking it back to the sink, and with what precious seconds she had with his back turned, anxiously she looked around for anything to aid in her escape. She’d need to hit him with something, something hard and preferably jagged if he loosened the cable. The plate would’ve been perfect had she not been so foolish in breaking it, but she quickly surmised he would’ve taken it to the dirty dishes heaped in the sink long before she had her ankles released. She then spied a rather sharp-looking glass shard across the floor, but it was too far away to suddenly make a move towards; he’d seize her for sure. She considered the candle in the middle of the table, envisioning its elongated burning end plunging into his eye. Too far away as well, she surmised. Her only option left was the fork beside the greasy stain on the tablecloth where her meal once sat. I’ll have to go with stabbing. Maybe stab his face with the fork, she accepted with a deep breath. Perhaps that’s how he got all those scars on his cheeks and neck...

Stealthily, she slid the fork beneath the table, concealing both the pronged cutlery and her dangerous intentions by the tablecloth draping over the table’s edge. The dam of her timidity burst, and courage flowed wildly like an unstoppable river throughout her entire soul, the soul of a survivor as he brought back the glass again filled with water. She had one vision and one vision in mind only: to attack and then run like hell to find help. 

“Alrighty, now no funny business, ya hear? I know it’s going to take some time gettin’ used to your new living situation here with me, sweetie, but I promise you I’ve got the most comfortable bed from here to Tennessee. I guarantee you that. Custom made too.” She held the fork beneath her thigh with one hand while taking small sips from the brim of the cup with the other as she carefully studied his every twitch of muscle out of her peripheral. He reached in his pocket and a sound she never believed in her life she’d rejoice over was heard: the jingling of keys... He was going to free her ankles.

She felt her heart start to flutter as fast as hummingbird wings. She had never before experienced this sort of adrenaline now cascading throughout her entire being, this instinctual fight and flight combo about to be put to the ultimate test, and nearly spilt the cup of water setting it down as she struggled to steady her nerves. With restrained fury and sweaty palms, she gripped her weapon tightly as Tom bent towards her feet with the key, and as soon as she sensed her skin rid of the dreadful material and before he hardly had a moment to straighten up, with a hair-raising shriek Pamela drove the fork frightfully quick like a python strike into his face. She missed his eyes as initially planned and instead punctured his cheek, but the little utensil succeeded in its mission, and Tom recoiled away in shock and pain.

Without a second to waste, Pamela bolted down the first unlit hallway she spotted and upon entering ran into what felt like a fish tank, making both her and the tank crash to the floor before quickly recovering to sprint madly to freedom. A sharp pain ailed her thigh, but she carried on as fast as her legs could manage amidst the darkness with each passing second expecting a bullet to go straight through the back of her head. She rounded a corner, and her eyes nearly popped out from hope seeing a light at the end of the hall, a porch light illuminating a driveway. The front door. Faster than she thought possible she sprinted. This was it. She was going to make it outside whether she had to bust down the door with all her momentum or not. 

But only halfway to her destination, suddenly the hallway lights turned on. She screamed and her legs felt dead and useless as she froze upon witnessing the terrifying sight around her. Snakes. Snakes of all sizes in various enclosures of all sizes lined the walls on both sides of her. Medium multicolored ones. Plain black ones. Menacing large brown ones. Harmless-looking teensy green ones. All slithering or lounging about their mini prisons beneath heat lamps. In the enclosure closest to her left, an agitated red and white snake laid poised to strike as a small white mouse soon to be dinner sniffed the air in confusion.

Her senses were as frazzled and confused as the mouse at this unbelievably horrendous hell that had continued to unravel before her very eyes, but every precious second counted, more so than ever before in her entire life. She composed herself as well as she could and quickly shook off the shock to continue her desperate dash to freedom. In mere moments, a thousand thoughts raced through her head— getting to that main road even if she had to detour into the woods to avoid the dog; her daughter’s face and being reunited with her again; finding a police officer to arrest this wretched monster of a man and lock him away for the rest of his miserable life. She was close. So damn close. 

Suddenly the sound of a gunshot erupted behind her, and Pamela’s legs lost their momentum. She tumbled to the ground where she laid face-down grabbing behind her head. She was certain she’d been shot. She was dead. Tom had caught up because she’d foolishly hesitated to gawk at the snakes. Every precious second counted, more so than ever before in her entire life, and now her life was over. Her brain simply had yet to shut off like scientists claimed happened when one died so suddenly, so tragically... An enormous silence to follow ushered her into the next realm of existence... 

“Get up.” She jumped at the stern tone of Tom’s voice. He didn’t sound too close, and she debated if she should risk her life and continue fleeing. After all, she was dead either way. “Get up and turn around!” 

Goddamnit. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, FUCK! she cursed her frustrations in her thoughts. She had failed... She had failed the only chance she had... Slowly she rose defeatedly off the ground and turned around with her hands held up, both of them twitching in fear as tears trickled down her cheeks. Tom held the revolver down by his waist like they did during duels in old western movies and had simply shot the ceiling to startle her into stopping. 

“Please don’t kill me,” Pamela begged through sobbing breaths, but Tom didn’t respond and instead was staring at her leg.

“It’s not gonna be me that kills you.” Unsure of how to respond, Pamela merely stood with her hands still raised.

“Please,” she mustered again with her voice cracking. 

“I’m not kidding. It’s not going to be me that kills you.” The stony southern drawl in his voice dissipated and returned to its former eccentric conceitedness. “I noticed you took down one of my damn tanks back there hightailing it outta here, and if it’s the one I sure think it is, I don’t think you’re going to get very far by the looks of your leg.” Amidst the gunshot and adrenaline, Pamela had forgotten about the pain in her leg, and when she glanced down, she noticed blood trickling down her thigh. “Looks like my inland taipan imported from Australia got ya good in the leg there. Usually a sweet little bastard too, so I guess you must’ve really spooked ‘im toppling over him like that, and figurin’ how fast your pulse is probably goin’ you got about thirty minutes tops til you start feeling like a car hit ya. That leg’s gonna feel some major paralysis.” The feeling of defeat came back swinging, pummeling her hopes to bits; she scantly had a chance of making it to the main road even if she had made it out the building a thousand yards ahead of him. Tom holstered his revolver, and a smug smile stretched across his face. “And it just so happens I have the antivenom upstairs too. You best sit perfectly still, or you’ll be a corpse before I’m back.” 

Leisurely he turned to disappear towards the dining room. Pamela could sense the nausea creeping in, the bell peppers and beef beginning to rot away in her gut as a feverish sweat broke out across her body. The door... the door called to her. Freedom, it beckoned. Freedom from this reptilian purgatory. The hallway started spinning and its spatial dimensions waxed and waned as the snake tanks came alive with hisses. She turned to flee towards the porch. Poisoned or not, escape was her only option. Already her leg was growing paralyzed, and she was forced to drag it along with her arms. Sweat drenched her clothes. Blood from her thigh dripped along the floor. The door kept getting closer and then further, then closer yet again and further even more. The chorus of hisses strengthened disturbingly, and the spinning of the room intensified as she spewed up her dinner and collapsed on the floor right next to it not but a few meters away from the doorknob. The venom careening throughout her veins and arteries ravaged not only her body but her tenacity as well. She had failed. All her efforts, her fighting spirit, and now her entire physical body were very much failing.

Accepting death, she rolled over onto her back to see Tom with the antivenom in his hand looming over her, his ginormous grin and soulless eyes devouring her writhing figure, and in that moment consumed now by the monstrous orchestra of hisses, Pamela realized this nightmare would be far from over. 
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Courtney
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8:00 p.m. marked the time on the kitchen stove of a quaint double-wide trailer off Oak St. Having been let off the school bus hours ago, Courtney happily watched and occasionally giggled at the comical Disney cartoons flashing before her eyes on the living room television. She was eight years old and proud to say in the big ol’ second grade and waited indifferently like any other ol’ school night for her mother to return home from her job. She didn’t have a father— and frankly hadn’t a clue whatever became of him before she was born— so being alone at this hour was typical on a weeknight for the curly-headed, freckled-faced little girl since her mother occasionally worked late down at the casino, and on those nights Courtney rather enjoyed the unlimited, unsupervised access to the TV despite her mother trying to drill into her noggin an afternoon routine of completing her homework as soon as she got home before using any sort of technology. But kids would be kids, and tonight Courtney found herself accidentally sucked into roughly four hours of whimsical shows without even giving a second thought to rummaging through her kitty-cat-covered book bag she’d abandoned earlier by the front door to retrieve her take-home assignments. 

However, by around 8:30, something kept gnawing at her stomach. Hunger. The undeniable desire for a filling meal other than the chips and salsa and cold sandwiches her mother left her as an afternoon snack before heading into work earlier in the day. Courtney was especially puzzled when this nagging feeling eventually directed her attention away from the television long enough to amble over and observe 8:42 p.m. now on the kitchen stove. She then strolled over to the front door and with her tiny fingers pushed the window curtain aside to take a quick peek at the driveway where her mother’s car was nowhere to be seen. However, this was not entirely troubling to her, at least not yet; sometimes traffic delays could be the reason for her mom’s absence, or other times if she was making an exceptional number of tips as a waitress, she’d stay a little over her scheduled time. After all, any extra change helped while being a single parent. Courtney considered this as much as a child’s short attention span could before making her way back to her show. 

Mom’ll be home soon. No worries. Mesmerized by the television, she hadn’t realized until she’d reached for them that she was now out of chips as she peeked disappointingly into the empty bag deflated on the coffee table before her. She briefly considered drinking the salsa solo out the jar, but the idea of it felt messy and unappetizing. Mom’ll be home soon. Then she’ll make us a yummy meal. Nooo worries. She carried on to the next program and sporadically with the remote found herself jumping to other streaming services hoping anything more interesting could captivate her attention; unbeknownst to her being but eight, she was starting to experience a classic case of anxiety, and to distract herself from the feeling, she breezed back into the kitchen— 9:27 the digital clock on the stove now read— and then back to the window on the front door, but still no sight of mom where the car should’ve been. 

She’s going to be home soon. She always shows up. Seriously, NO WORRIES, she tried once more assuring herself, but even amidst the most abnormal scenarios that could delay her mother’s arrival home, nothing could justify her shirking their usual routine this late. By then, they both should’ve been tucked in together in her mother’s ginormous king-sized bed and ready to retire to sweet dreams till morning.

10:15 the stove’s clock eventually read, but Courtney was never aware of this; the sands of drowsiness sneakily settled in and gradually made it impossible to keep her sunk eyes open as she drifted off to pleasant dreams with the television in the background droning on until dawn. 

***
[image: ]


The speaking of an anchorman dutifully reporting the day’s headlines across the world— some heartwarming, others horrific— greeted Courtney’s ears as groggily she blinked and tried rubbing the heaviness of sleep away from her eyes. With a spritely charge of energy only a child could muster upon awakening, she quickly recovered and kicked the sleepiness aside as she shot up on the sofa, kicking her blanket aside as well. A feeling of sudden confusion as to where her cartoons had gone crept over her, and a light beaming through the living room blinds convinced her headlights were in the driveway. 

Mom’s home FINALLY... She slid off the couch and sprinted over to the window, and when she pushed the crinkly blinds apart, the light from outside was unexpectedly blinding. It was morning, and still no vehicle was parked in their driveway. The only sign of life was their neighbor, old Mr. Jenkins watering his garden as he did every other morning. Confusion persisted. She sauntered to her mother’s bedroom. As she passed, she noticed the clock on the stove now read 7:56 a.m., and she had missed the bus for school; her mother would have already had her up and at ‘em by then and heading down the school’s hallway to take a seat in Mrs. Hensley’s class ahead of the 8 o’clock bell and morning announcements to start another dull, lesson-filled day. She creaked open the bedroom door, the wood at the bottom of it sighing across the carpet. The bed was unmade, and she couldn’t detect anyone amidst the covers. Nevertheless, she sought any sign of life as the uneasiness slowly settled in she was still alone. 

“Mom?” she whispered. No response. “Mom, are you in here? Are you home?” Her voice gradually picked up in volume, but still, no one answered. She peeked into her mother’s unlit bathroom, but the terror of what unseen monsters lurked there in the dark was too much for her after having recently watched one too many late-night horror movies, and she fled out of the room at lightning speed. “Mom!” she began shouting all throughout the hushed home with the dread of the bathroom monsters hunting after her fueling her increasingly frantic calls. She checked the backyard. She checked the kitchen once more. She even checked her own bedroom. No mom. Tears that blurred her vision swelled in her eyes as innocent explanations flittered through her thoughts. 

Maybe Mom had to work super late last night. So late, she’s coming home right now. Or-or... hmm... or maybe she already came home while I was sleeping and had to go back to work early, and now she’s letting me play hooky. Yeah, maybe that’s it! That’s gotta be it. She moved to sit back on the large sofa she had spent countless nights prior imperturbably awaiting the familiar jingle-jangle of her mom’s keys unlocking the front door as she returned from her job, sometimes with surprises and scrumptious fast food for supper, other times empty-handed and exhausted, but either way always with the same soothing greeting only a mother could possess when she wanted to know all about her daughter’s day. 

But now... now the usually comfy sofa felt more like coarse Velcro as if Courtney were stuck to it indefinitely while indecisive on what to do next. On the television, the trudge of the news had pranced over to early-morning talk shows, but the loquaciously cheerful commentary between the cast members was muffled and distant to her ears. She needed to move and with great effort freed herself from the constrictive clutches of the couch to venture over to the window once more. Unsurprisingly, the driveway was still empty, and across the street old man Jenkins was now reading away on his phone in a rocking chair on his porch. 

Courtney’d had conversations with Mr. Jenkins on various occasions. He was always teasing her in a lightheartedly, grandfatherly manner about her sassy attitude to which she’d reciprocate playfully by sticking her tongue out at him with her hands sprawled aside her ears in a mocking nana-nana-booboo gesture, and he and her mother would casually chat about things like inflation, ridiculous gas prices or the current state of politics among other boring, old adult topics unfamiliar to Courtney’s ears if they ever happened upon each other at the end of their driveways by the mailboxes. He was friendly enough and never much in a hurry to shoo them both away no matter what time of day it was— unlike the stereotypical grumpiness Courtney assumed all old men were capable of— and because of this, she decided to muster up the courage to leave the safety of the house and inquire if he perhaps knew what had become of her mother. 

Outside on
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