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KJ’s eyes dance with excitement as he asks, “Wanna know a secret?” His puffy cheeks and ear tips flush.

“Maybe.” The last time I said yes to my crazy friend, I got burned. Mom didn’t care it wasn’t my idea to freeze her goldfish to see if they’d flop when they thawed out. “Are we going to get in trouble?”

He chuckles and slaps my back. “Buddy, have I ever steered you wrong?” 

I pick at my sore hangnail. “Yeah. Lots of times. Like last year at my tenth birthday party, when you passed my dad’s beer around.” 

“Cluck, cluck, cluck. If you’re chicken, we should play a game.” His glance shoots over my shoulder toward the family room. “Where’s your Xbox?”

Despite my reservations, my curiosity is up. “What is it, KJ? The secret.”

“Changed your mind?” He hoots like an owl who’s been goosed. “Come on.” He sets off at a trot toward the forest that stretches away from our families’ lakefront houses. 

Before long, he stops beside a giant fir toppled by a recent windstorm. Beside us, the root mass towers twelve feet high, like a wall of squirming serpents. At the bottom of the knee-deep crater where the roots had been, KJ kneels beside a darker, ragged hole a couple of feet wide. He looks at me, huffing after our run. “It’s a portal.”

I snort. “Sure it is. You brought me here for a hole? We coulda been gaming.”

“Don’t believe me?” He pulls a flashlight from his pocket and pats the ground beside him. “Come here.”

I roll my eyes and lower myself to kneeling. A moldy bread smell rises from the pit. I lean forward as far as I dare. It looks dangerously deep.

He shoves the flashlight in my hand. “Go ahead. Try to see the bottom.” 

I shine the light as straight down as I can. Its beam dissolves in blackness. “Yeah, I can’t, but that doesn’t prove much.”

“Okay, Mr. Doubtfire.” He hands me a fist-sized rock. “Drop this down the hole.”

I let the rock fall and cock my ear to listen for the impact. Nothing but stone-cold silence. I stand to gather a few more rocks and drop them in. Nothing. “Maybe the bottom’s soft.”

“Sure.” KJ scratches his armpits and makes a monkey face. “Somebody put a pillow down there.”

For a second I wonder if KJ had done that. But even then, rocks would make some noise when they fell on each other. I toss more in, at different angles, hoping to ricochet off the hole’s side walls. Still nothing. 

Grabbing a branch from the ground nearby, I poke its end into the void. The limb jerks free and vanishes into the darkness without a sound. A shiver slithers down my back. Had it been tugged? I don’t want to find out. “Okay, I can’t explain it. But what makes you think it’s a portal?”

“I have proof.” KJ’s eyes lock on mine. “But it has to be our secret. Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

“Why?”

He juts his chin at me. “Just promise. Then I’ll tell you.”

I sigh. It’s the only way he’ll talk. “Whatever. Sure, I’ll keep your secret.” 

He glances over each shoulder before continuing. “A few days ago, I dropped Whiskers down there.” His whispering seems loud in the soft morning air.

My jaw drops like an open nutcracker. “You did what?” Sure, KJ hates his family cat because of his allergies, but he must be jerking me around.

“Yep. Figured a cat can get out of anything.” He gnaws his lip a little, like he always does when afraid of getting into trouble.

Now I know he’s not kidding. “So, did she get out?” 

KJ shrugs. 

“What happened to her?”

“She vanished. Like the rock. Not even a meow as she dropped...just poof.”

“Where’d she go?”

“How should I know? Maybe a wormhole took her to another universe. Or maybe it flips around and she’ll turn up back at home. Don’t ask me.”

“If your parents find out, you’ll be dead.”

“Yeah, they’re freaking out. I had to help make some Lost Cat signs. We’re putting them up after lunch.”

“Look, if you won’t tell your parents what you did, at least promise me you won’t do anything like that again.”

KJ sighs. “Don’t worry, I couldn’t, even if I wanted to.” He studies the hole. “After all, she was our only cat.”

He says it like she’s already dead. “I dunno, man. We should tell your parents –”

“No way.” KJ says, laying a hand on my back. “Don’t wig out on me unless you’d like to fall in there. To help Whiskers get out.”

My neck hairs tingle. I step back from the hole. “Not funny.” 

He shrugs. “Kinda.”

We walk back to his house in silence. I keep my mouth shut as we play video games until it’s time for lunch. 

I avoided KJ the rest of the summer. This time, he’d gone too far to be trusted. At the end of August, when my family moved away, Whiskers still hadn’t turned up. 

After that, I did my best to forget that bottomless pit. And most days, I could. 
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After twenty years, I’m going back. The disappearance of my wife reminded me of the day that Whiskers vanished. I want to put both painful memories to rest.

My hands clamp tight as talons on the steering wheel. My frantic windshield wipers fight off driving rain. It won’t be long before I reach my childhood home.

But even in the last mile, houses passing by look unfamiliar as a stranger’s face.

Arriving at last, I stop and sit a while, listening to the splash of rain on my car’s hood, the ping of its cooling engine. The house where I once lived faces me, unchanged except for a skin of fading yellow paint. In the foggy afternoon light, the surface of the lake beyond the house looks jagged as a rasp.  I take a steadying breath and step onto the mushy ground. For a moment, I stand, breathing air that smells of my youth, of mud and mushrooms and mystery.

The trail to the forest where KJ and I had followed oh so long ago is overgrown. I trudge through whipping weeds that slap and soak my jeans below the knee. The cold touch of wet denim on the skin of my shins makes me shudder. Maybe I’m a fool to have come.

But no. I have good reason. I pat my pocket, and the divorce decree crackles. I’ve come to throw away this one last remnant of my marriage, forget my traitorous ex, for better or for worse. But there’s something else at play. I’ve come to verify that monstrous pit is just a hole, blown out of proportion by my endless imaginings.

Before going home, I’ll be free. Of her. Of KJ. Of everything.

I spent so many hours in these woods, finding the carcass of the fallen tree is easy. After all this time, the mass of upturned roots has bleached, turned into a tangled pile of splintered bones. To my dismay, the hole is gone. In its place, a tangle of roots and fallen limbs. I stomp with frustration, spattering my pants with muck.

Taking a few steps closer, I toss some bigger branches aside. To my surprise, the ground reveals a jagged crack. Reaching down, I thrust my hand into the narrow crevice. My fingertips meet nothing but dank air. I toss more broken limbs and ragged clumps of grass away. The hole has waited for me all these years.

With mud-slicked fingers, I tear away more rubble. The hole has grown to almost three feet wide. I lean down and shout, “Whiskers!” Not even an echo. 

I step back and pull the decree from my pocket. Through tears, I watch it flop and shrivel in the wind and rain before mashing it into a soggy ball. The time has come to rid myself of this last vestige of my marriage.

A fearsome crack behind me, and a limb comes crashing down. Startled, I look back, stumble, try to find my balance on the slimy grasses underfoot. Arms flailing, I struggle to stay upright, but lose my footing, sending both legs skidding down into the pit. My hands scramble to find a grip on the mud-slick edges of the hole. For a breathless second, I teeter, half in, half out, unmoving, fingers jammed deep into muck. I wriggle upward, but the clump of grass below me tears away, and, in a horrifying flash, my body drops to shoulder height, my arms stretched out across the pit. They quaver in a struggle to hold steady, to raise myself an inch. Below me, my legs kick furiously at nothing. But gravity is unrelenting. My arms give out. I fall. Before I find a way to scream, the surface of the forest floor soars overhead. My open eyes go blind. 

And I find myself in freefall, frozen, in a place I’ll never touch down.
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EDGAR’S ABHORRENT HAVOC CONTAINMENT UNIT



Emma Space
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“I’m looking to set up an appointment.” 

“For?” Chewing gum, popping. Metal blowing out a stereo in the background. 

“My father.” 

“No—what day.” 

“I—as soon as possible.” I look at the couch, the blanket. “I don’t want him to rot.” 

“Not tomorrow. Day after?” Gum pops. Pages rifle. Someone shouts. “After school.” 

“Yeah, sure.” 

“Keep him on ice, if you can. If you have a full-size freezer or a bathtub. Probably we’ll be by after three. I’ll call you fifteen minutes before we get there.” 

“Okay, but—” 

The line clicks. 

Cassidy, across the room, arms crossed, scowls. “I told you, we should go with the town’s unit. This one is just a bunch of juvenile assholes.” 

I put the phone back in its cradle. “Yelp ratings say these guys are the best.” 

“It’s Dad!” Cassidy’s flush reaches the roots of her hair. “I don’t want some fuck-ups touching him.” Her voice is climbing, her mouth is twisted. She fights like Mom, explosive and angry, without space for my anger. 

“Fine, you call the town. You set up the appointment. Whichever one gets here first can have him. I’m going to get ice.” I let the screen door slam the door behind me. She’s been here all week, watching Dad die and watching me crumble. 

The ice stand is in a cracked corner of the AutoZone parking lot. It’s three dollars a bag, which feels criminal, but I buy ten and put them in the back of the car. No plastic liner, nothing. I forgot the tarp at home. I curse and slam doors and drive back to the house as fast as I can. 

Carl has already put Dad in the tub upstairs. “Cassidy says you went cut rate?” He doesn’t look at me as he helps unload the bags of ice.

“It’s not cut rate!” I slam the trunk harder than I need to. “They’re cheaper, yeah, but their reviews are way higher and they can come on Wednesday instead of whenever-the-fuck! Okay? So I’d appreciate it if the two of you could stop riding my ass—” 

“It’s fine.” Carl shakes his head. He’s quieter than I am, a perfect match for Cassidy. “I’m just saying, she’s pissed.” 

“And I’m pissed. Our dad is dead, and all she can do is bitch at me about the containment unit. I’m just over it.” 

“Okay. Okay.” Carl props the door open with his knee, and I sidle through. “Emotions are high. Just take a deep breath.” 

“She can take a deep breath.” I say it quietly though, so if she’s in the kitchen she won’t hear me. 

We lug four of the bags up the stairs. Dad is sleeping in the bathtub, arms crossed over his chest. 

“Should we unbag the ice? Or just put it in there with him?” 

I don’t want to bruise him. I cut the bag open and let the ice spill out, tucking it around his sides and in between his legs. Against his neck and behind his ears. His mustache twitches as I tuck him in. I wrap him completely in a blanket of cold, making sure that I fill in the cracks. 

Carl watches for a long moment, then leaves to get the rest of the ice.  
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Edgar shows up in his mother’s minivan. “Tyler drives,” he says, a bag of equipment strapped over his shoulder, jangling with every step. His piercings catch the light, and he’s carefully done his hair up in a multitude of spikes. Eyeliner has been swiped around his eyes by a clumsy finger. 

Tyler is dressed similarly to Edgar, but has none of the panache. He bends like a willow in the slight breeze. 

“Can we come in?” Egar presses. 

There are four of them total. All of them are crowded onto my welcome mat. 

“Are you some sort of band?” 

Edgar sighs. “On the weekend. Do you want us or not?” 

I open the door wider. “Please, come in.” 

All four file into my house. “Where is he?” Edgar asks, looking around the kitchen like Dad might be hiding in a corner. 

“Upstairs. Bathroom.” 

“Let’s bring him down here. Ryan, lay out the tarp. Zachary, start setting up the candles. Where’s the bathroom?” 

“It’s fine, I’ll get him.” My dad is a big man. I don’t think this guy could handle him. I tramp upstairs to the bathroom, past Cassidy, who’s curled up in an angry ball on the couch. Carl sits next to her, a half a couch cushion away, his face arranged patiently. 

“Are you going to join us?” I ask her. 

“I’m not comfortable with—” 

“I assure you, ma’am, we’re all professionals here.” Edgar has snuck into the room behind me, his hands clasped together. He is the picture of professionalism, glitter shining in the corner of his eyes. “We do at least three of these a week. We’ll send your Dad off, nice and easy.”  

The kid can’t be more than seventeen. Cassidy looks at me, then at him. “Whatever.” She wipes her nose. “Let’s make this quick.”

I bring Dad down from the bathroom. We’ve been refilling the ice, keeping the house cold, but purpling bruises are forming around the base of his neck, his arms, his eyes. I cradle him, his head against my chest, stumble onto the landing, down the stairs. 

He is heavier than I thought. But I want—to carry him. So I fall down the stairs, top heavy, bundle of flesh in my arms, careening over my own feet. I would land on my face at the bottom, if not for Edgar, a wraith, who catches my elbow as I trip past him. 

“Let Tyler have him,” Edgar says. “That’s what he’s here for.” 

And
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