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“An encouraging tale of neighborliness and camaraderie in the face of the unknown. A big-hearted, often amusing tale of the weirdness of suburbia.” 

— Kirkus Reviews

“A darkly comic and sometimes surreal portrait of a politically and racially mixed, middle-class Austin enclave... smooth and clear prose offers refreshing and absorbing reading.”

— Lone Star Literary Life

“Starman After Midnight is effortlessly funny, likably odd, surprisingly moving, and imminently relatable—a genuine pleasure to read.” 

— BlueInk Review

“The book intersperses named stories with the novel’s ten chapters, creating a fun reading experience that incorporates Seff’s prose into Semegran’s writing... Starman After Midnight offers laugh-a-minute reading with wise guy observations.” 

— Readers' Favorite Book Reviews

“Scott Semegran’s Starman After Midnight is a wonderful kaleidoscope that turns through a variety of characters’ points of view while maintaining a humorous throughline about a mysterious naked man who is wandering the after-midnight streets, menacing the locals. This book shines through its characters’ relationships to one another and to their neighborhood. Interspersed are transitional vignettes that cleverly link the montages. Starman After Midnight is packed full of goodies that will charm every reader.” 

— Kerri Schlottman, award-winning author of Tell Me One Thing

“A great story... as unique as it was a pleasure to read.” 

— Reedsy Discovery

“The tale is, quite simply, utterly compelling, fun, and attractive. Starman After Midnight will reach audiences interested in humor, puzzles, interpersonal relationship quandaries, and community challenge. It will also delight libraries looking for accessible, modern literary works that sizzle with originality and delightful surprises.” 

— D. Donovan, Senior Reviewer, Midwest Book Review

“Starman After Midnight is an absorbing, immersive, and intriguing collection. [Semegran] brings a uniquely quirky and often surrealistic quality to the interconnected tales full of mystery and suspense.” 

— The BookLife Prize
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Dedication
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For my friends and weird neighbors

Margie Faust and Kris Sands
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Epigraph
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“In all the ages I have helped to celebrate the triumphs of genius, the achievements of arms, the havoc of storm, fire, pestilence, famine...and this is my reward—playing Wild Man in Kansas without a shirt!” 

—Mark Twain, “The Wild Man Interviewed”

from The Fort Scott Weekly Press, October 15, 1869
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The Neighborhood Awakens
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The neighborhood awakens

The lawns bathed in dew and spilt beer

Barbeque pits smoldering and marital discord quelled as the workweek begins anew

Children walk to school, some evading angry dogs

Fathers and mothers drive into morning traffic, drinking coffee, rehashing arguments

Who cares who is right

when there are bills

and mortgages

and car loans

and student loans

and hungry mouths?

The neighborhood awakens

Trash and recycle bins line the curbs

The crossing guards beaming at the kids

City workers, hungover, replace ancient water meters with electronic ones

​As the neighborhood awakens again. 
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The Kirby Boys Battle Cindy the Wiener Dog
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The Kirbys have four sons—ages five, seven, seven, and nine. Every weekday morning, the four boys walk together to the elementary school at the far end of the block. Four towheaded boys with brick-red freckles and matching R2D2 backpacks and Nike sneakers and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles t-shirts, trotting in formation. Two are twins, although their appearance suggests quadruplets. Their morning routine begins with sugary cereal and fruit juice and ends with toothbrushing and kisses goodbye. Their mother rarely accompanies them anymore as her morning routine begins with prepping them for school, then shooing them out the door. She is heavy with child, hopefully a girl this time.

The boys sing as they skip through the damp front lawn to the sidewalk, the spring air thick with humidity. Every morning they celebrate their new day until they get to the third house down.

That’s where Cindy the wiener dog lurks and waits for them, lying in the shaggy grass behind the fence, ready to ambush them through a space left by a missing picket. Some mornings, the dog goes for Jonah’s ankles. Other mornings, she bites Levi in the buttocks. Sometimes, she doesn’t attack at all, leaving the horrific silence of their guessing. There’s no rhyme or reason to her pattern—the only constant is the boys’ fear.

They beg their mother to speak to Cindy’s owner: Mrs. Trudell. She is old, retired, and practically deaf. She never seems to hear or see her dog’s savagery toward the boys. As far as she knows, Cindy the wiener dog is sweet as pie. She apologizes to Mrs. Kirby in the form of baked goods and is instantly absolved of Cindy’s alleged assaults, but this doesn’t stop Cindy’s tyrannical advances on the boys.

Soon enough, the weary boys forge plans. They strategize. They figure they outnumber Cindy four to one. They’re human—they deduce—and she is a lowly, mean animal. At first, they decide who’ll be the decoy while the others run for the school, whoever is “it” decided by a swift round of “rock paper scissors.” But this strategy doesn’t keep them all safe from Cindy’s sharp teeth. The decoy would get bit most of the time.

It’s a conundrum. Until one morning, the one named Noah has an epiphany: the decoy needs to be something that doesn’t feel pain.

Answer: his remote-controlled truck he received last Christmas from Santa.

One night, Noah gathers his brothers in their bedroom, sitting in between two sets of bunk beds on two of the walls—Toy Story-themed comforters on three of the beds, Spider-Man blanket on the fourth. He fills the red toy truck bed with Froot Loops cereal and adheres a raccoon tail—easily ripped from a coonskin cap from Six Flags Over Texas—to the rear bumper with clear packing tape. He gleefully explains tomorrow morning’s strategy. The boys, buzzing with anticipation, can barely sleep, yellow beams from four small flashlights dancing on the walls, light reflecting from glow-in-the-dark foam stars adhered to the ceiling.

The next morning, the boys kiss their mother goodbye and run outside. Soon enough, they post up in the yard before Cindy’s grassy domain. Jonah sets the truck decoy on the sidewalk. Noah readies the remote control. Levi giggles. Elijah yells, “Go!”

The truck careens away from the boys and down the sidewalk. Cindy attacks from the fence, then pursues the truck across the street, lunging at it in the yard over there. The angry dog snaps after the cereal—all gnashing teeth and lips and slobber—and gnaws at the plastic body of the truck and the polyester fur of the raccoon tail.

The four brothers tiptoe toward school unnoticed, looking back to witness Cindy’s unrelenting assault to their decoy. A few houses down, they high-five Noah for his exceptional plan, even rubbing his blond mane with verve, then trot unharmed to school.

They’re victorious. This time.

The only problem: the decoy is destroyed.

But that’s a problem for a different morning.

This morning, they win.
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Chapter 1
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The best stories always came out after two beers. One beer was good for getting your inhibitions down, maybe even helping you forget about how bad you had it at work or at home or whatever. But two beers, that was the magic number. Two beers got you transfixed. Two beers got you the good stuff. So, whenever Big Dave—my neighbor—came over, I knew once he finished his second beer, that’s when the best stories were going to come out. It was guaranteed.

“Did I tell you that I finally blasted that gosh-dern squirrel? The one that’s been driving me to Crazy Town?” Big Dave said, crushing the aluminum can of his second beer in his right hand, then throwing it into the recycle bin that sat on the opposite side of my back patio, which sat next to a small trash can overflowing with baby-blue face masks—our pandemic protective respiratory shields. He had a beautifully fluid motion to his throw like a premier NBA free-throw shooter. It seemed Big Dave threw it straight into the bin every time without even looking.

“No, you didn’t tell me,” I said, handing him a third beer from the plastic ice chest, sitting in between our patio chairs like a thrift store bargain-bin lamp table. I secured the lid back on after handing him the beer, then placed the caramel-colored glass ashtray back. “The squirrel that was running across your roof?”

“Yup.”

“Tell me then.”

“All right,” he started while cracking open that third beer, foam erupting out the top of the can, a little splattering on me. “So, I was in the kitchen cooking a pot of my famous chili—”

“Do you put beans in yours?” I interrupted, almost unconsciously. I soon regretted asking that question.

Big Dave shot me a hot stare. “No God-fearing Texan puts gosh-dern beans in their chili. Are you crazy?!”

“I like beans in my chili, so I guess I’m crazy.”

“Can I tell my squirrel story already?” he said, then gulped some beer.

“Yes, sorry. Proceed.”

“Thank you. So, I was cooking a pot of my famous chili—without beans, thank you very much—when that sumbitch started trotting across my roof, running back and forth like it was wearing clogs or something.”

“A squirrel wearing clogs?” I said, amused and bewildered simultaneously at the thought.

“That’s what it sounded like. So, I gave my chili a good stir and I set the lid on the pot and I went into my bedroom to get my gun.”

“Which one?” I said. As a writer, I can’t listen to anyone tell me a story without the smallest details, the minutiae of facts. I needed all essential information: every little bit.

Big Dave gave me the stink eye, then huffed. “My favorite, of course. The Glock nine-millimeter. The one with the silencer.”

I guffawed. “You shot the squirrel with a Glock?” It seemed like an excessive way to deal with an innocuous situation, but Big Dave had his ways.

“I said I had the silencer on. Duh,” he replied, drawing out the “uh” sound long enough to let me know that he meant business. “I wasn’t going to disturb the neighbors. But I hadn’t shot the squirrel yet in this part of the story. Maybe if you’d quit interrupting me, then I could finish telling it.”

“Yep,” I muttered. I sipped my beer.

He gulped from his, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then continued. “So, I got my gun and went out back, through the grass toward the back corner of the yard so I could turn around and survey the roof in all its glory. The sun was still out, so I could see real good. And up there at the top of my chimney, that sumbitch sat there just looking at me with his beady black eyes, and he had the biggest nutsack I’d ever seen on an animal that size. His nuts seemed bigger than mine!”

“I doubt that,” I cracked. This made Big Dave laugh and he punched me in the arm as a sign of approval. My deltoid throbbed after he socked it, then my dog—who sat inside patiently watching us—began barking, right behind the glass sliding door. She must have witnessed the assault and got fired up. My sweet dog loved me so much that she was willing to maul Big Dave to prove it. A yellow lab with a mystery breed mixed in—something naughty and hyper like a boxer or some such—she could barely contain herself. She scratched at the glass like she was running on a treadmill, slobber flying everywhere.

Her barking simply annoyed Big Dave. “Will you tell Valor to zip it?”

That was my dog’s name: Valor. “Zip it!” I repeated. Valor shut her trap and laid down on the rug, instantly sheepish.

“Anyway, his nuts were so big, it looked like he was sitting on a big ol’ hairy beanbag. And he just stared at me like he was taunting me. He was taunting me. I could tell he was. So I told him, ‘I’m gonna blast your nuts off for running across my roof!’ And I swear he scoffed at me. That little sumbitch scoffed. Can you believe it?”

Big Dave was getting excited now as he leapt up from his chair, shaking his fists toward the sky in the same direction I imagined he looked at that poor squirrel, the one who had no idea just how angry he’d made my deranged neighbor. People called him Big Dave for a reason as he was as big as a house, mostly bald underneath that filthy red Make America Great Again baseball cap of his, fists like boulders, feet like oak tree stumps, a gut like Enchanted Rock—the pink granite round-top mountain about ninety-five miles west of Austin (our hometown)—a scruffy goatee with breadcrumbs from lunch still stuck in it, and an attitude as big as the great state of Texas. In contrast to my lean physique, full head of brown hair, and business-casual work clothes I was still wearing (I had a meeting with a bookstore owner earlier in the day), we were an odd couple like no other. I imagine if it wasn’t for the beer and the close proximity of our houses, we’d probably never be friends out in the greater world. Oil and vinegar, as they say. Or is it oil and water?

“The only scoffing squirrels I know about live on the University of Texas campus, right behind the Business School.”

“Seems reasonable,” Big Dave agreed as he finished his third beer, crushing the can and tossing it in the bin. “Beer me.”

I took a cold one out of the cooler and handed it to him. He cracked it open and took a swig.

“So then what did you do?” I said.

“Well, I aimed my Glock at that uppity sumbitch’s nutsack while it sat there flicking its tail around. It was taunting me, it was, like I said. So, I firmly pulled the trigger and blasted that sucker. And you know what happened?”

“What?”

“Poof. It was gone,” he said, snapping his fingers, then chuckled.

“Gone?” I asked him.

“Yup.”

“Like, it fell off the roof and you couldn’t find it?”

“Nope. Obliterated is the word, I think. Blasted to particles. Its squirrel atoms evaporated into thin air.” Big Dave sucked on his beer.

I shook my head. “Doesn’t seem right that you shot a squirrel with a Glock.”

“It’s my right, you know? Second amendment. Come and take it.”

“Ummm,” I said, too dumbfounded to even drink my beer. “I don’t think forming a militia and shooting a squirrel in a neighborhood are even close to being the same thing.”

Big Dave turned to me, obviously offended at my statement. “Sure it is. That walking vermin nutsack was trespassing. I’m a one-man army, you know? Might as well be my own militia.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Sure it does. This is my property. I can do whatever I want.”

“No, it doesn’t. You could have shot my roof or some kid walking by. What if the bullet ricocheted?”

“Rico-what?”

“You heard me.”

Big Dave shot up from his chair and turned to me, his face a hotter-than-normal shade of red. His left eye twitched. He tilted his head back, gulping the last of his beer, then threw the empty can into the bin. He never missed no matter how he threw the cans. Right at this moment, my wife—Laura Ann—stuck her head out the back patio door. Valor burst out of the house below her and, at first, I thought she’d attack Big Dave, but she ran past him and out into the yard and around to the side, barking and growling out of sight.

My wife seemed cheery, yet concerned. Maybe she heard Big Dave slowly losing his temper. “Everything all right out here?” she asked us.

I shrugged.

Big Dave scoffed, probably how I imagined the now-nonexistent squirrel with the big testicles scoffed at him. “I know when I’m not wanted.”

“Oh, come on,” I said, sorry now. I wasn’t ready for him to leave yet. There was still plenty of beer to drink and the night was young with possibility.

“Besides, I hear my wife calling. Thanks for the beer,” he said, then started for the gate that connected our two backyards at the middle of our fence. Right as he closed the gate behind him, he called out, “Sayonara.”

Valor pounced on the gate a couple of times after him, then ran back to me and laid down at my feet on the cold concrete, panting and slobbering.

“Bueno bye,” I replied, softly.

My lovely wife sat in the unoccupied patio chair, probably still warm from Big Dave’s big behind. More and more beautiful with every passing day, she had her salt-and-pepper brunette hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, exposing her slender neck. So tantalizing.

“What was that all about?” she said.

“Beats me. Want a beer?”

“No,” she said, patting me on the hand. “I just wanted you to know that I was going to meditate and ask that you keep it down out here. Okay?”

“I’ll keep it down—by myself.”

“Thank you, dear,” she said, leaning over to kiss me on the cheek. Then she got up to go inside. Before closing the patio door, she said, “See you in bed. I’ll put Valor in her crate.”

“Thanks, sweetheart. Looking forward to seeing you in bed,” I said.

She called Valor inside, then she slid the door closed.

I’m not sure exactly when my nightly ritual started, sitting on the back patio drinking beer, but whenever it was, I’m grateful. It’s truly my cherished time. I love it so much, almost as much as spending time with my wife. Now, if I’m sitting on the back patio drinking beer with my wife, then it would be doubly special. She doesn’t sit out there with me very often, though, just sometimes, and that’s okay. She has her own life. You know? She’s her own person. She has her cherished time, too, maybe almost as cherished as my time on the back porch drinking beer. Meditating, that’s it: her cherished time.

So, when I start thinking about when this ritual of mine started, it’s hard to pin down. There were certainly times before the pandemic that I sat on the back patio, drinking beer, and contemplating my place in the universe, or sitting with Big Dave and contemplating our places in the neighborhood, which in essence was our universe. But it wasn’t daily. I think the pandemic was the impetus to daily-sitting and beer-drinking on the back patio. I was already at home. I was in dire need of time in the out-of-doors without a mask on. I usually had a stocked refrigerator, or a pony keg of home brew, or an ice chest full of beer in cans and bottles, so no need to go to the store or to a bar. Besides, the pandemic cured my desire to hang around a lot of strange folks while drinking alcohol. I could simply do that at home by myself, or with Big Dave.

When Laura Ann and I bought the house, the gate connecting the two backyards was certainly something that caught our attention. We asked the realtor why they were connected and she didn’t know. “Maybe the previous owners were friends,” she said to us. Friends? How unusual, I thought. Being close enough to our neighbors to share our yards in this way was definitely a strange notion to us. We’d never been that close to our neighbors before, but it wasn’t long after I met Big Dave for the first time that he opened the gate one night and asked if he could come over. Once he saw that I had a beer cooler on the back patio, then it was all a done deal. Privacy: be damned.

But at this moment, with Big Dave angry and gone and my wife inside meditating and my dog lying in her crate, I took the opportunity to ruminate about the book I had been writing. It was the story of five city employees who worked for the water department who found a briefcase full of money: ten thousand dollars to be exact. They decided to share the money. Of course, they couldn’t keep their big mouths shut and they told everybody about the loot. Somehow, word got back to the mayor, who decided to use them as props for his own political gain. He called a press conference and invited all the reporters in the area. This book was something of a farce, very satirical in nature. It was supposed to be a send-up of Texas politics. I’d been working on it, on and off, for five years, but I seemed to have gotten myself into a creative hole that I couldn’t get out of. As I sat ruminating about my story, I heard the gate creak open. Soon enough, Big Dave appeared in front of me, looking sheepish.

“I’m not really mad at you,” he said. His face flushed. “You know, about that Second Amendment stuff and all.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m not mad at you either.” 

“Can I have a beer, please? I ran out at the house.” 

“Sure, man.”

Big Dave smiled and opened the cooler, grabbing two beers. “Thanks,” he said, happier now. “I’ll have to get some at the grocery store tomorrow. Say, have you talked to Mrs. Trudell lately?”

“No, I haven’t
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