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The sun was burning my back as I walked down the road. My throat felt as dry as the Sahara Desert, and I was desperate to satisfy my thirst. I figured I could get myself a grape NEHI at Cobb’s Corner Market. That’d do the trick. The thought of washing down a cool crisp soda felt like it’d be the only thing that could make this hellacious day any better. I trudged along the old dirt road that led straight to Cobb’s and looked out over the fields toward the horizon. 

Corn. 

It was corn as far as the eye could see—nothing but row upon endless row of that godforsaken yellow weed. I hate corn. I hate how it feels when you eat it, and the kernels get stuck in your teeth. I’d soon as rather listen to nails on a chalkboard than have to stomach the displeasure of eating that crap. But being born in the South, corn was a part of life. A rite of passage that mothers prided themselves on raising “corn-fed” boys. As big as an Ox, they’d say. If you didn’t move off to the city and go to college, odds were you’d end up a farmer. And guess what you’d grow? That’s right, freakin’ corn.

The wind blew, and the cornstalks shifted ritualistically like the fields were trying to summon some sort of Piegan God. I watched, mesmerized by their movement. A faint whisper moved through the wind, and I immediately broke from the hypnosis. I don’t know where it came from, but I didn’t want to stick around and find out.

I walked faster down the road, terrified of the voice I had heard. To my relief, Cobb’s store appeared up ahead. It was an old, dilapidated wood shed that looked like it’d fall apart as soon as the first strong wind came through. Anything left standing after that would probably be picked up and blown away. It needed a new coat of paint and several repairs, but dangit if the place didn’t serve its purpose. If it weren’t for it being between the middle of nowhere and bum-fuck-egypt, I think the county would have condemned it years ago.

Feeling the rusted iron handle on the screen door, I opened it and went in. Mr. Cobb— the old man who owned the store, sat behind the counter listening to the weatherman give this week’s forecast over the radio.

“Highs in the upper 90’s,” the voice crackled as static faded in and out. 

Mr. Cobb tweaked the antennae with his calloused fat fingers as he tried to reduce the sound of white noise. I saw him look over at me. His eyes looked like an owl’s as he looked at me through his thick bifocals. “How’s it going, Jeremy?” He asked as he adjusted his glasses, sitting on his large bulbous nose.

“It’s a scorcher out there today,” I replied as I headed to the store's back wall, where the drink coolers were. I heard Mr. Cobb clear his throat as he prepped for a much-awaited exchange.

I guess this is what happens when you get old. You get desperate to strike up a conversation whenever the moment presents itself. Cobb’s wife had passed away several years ago and left him with nothing but an empty home. He must have been pretty lonely. But no one batted an eye when he decided to open the little convenience store. It’s just his way of keeping busy, they said. But secretly, I think everyone wanted to see him open it because Cobb’s store was the first natural step toward a better life that our little country town needed. Besides Cobbs, there was nothing but cornfields for miles. He’d gained somewhat of a hero's reputation for establishing that little hole in the wall.

He sat on his wooden stool behind the counter in his blue jean overalls and ran his fingers through his gray beard. He looked like he was about six months overdue for a shave. “Get you a drink. It’s on the house. I can’t have someone dying out here in this heat. It’d be bad for business!” He joked. 

“Thank you,” I said back to him with a smile.

“How’s the family?”

“Everyone’s good. Dad’s in Lake City selling some of our harvested produce. Mama’s at home tending to the livestock, and Little Susie’s probably still running around the house playin’ with her dolls.”

“And you’re here.” He jabbed at me with a wirey smirk.

“Mama gave me permission.” I retorted. “She said if I brought her back a Sun Drop, we’d have a deal.”

“You got some good folks there.” He said as he bent his head down and looked out from over the tops of his glasses. “You make sure to mind your mama. Be a good boy, ya hear?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I was getting ready to prop myself up on the wall nearest to the counter when a man came bursting through the screen door. The sudden commotion startled me, and I landed flat on my butt in the small space between the counter and the wall. The man came in and rushed straight for Mr. Cobb. He flew past me in a whirlwind, but I recognized part of his face as he ran by. It was Mr. Jones, the man who owned the farm right across the street from Cobb’s store. He looked paler than a bed sheet—a fire burned in his eyes. I could feel the tension in the air resonate from around him as he locked eyes with the old man. Without warning, he lunged over the counter, grabbed Mr. Cobb by the collar, and pulled him back across, throwing packs of sunflower seeds and little paper packs of chapstick tubes all over the floor.

“Don’t you ever step foot on my property again, you hear me? If I ever see you so much as put your big toe on my land, you’ll be eating buckshot for breakfast!” Mr. Jones yelled.

Cobb seemed startled by the occurrence but kept his composure. My mind was running a hundred miles an hour, thinking this might be the end of the old man. But Mr. Cobb simply looked up at Mr. Jones with that same wirey smile he had shot me when he got on to me about “avoiding” helping Mama around the farm.

“Now, now, Chris. I think it’d be best to keep our cool. Don’t want to be losing our temper around a kid now, do we?” Cobb said as he nodded in my direction.

I was getting back on my feet when I felt Mr. Jones glare at me. I could see he had red in his eyes. Mr. Jones stared at me like my soul was a shallow open void. That crazed gaze he had sent a shiver down my spine. Making his point, Mr. Jones huffed and threw Mr. Cobb down on the floor, and stormed out of the store like a blustering gust of wind. He jumped in his pickup truck and hauled off as fast as possible. Mr. Jones was gone just as quickly as he had come.

Mr. Cobb stood back up, and while he dusted himself off, I asked, “What was that all about?” 

I knew it had to be something worth nosing into. Life out here in the country was boring outside of the occasional dispute between neighbors, but this one seemed like it had to be the hot topic of the year. There had to be something more to this story.

“Ah, Jones is just mad because he saw me snoopin’ around his property. God as my witness, I swear I didn’t mean anything by it. Well, at least not unless I would have found a reason to.” Cobb said as he finished patting himself off.

“What were you lookin’ for?” I pried, trying to get the canary of an old man to sing some more.

“Someone stole one of my ice boxes a couple of days ago from the back room here in my store. I just figured I’d investigate and see if I could find it. I didn’t want to get the authorities involved if I didn’t have to.” Cobb shook his head. “I was just doing a little lookin’ around, is all. But Jones must’ve seen me and took it personally, I guess.”

There it was, the pinnacle of excitement for our little corner of nowhere. This debacle was as good as it got for rural entertainment. Not only was it a dispute between neighbors, but a mystery! Where had Cobb’s ice box disappeared too, and who took it? I had to know.

“You shouldn’t be snooping around on someone else’s property, Mr. Cobb,” I said as I tried to squeeze every last drop of the story out of him.

“I know. But that ice box had a new kind of fertilizer in it. I was going to try and sell it. The manufacturer says that it helps the crops grow bigger and faster on the count of the ammonium nitrate in it. The only problem is ammonium nitrate can explode if it’s not stored properly. I figured keeping it cold would keep me from worrying about a sudden fire.” Cobb grinned from ear to ear. “I guess I don’t have to worry about that now, though.”

I had to know more. Someone had stolen an ice box filled with explosives. By what Cobb had described, I figured it’d be a big enough bomb to wipe a house clean off the map. But before I could push any further, Mr. Cobb tried to smooth things over.

“How about you take a look in the back room? There’s an ice box in there with something special inside. Go ahead and help yourself to whatever you like.”

Mr. Cobb must have been pretty embarrassed by the fallout because I found a giant freezer full of ice cream. There were fudge pops, orange creamsicles, and many other types. It was like I had died and gone to heaven.

When I returned, Mr. Cobb had the biggest smile on his face. It reminded me of how he looked before his wife passed away.

“You look like you hit the jackpot!” He giggled as he watched me trying to stuff ice cream bars down my pants pockets. “Your mother’s gonna think you robbed the place.”

“She’ll come around once she gets a couple for herself.” I grinned at him.

He told me I was a good kid and made me promise that I would share with everyone else. After making a pact with him that I would, he patted me on the shoulder and sent me on my way into the sweltering heat. I ran home as fast as I could, trying to get back to my house before all the ice cream had a chance to melt. As soon as I stepped into our yard, I saw little Susie coming around from the backyard to the front of the house. I waved to her and called for her to come over. 

When she had come close enough, I pulled a fudge pop out of my pocket and gave it to her. Her eyes lit up with the excitement that only a little child could have. If you had asked her right then and there, the only person in this universe that was better than me was God himself. She took her treasure and disappeared into the house. 

That night, Mama and the two of us enjoyed the rest of the ice cream I had brought back from Mr. Cobb’s store. I fell asleep dreaming of a winter wonderland covered in ice cream as I worked on trying to scale Mt. Banana Split. That decadent creamy concoction was the perfection I needed during the dog days of our country summer. It hit the spot in all of the right kinds of ways. 

But my dreams turned to nightmares as I found myself drifting back toward the mystery of the ice box. I tossed and turned until I couldn’t take it anymore. Once awake, I knew what I had to do. Carefully, I crawled out of bed, trying my best not to make any sounds that might wake up Mama or Susie. On my tiptoes, I walked out the front door and toward Mr. Jones’s house. I had to know if Mr. Cobb was right.

Without much thought, I found myself walking through the seemingly endless rows of corn as I made my way to the invisible line that separated our land from Mr. Jones’s. What most people don’t realize is just how much land a farm can take up. It felt like hours had passed as I trudged through the overgrowth of corn stalks. I knew I was getting closer. I could feel it down in my gut.

After traversing what felt like a mile's worth of cornfield, I found myself standing in the center of a clearing full of downed corn stalks. It was an odd sight. Most people talk about these strange occurrences happening because of aliens, but I knew aliens weren’t real. I looked around and saw a large crater in the center of the cleared corn rows. It looked like a rock had been pulled out of the earth. As I looked past the hole, I saw a path of upturned earth with more downed corn rows leading the way.

I followed the trail until I arrived at the end. Looking out, I could see Mr. Jones’s barn. A faint light glowed in the doorway. The same kind of pale light that I had remembered seeing from the ice cream freezer. It had to be it. Mr. Cobb had to be right!

I made my way towards the barn. Like a thief in the night, as silent as a mouse. With quick footsteps, I hurried up to the side of the building and pressed my ear against the wood to see if I could hear anything coming from inside. 

Nothing.

I slithered my way around the side of the barn until I came to the doorway. I peeked around the corner and looked in to see if the freezer was inside, but I couldn’t see anything. I knew I’d have to go further. I could taste the satisfaction of solving the mystery on my tongue. Mr. Cobb would reward me for my efforts, and I’d smile as Mr. Jones went to jail.

Like a shadow, I rounded the corner and moved further into the barn. It was darker than I thought it’d be. The faint light offered little help in navigating through the unknown. After exercising great agility, I was on the edge of light and darkness. But I wasn’t expecting what I saw. What I should have seen was an ice box full of fertilizer. Instead, my eyes met with an ungodly sight. 

It was a massive ear of corn, the size of a pig, nestled in a trough. As if that wasn’t weird enough, the vegetable behemoth had vine-like roots growing out from around it. They were the same thickness as my forearm and plunged into the dirt around the trough. Even stranger, as I watched, the plant was pulsating. It expanded and contracted. The movements mimicked that of a beating heart. The ear of corn looked like it was alive.

In awe of the strange sight and bewildered by the chances of how such an organism could even exist, I didn’t notice that Mr. Jones had snuck up behind me. In one quick motion, he grabbed my shoulder and spun me around.

“You shouldn’t be here!” He whispered menacingly.

“I-I’m sorry. I just thought—” I tried to think of an excuse, but Mr. Jones interrupted.

“Shh. Be quiet, or it will hear you.” He said.

It? “The ear of corn?” I asked, confused.

“Yes. If it hears you, then we’ll both be in trouble.” The sound of fear began to trickle through his voice.

I didn’t understand what was happening, but as I looked at Mr. Jones, I could tell he was nervous. Why was he so scared of this— this plant? It didn’t make any sense.

Before I could ask him any questions, Mr. Jones grabbed me and pulled me out of the barn. Once out, he stood between me and the doorway. He looked at me with terror in his eyes. The man with the fiery temper from earlier now looked like a scared child. We stood in a stalemate for a while, neither of us knowing what to say to the other. After a moment, Mr. Jones spoke.

“Listen, I need you to keep this a secret. If you want to know more, meet me at Cobb’s store tomorrow morning. Swear you won’t tell anyone. If you do, you’ll regret it.”

You’ll regret it. Mr. Jones meant every word. A shiver went up my spine. I didn’t know what else to say, so I muttered, “Ok,” and headed home. I made it to the edge of the field before looking back over my shoulder. Mr. Jones hadn’t moved an inch. He continued to watch me as I disappeared back into the corn.
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The following morning, I got up and kissed Mama on the cheek before I dashed out the door. I wanted it to feel like a typical day. No one else needed to know what I had seen last night. They wouldn’t believe me anyways. It was another blazing hot day, and I was hoping to get my hands on another round of ice cream as I waited for Mr. Jones to arrive.

I thought about what had happened last night and wondered if Mr. Jones was afraid of the plant. Remembering his eyes and how he spoke, I knew he wasn’t scared of me. But something had rattled him to the core. I needed to understand why.

I made my way down the dirt road with my head hung down. My mind was in a thunderstorm of thought. What could it possibly be? What could scare a grown man like that? 

I approached Cobb’s store and saw that the lights were on. I opened the door.  As I walked in, Mr. Cobb wasn’t sitting in his usual spot.

“Mr. Cobb, it’s me, Jeremy. Are you in?” I shouted out. I was hoping that he was in. I needed someone to talk to as I passed the time and waited for Mr. Jones to come and explain himself.

But no answer came.

Something told me to check in the back room, so I made my way to the door. I knew the freezer box with all the ice cream was on the other side, and I could feel it was calling my name. Maybe he’s gone to his house and will be back. I told myself. I convinced myself that he wouldn’t mind if I took a couple more. I mean, what’s a couple of packs of popsicles when you’ve got an entire freezer chest full of them, right? Besides that, I needed something to eat as I thought over everything.

I opened the door and walked in. The single fluorescent lightbulb in the center of the room was off, but I could hear the hum of the ice cream freezer. The faint glimmer of light from inside it beckoned to me. It drew me in like a moth drawn to a flame. 

I strolled over to the freezer and reached in. As I looked around the dark room, there were lots of random nick-nacks stored on the shelves above. The ice-cold air kissed my hand, sending goosebumps up my arm. I didn’t feel the paper wrappers of the ice cream, so I reached in further and searched for what I knew was inside. But what I felt wasn’t ice cream. No, this felt like cloth, like denim.

I looked in and jumped back in horror. The sudden urge to vomit hit me as I took a second look into the freezer, trying to convince myself I hadn’t just imagined it. The cloth I had felt was Mr. Cobb’s overalls. His body was stuffed into the freezer, and his arms and legs looked like a doll’s, folded up grotesquely. I saw a smear of blood frozen on his forehead. The only thing I could think about was, who would do such a thing? And then
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