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  JANUARY – 1

She was, quite simply, the woman he loved most.

There was something about Erin, some cosmic connection between him and her, because of all the women he had ever met, no one made him feel happier or more at ease than Erin, and now, after three years of living on the opposite side of the country, she was back in Boston, sitting across from him at the intimate table for two in the elegant dining room of Santoro’s Italian Restaurant.

Keith looked into Erin’s brown eyes and couldn’t believe his good fortune.

“I am so psyched you’re back,” Keith said, in between sips of his Sauvignon Blanc.

“Me, too,” Erin said. She sipped her Merlot.

“Those were my favorite times,” Keith said, “when you and I were best friends. Hard to believe that was 10 years ago already.”

“Don’t say that. I feel old,” Erin blushed.

“Twenty-seven isn’t old,” Keith said. “But 17, now that was pretty young! I knew you when you were 17. Wow!”

Behind Erin, through the large glass window, Keith could see flakes the size of golf balls catapulting to the ground.

“It’s snowing pretty good out there now,” Keith said.

Erin turned to look. “I didn’t miss these Boston winters, that’s for sure!”

“I bet you didn’t!” Keith smiled.

He remembered their walk to the restaurant, how cold it had been. It was a frigid evening, the type of punishing cold that holds no regard for clothes, ripping through them as if they weren’t there, assaulting the skin, chilling it to the bone.

“It’s cold out there,” Keith said. “It reminds me of—that night.”

“Which night?”

“You know.”

Erin stopped smiling.

Keith leaned forward.

“Have you ever told anyone—?”

“No,” Erin said quickly. “You?”

“No. Not a word.”

“I don’t like to think about it,” Erin said.

“I know. Still, it happened,” Keith said, his eyes shifting to the falling snow outside. “Seven years ago—”


  LITTLE BOYS WITH FROGS

The Ford Escort ran out of gas.

It was nearly midnight, and they were stuck on the side of a dark New Hampshire road in the middle of nowhere. They should have been home hours ago, but they had decided to go for a joy ride through the back roads of Vermont and New Hampshire after spending the final weekend of their winter break skiing in Killington, Vermont.

Not the wisest decision Keith and Erin had ever made.

“My dad’s going to kill me,” Erin said, hopping up and down outside the car to keep warm.

“My parents aren’t going to be too pleased either,” Keith said. “We told them we’d be home by 10. Jesus.”

Keith punched a button on his cell phone and looked at the screen.

“Any service yet?” Erin asked.

“No,” Keith answered. “We must be way out in the boonies.”

Erin held an empty plastic gas container in her gloved right hand. She raised it and shook it a little.

“Empty. Well, let’s go,” she said.

“Go?”

“To the gas station.”

“What gas station?” Keith asked.

“The one we passed a while back.”

“A half hour ago a while back?”

“It wasn’t a half hour ago.”

“Twenty minutes, then.”

“Ten.”

“It was not 10 minutes!” Keith said, shaking his head.

“The walk will warm us up.” Erin looked into her best friend’s frown. “What is it?”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s pitch black out here. I don’t like walking when I can’t see.”

“Duh! You just follow the road!”

“Duh! I can’t see the road!”

“Well, what do you want to do?” Erin asked.

“I want to stay right here. Wait in the car where it’s warm, and when the state police come by—”

From somewhere in the surrounding darkness, something crashed. Something big. Like a tree falling over, there was a great thud.

“What the hell was that?” Keith asked.

He looked on all sides of them but saw nothing but motionless trees in the dark.

Then silence fell upon the night.

“What was that?” Erin whispered.

“Dunno,” Keith answered. “Shh!”

They heard what Keith thought sounded like crunching footsteps in the snow, deep, full footsteps that echoed.

“A moose?” Erin asked.

Keith swallowed. “Honestly?”

“No, I want you to lie, stupid!” Erin laughed. “Of course, honestly!”

“Shut up,” Keith said. “I was going to say—it sounds too big to be a moose.”

“What’s bigger than a moose?” Erin asked.

“Out here, nothing should be bigger than a moose,” Keith said.

Another crash cracked open the night air like a clap of thunder.

Keith took Erin by the hand and together they dove behind the driver’s side of their parked Escort. They crouched in silence for a few moments, until they decided to look over the hood into the woods, into the darkness.

It was black against black. They couldn’t see a thing.

A sudden snap, loud, like a sound heard at a big city construction site, followed by a swoosh of air overhead and then a huge thud which shook the ground and knocked them on their butts. They both screamed as they realized that something massive had fallen to the street only inches from the front of their Escort and themselves.

It was a tree, and it now lay across the width of the road.

They jumped to their feet, Erin dropped the plastic gas container, and they scrambled to the opposite side of the road, hoping to seek refuge in the woods. They ran up the embankment into a set of pine trees, found a huge boulder and hid behind it.

“What’s going on?” Erin asked.

“Just stay close to me!”

Two loud thumps erupted from across the road.

They waited a moment and then peered out from behind the boulder.

“What the hell is that?” Keith asked.

That stepped out of the woods into the clearing.

“I’m not seeing this,” Keith said.

“Is that—a man?” Erin asked.

By all accounts, it looked like a man, a 70-foot man. Even in darkness, the shape was distinctly human. The head, arms, legs. But huge. The way Paul Bunyan looked in picture books.

He stood on the road in front of the car’s headlights. His foot alone was the size of the Escort. He wore giant boots. It was funny, because here Keith was scared shitless, and the first thing he thought of seeing those humongous boots was where the hell did he buy something that size? In fact, where did he get any of his clothing, because he was fully clothed, wearing pants and either a thick shirt or a coat of some kind.

He sucked in air through his nostrils in three loud sniffs. Then he stepped across the street towards Keith and Erin.

“Did he just smell us?” Erin asked.

Keith grabbed Erin’s hand to run deeper into the woods, but the giant swooped down with his right hand and scooped Erin off her feet, tearing her from Keith’s grasp.

Keith fell to the ground. When he looked up, he saw Erin disappear into the sky as if riding a Ferris wheel. The giant reached down with his left hand. Instinctively, Keith scrambled to run, but the massive fingers grabbed his body, squeezing him so tightly they stole his breath away. He was whisked 60 feet in the air in a reverse bungee jump. The quickness of this action made his head spin and his stomach churn, and he felt his consciousness waver.

The giant turned around and walked back into the woods. He moved at an amazing pace.

Keith looked down at the tree tops, and he had to close his eyes. The powerful fingers were taking their toll on his ribs, and he was having difficulty breathing. He wondered about Erin, and he opened his eyes again to see if she was all right, but he couldn’t see her.

He looked up at the giant’s face. That he could see, though he wished he couldn’t. Dark bushy eyebrows loomed above his narrow eyes, and a full beard buried the sides of his face and chin. His nose was like the barrel of a gun, and his mouth tight. He looked mean. Mean and crazy.

They were heading up the side of a mountain. Way up.

Keith half expected to see a fairy tale castle nestled in the hills. He was almost right.

On the ledge of the mountainside, stood a huge structure, a hotel or ski resort. It was tall- at least ten to fifteen stories, and sprawling.

The place was shrouded in darkness. Not even a single light was burning. Keith could see it because in the sky above the stars were shining.

The giant carried them around the left side of the building towards the rear.

The back of the hotel looked like a bomb had hit it. Both the exterior and the roof had collapsed in places, some spots were gone altogether. In the pieces which remained, most of the windows were shattered. In the center of the building hung what looked to be a huge tarp, as if a massive painting job was in the works

The giant brushed the tarp aside and entered the building.

Keith couldn’t see a thing. The inside was just as dark as the outside, even more so without the stars. The air was heavy with smoke, the way the interior of a house smells after a fire. He could also smell the distinctive odor of gasoline.

There was something else, intermingled with these smells. A strong pungent odor, as if the hotel played host to street people who hadn’t washed themselves in months. Keith gagged, and he could hear Erin choking too.

Keith called to her. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Yeah.”

The giant lowered his hands, and Keith and Erin looked down but saw nothing.

The feel of a hard surface touched their backs. The giant released his grip but kept his palms pressed upon their chests. He lowered his face into theirs, so close they could feel the heat of his breath puffing down upon them. It smelled foul.

“Don’t move,” the giant said, his voice deep and booming, like a truck engine. “You’re surrounded by a 60-foot drop. If you move, you will fall, and you will die.”

The giant removed his palms from their chests and then disappeared into the darkness.

Keith reached over, and his fingers found Erin’s hand.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Keith asked.

“You mean getting out of here right now while he’s gone?” Erin answered.

“Yeah.”

Swoosh!

Flames the size of King Kong shot up the side of the building, producing a burning red inferno that scared the hell out of them. An immense wave of heat rolled over their bodies.

“What’s he doing? Is he going to burn us?” Erin cried.

They quickly shed their winter coats, and looking at the flames, saw the giant step in front of the fire. He had his back to them, but as they leaned forward to see that he was doing, they saw he was warming his hands. A bonfire to Erin and Keith, to their captor it was nothing more than a few logs in a fireplace.

Evidently, the giant had ripped out an entire wall of the building, allowing the smoke to escape into the open air. Judging by the charred walls all around, it wasn’t a very good fireplace, which was probably why the place stank of smoke.

The flickering light enabled Keith and Erin to see their surroundings for the first time. The giant had molded the place to suit his own needs. The entire interior had been hollowed out. Ceilings, walls, floors. All gone. At one time, the building must have had about 10 stories. Now all the levels were history. Keith and Erin could see straight up to the roof, as if they were inside a massive barn.

They looked down to where they were sitting. They were on a patch of tiled floor, a square space with sides no longer than seven feet.

Erin let go of Keith’s hand and quickly crawled to the edge, peering over the side. The giant was right. It was a long drop to the bottom, although he had exaggerated. It only looked to be about 40 feet. The dim floor below was cluttered. The giant obviously hadn’t cleaned up after his remodeling, choosing to leave all the bits and pieces of building on the floor.

Keith crawled to Erin’s side.

“Well, jumping is out,” he said.

“We’ll climb down,” Erin said. “What’s holding this platform up?”

She was about to look underneath the square when they were suddenly enveloped by a shadow.

The giant hovered over them.

“Jesus!” Keith cried.

The behemoth’s head alone was bigger than both their bodies combined. Underneath his beard was a pale skin that apparently didn’t see much sun, which made sense since Keith didn’t think a creature his size would be able to move around freely during the day. The pallid hue of his flesh gave him an unhealthy countenance. This, along with his unkempt appearance—the wild hair and scraggly beard—made Keith think of a mad hermit, the type of man who lived in the woods, hated the government, and put bombs in the mail, except this man was 70 feet tall.

He said nothing while he looked down upon Erin and Keith, his eyes cold and emotionless.

His arms moved, as if he were doing something with his hands below the platform they sat upon.

“What are you doing?” Keith asked. “Who are you?”

The giant did not answer, nor did his expression change. He continued to stare at them coldly, while moving his hands below them out of sight.

He raised his right hand above them, and it was clear that he held something in between his large thumb and index finger. Swiftly he moved his hand above Keith’s head and rubbed his finger and thumb back and forth, releasing some sort of powder onto Keith’s upturned face.

By the time Keith reacted, it was too late. The stuff was already in his eyes, nose, and mouth. It stung his eyes and suffocated his respiratory passages.

Keith screamed, and he covered his face with his hands. He clawed his eyes furiously and collapsed onto his side, squirming like a wounded animal.

The giant reached down and grasped Erin by the shoulders with his left hand, lifting her off her feet to the opposite side of the square where he once more deposited her.

Keith gagged violently and began to wretch and vomit.

“What did you do to him?” Erin screamed.

The giant said nothing. He remained stone-faced.

Keith tried to stand but fell back to his hands and knees, retching. His eyes were on fire, burning the way they did when he’d erroneously rinsed his contact lenses with the disinfecting hydrogen peroxide solution instead of saline. His stomach was in knots, worse than any case of food poisoning he had ever experienced. It felt as if someone were underneath his flesh stabbing at his insides with a knife. He felt like a bug sprayed with Raid.

Erin got up and attempted to run to Keith’s aid, but the gigantic hand met her body with a thud, temporarily knocking the wind out of her. In one swift motion, the hand knocked her off her feet and pinned her on her back on the ground.

Erin looked up to see in the giant’s right hand what she at first thought was some sort of metal bar. But when he lowered it towards her body, and held it there, inches from her face, she saw that it was sharp, like a blade torn from an old-fashioned paper cutter.

She watched as he moved the blade towards her chest and pressed it hard against her body. In a downward motion, he began to slice at her clothing, cutting her shirt and bra away from her chest.

Ever so carefully, the giant peeled open Erin’s shirt and bra, making sure his huge fingers didn’t damage the tiny body beneath them. His massive eyes beheld Erin’s breasts, now completely exposed to him. Yet his expression did not change. Absent was the lust of a dirty old man, or the glee of a young middle school teen. His expression resembled that of a scientist examining his specimen under a microscope.

Erin didn’t even notice. She was looking at Keith, on his hands and knees, retching. She half expected to see his insides regurgitated.

The giant’s eyes followed hers, and seeing how Keith was holding her attention, he frowned. He placed the blade on the floor and grabbed Keith from underneath the gut and lifted him into the air.

Keith groaned as the giant gripped his throbbing stomach.

The giant pivoted and tossed Keith into the air.

Erin screamed as Keith plummeted out of sight in a free fall towards the bottom of the giant’s domicile.

Keith closed his eyes, expecting to die, but he landed on a somewhat soft surface, rolling some distance before finally stopping.

The heat from the giant’s fire was unbearable.

Keith opened his eyes. He was lying at the base of the towering bonfire, with flames so intense he felt as if he were inside a giant oven. Quickly, he rolled away from the fire.

He stopped rolling and made it to his hands and knees just in time to feel pain again. His eyes still stung, and his stomach still ached, but for the time being at least the retching had stopped.

He suddenly became aware of a strong odor, a foul smell that was surely going to cause him to throw up again. He covered his mouth, squeezed his eyes shut, and prayed for the retching not to return.

Several deep calming breaths later, he opened his eyes and saw what at first didn’t register. It was out of place. Like seeing a snake coiled around your office chair. You’d see it, but for a split second you wouldn’t react since you wouldn’t expect a snake in an office. But after that split second, you’d scream.

Keith’s eyes widened. He jumped to his feet.

It was as if he had been blind and now could see. It all came into focus just like that, the reason for his soft landing, the source of the horrible odor within the house.

The floor was covered not with debris from the broken building as he had originally thought, but with dead bodies, human bodies.

In various stages of decomposition, this cornucopia of whole bodies and body parts- arms, legs, torsos, heads—covered the entire expanse of floor, from one end of the building to the other. Everywhere Keith looked there they were.

Keith screamed.

High above him, on the platform, Erin gasped. The giant blew a breath of air through his nostrils and crimped his mouth into a half smile, as if he were amused by Erin’s reaction to her friend’s shriek.

She was still pinned under the monster’s hand. He had retrieved the blade, and he now moved it towards the lower half of her body. He pressed the sharp edge against her blue jeans and began to slice them down the middle.

“You pervert!” Erin screamed, when it became obvious that he wasn’t cutting her flesh but her clothes, shredding them from her body. She squirmed, and the razor scraped across her exposed belly, slicing a deep scratch across her stomach. She cried out.

“Keep still,” the giant said.

On the bottom floor, Keith fought to keep his sanity.

“Be strong. Keep your wits about you,” he thought.

But on so many levels he didn’t know if he could do it. He was standing in a mass grave of rotting human remains, which looked like the pictures he had seen in museums and history books of the mass graves from the Holocaust. He had been assaulted by some sort of chemical weapon. His best friend Erin was still at the mercy of their abductor, who by the way just so happened to be a giant. A giant! What was up with that?

If all that had happened so far hadn’t been so painfully horrifying, he’d be laughing right now at the ridiculousness of it all. Attacked by a giant; it was right out of a fairy tale. No one in their right mind would believe such a story. But this was no fairy tale. This giant was very real. This giant was making his best friend scream.

Keith weighed his options.

“What options? He’s going to kill me and Erin,” Keith thought. “How do you fight against something that’s as big as King Kong? Fight like there’s no tomorrow, that’s how, ’cause you know what? There isn’t!”

He looked up towards the 70-foot behemoth standing not so far away from him. The giant’s back was to him.

“How do you kill a giant?” Keith asked himself. He looked over his shoulder at the bonfire. “Burn the friggin bastard!”

He staggered towards the fire, the rotting bodies underfoot presenting an uneven surface. Walking was uncertain at best, and his vision was impeded by his watery eyes. Slowly, carefully, and full of pain, he stumbled towards the fire.

The giant finished cutting through Erin’s jeans and peeled them back, exposing her bare legs. Erin looked up at him in defiance and noticed his expression had changed. He appeared lost in thought.

Erin remained absolutely motionless, petrified that any movement on her part would snap the giant out of his stupor and remind him of just what he was doing with the blade in his hand. She stared at the emotionless face. He was in some deep daydream, it appeared, as if his mind had wandered to a place far away from where they were. He looked almost nostalgic.

For her part, Erin found herself remembering the boys in her neighborhood when she was a kid and what they used to do when they caught frogs from the pond. They’d take out their pocket knives and—-sick bastards!

She returned to the present and saw the giant’s eyes bearing down upon her. So much for his daydream.

“Please, just leave me alone,” she said.

He pressed the blade into her chest underneath her left breast. Erin read the look in his eye. He was going to cut her breast off. He was going to mutilate her.

Keith stood in front of the fire, sweat dripping from his forehead. He had to act fast. He had to burn the giant now. But with what, he didn’t know. He looked around, and to his left he saw another graveyard of sorts, this one full of rotting cars, piled up on top of one another like an indoor junkyard. He suddenly became aware of the smell of gasoline.

“That’s how he lights his fires,” Keith thought, “and where he gets his victims. He picks us off from the roads.”

Keith waded over the bodies towards the cars, fighting to keep his balance. The last thing he wanted to do was fall into a heap of rotting corpses. The cars had been torn apart, and none of them were left intact. There were doors, tires, front halves, rear halves, piled one over the other, all over the place.

The odor of gasoline was stronger now, which Keith thought strange since he figured the giant poured all the gas into his makeshift fire and wouldn’t have any left around the place. It gave him hope that he might find some gas to use against their attacker.

Beyond the auto graveyard, he saw the remnants of a ground floor indoor swimming pool. It was covered with a sooty tarp. He approached it.

Keith crouched by the pool and pulled back a corner of the cover. He was overwhelmed by the strong smell of gasoline.

“Smart giant. Keeps this covered to prevent the fumes from catching fire and exploding,” Keith thought.

Around him were a myriad of plastic gas containers, strewn about the ground.

“Lighter fluid for a giant,” Keith muttered.

He peeled back more of the pool cover and then grabbed two of the containers and dunk them into the pool of gasoline. They filled quickly.

He swiftly carried the containers back towards the giant when a flame the size of a tree shot out at him and singed the air just above his head. He screamed and fell to his hands and knees, the gas containers flying from his grip.

The giant turned his head and looked down at the floor to see Keith by the fire. He frowned, as if disappointed that Keith was still alive. Without hesitation, he released Erin and stepped towards Keith.

“Shit!” Keith cried.

The oncoming boots would splatter him to bits, the same way he could squish a cockroach.

Erin bolted upright. Instinctively, she closed her shirt and watched the giant’s upper body move away from her. She knew he was going after Keith. She bounded to her feet and ran towards the edge of the seven by seven square. While the giant had stripped her of her jeans, he hadn’t removed her hiking boots, and so she still had them for traction, although her panties provided little protection from the searing heat of the massive flames.

She looked over the edge.

The elevated square was held up by four vertical beams, giving her the impression she was on some sort of gigantic table. In the space beneath this table, was a smaller table, half way between the bottom floor and where she crouched. On this table, which had to be another level of floor the giant had spared, were two bins that resembled small garbage dumpsters, and from what she could see, they were filled with various items. She couldn’t make out what they were.

For Erin, the important thing was this next level was only twelve feet or so lower than she was. Always athletic, she wasted no further time thinking. Straddling the vertical beam closest to her, she began climbing down.

Keith panicked.

The giant lifted his right foot into the air.

Keith turned, looked down at the grisly carnage underfoot, and the same way he used to enter the cold ocean water as a kid, dove right in. With his eyes and mouth closed, he burrowed as deeply into the thick pile of bodies as he possibly could.

The giant pounded the ground with his boot.

First came the sound, a tremendous explosive sound, like the thwack of a direct lightning hit, then the thrust, as if his back had been smacked by a powerful ocean wave. Keith groaned, fighting to keep his mouth shut, as an enormous force pummeled him deeper into the rotting bodies.

The giant checked the bottom of his boot. He frowned when he didn’t see fresh blood.

“Hey!” Erin called.

The giant turned his head. His eyes widened when he saw Erin missing.

He approached the elevated square and immediately noticed that Erin had left his blade on the floor. He huffed, as if in disappointment that his latest prey had lacked the foresight to take with her the only weapon at her disposal. He grabbed the blade.

Squatting, he looked to the smaller table underneath the larger. He saw Erin hiding behind one of the bins.

He held the blade out for Erin to see.

“You forgot this,” he said, his expression adding “stupid!” although he didn’t say the word. “Come on out.”

“No!” Erin answered.

Keith popped his head out from the mess of mashed bodies. Quickly, he climbed atop the pile, looking first at the squatting giant and then back at where he had dropped the gas containers. He ran to retrieve them, and in the process noticed the giant’s wood supply by the fire. Mostly logs the size of trees, there were a few smaller pieces that Keith could handle. He grabbed a couple.

Pouring gas on them, he dipped them into the fire, his eyes watering from the heat. The wood ignited immediately. He tossed these torches around the building one after the other, and new flames began to grow.

The giant reached in underneath the “table” to grab Erin. She ducked behind the bin on her left, eluding his grasp. He shifted his position, moving to his right, trying to gain better access.

Erin leaped to her feet and peered into the bin in front of her.

The giant came up behind her, his face looming large, now just inches from her body.

Erin reached into the bin, grabbed a fistful of the white powder she saw there, and tossed it directly into the giant’s face, spraying him in the eyes.

He grimaced, roared in pain, and jumped up quickly, smashing his head on the bottom of the large table. He cried out again. Stumbling backwards, he fell on his butt on the bottom most floor, rubbing his eyes furiously. He got up to move again and staggered in the direction of the fireplace.

Keith swore as the giant fell to the floor, missing him by only a few feet.

Erin reached back into the bin and grabbed another fistful of the white powder. Leaping from the smaller table, she landed on the floor below.

Keith called to her, and she ran in his direction.

When they reached each other, they embraced for a quick moment and then raced for the remnants of the front door. Keith carried one of the plastic gas containers. When they reached the door, they stopped to look back, and seeing that the entire interior was filling with smoke, they grabbed each other’s hands and burst through the open exit into the snowy surroundings outside.

The last they saw of the giant, he was lying on the floor, screaming, kicking his feet and clawing his eyes in apparent agony.

They made their way through the dark mountainous woods, and prayed they would find the road and the Ford Escort. All the way down the mountain, they didn’t speak a word. Once they reached level land, they searched for the road, and they found it. It wasn’t long after this that they came upon their abandoned Escort.

Keith immediately opened the gas cap on the side of the car and began pouring gasoline inside the tank.

“How did you find that?” Erin asked.

“He had a whole supply. It’s how he lit his fires,” Keith answered.

Above their heads heavy dark smoke hovered like an ink spill in the already darkened sky. “What if he’s not dead?” Erin asked, shivering uncontrollably. “What if he comes charging out of those woods?”

“Let’s hope we’re long gone if he does,” Keith said. He finished pouring the gasoline, and he and Erin jumped into the car.

Erin found a sweatshirt in the back seat, put it on, and shoved her hand into its pocket. She started the car, shifted into reverse, and backed away from the fallen tree. She did a quick 180-degree turn and floored the gas, screeching down the empty road.

“After all this, let’s not die in a wreck,” Keith said.

Erin looked at him.

“I’m just sayin,” Keith said.

“Would you rather me drive slower?” She asked.

“No. Let’s just get out of here in one piece, that’s all.”

“So, what was that back there? A giant? For real
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