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This story contains themes of psychological trauma, family dysfunction, implied violence, animal harm (in flashback), and mental health struggles. It explores dark emotional territory and ends on an ambiguous, disturbing note. Reader discretion is advised. Recommended for mature audiences 17+.
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“You're never truly the person you think you are... until death finally comes for you.” 
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Prologue
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Early November 1977. Cloverbend, Ohio.

My name is Jacob Harlan Ballard. I was twelve years old. I turned thirteen the following month.

I lived with my little brother Johnny and my parents in an old farmhouse on the edge of town. My grandfather gave it to my parents as a wedding gift nearly fourteen years ago, just before I was born.

My uncle Jake was in the Army far away at the time. Grandpa was afraid that my dad would follow him, so he gave my parents the family stead to keep him at home and give him a place to raise his family.

Grandpa was a widower and moved into the old shack on the parcel next to our farm. We called it the shack because it was a one-bedroom, one-bath cabin built by his father so many years ago.

My uncle was discharged from the Army after the war nearly two years ago, but he did not return home until eight months ago. He is staying in an old trailer that he set up behind our barn.

My dad says his body has returned, but his soul is still wandering. His drinking bothers my mom, but my dad says to leave him alone. He is at least going to the VA now for his meetings and checkups.

My life seemed blessed, and having my uncle come home made my grandpa and dad happy. So my mom tolerated my uncle's behavior.

He was the opposite of my dad. Uncle Jake was loud, told stories, and drank a lot. My mom called him foolish and told us to leave him alone, which only drew us to him more.

I was stuck with Johnny on my hip constantly. My mom made me take him with me all the time. He whined too much and always got in my way.

We were the opposite, like my dad was with his brother. I always wondered why until one night.

I remember during one of my uncle’s drinking binges he let it slip that my dad, Bill, was not my grandpa's son. I could see that he was not listening to what he was saying. He continued with why they were not alike and why my grandpa coddled my dad.

I was stuck on his words and it made a lot of sense. Those words turned a light bulb on in my mind and made me wonder because my brother and I were nothing alike either. Just like my dad and Uncle Jake were polar opposites.
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Part I: The Scream
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"Breathe," I say out loud and to myself.

I start counting my steps in the nearly knee-deep snow in the forest. I remember my grandpa teaching me not to overstep my breath — to control my speed while tracking in the thick forest, especially in the winter. You'll wear yourself out and spoil the hunt.

I couldn't help it; my mind was racing. I slowed down and matched my breath with my steps to reserve my energy.

I felt my J.C. Higgins Model 583 20-gauge bolt-action shotgun bouncing against my hip. The heavy leather strap crisscrossed over my shoulder, the top strap digging into my neck. I could feel the cold steel through the fabric.

This shotgun was my grandfather's, then my dad's, and is going to be mine officially next month. But I was taught how to shoot with it when my uncle came home.

My dad used to use it for deer hunting with Grandpa every year until this year. After my uncle came home, my dad quit hunting altogether, which quietly upset my grandpa. But Dad said he had Uncle Jake back to hunt with now. I didn't know what that meant, but my mom was happy about it.

Grandpa had taken me out for years to walk with him to hunt rabbits, squirrels, and fowl. Grandpa used me like a hunting dog to stir up the game for him to shoot. I loved it, and it was something I could do without Johnny around. I was the only grandchild.

Grandpa would set up traps and snags to catch small game.

I still remember the day when I was six years old. He had caught a field rabbit. Usually the game was shot and I would only see it dead, but today we had a live capture.

We took the rabbit out back of the barn. Grandpa was gentle but firm in his grasp, handling the small animal. I watched his every move and he told me what we were doing as he was preparing to process the rabbit.

He held the rabbit one-handed by the scruff of the neck and instructed me to grab the two long ears firmly with both hands. I still remember doing it without question and staring at Grandpa's face. He was kind and confident in his words.

I did as I was told, grasping the two long ears of the rabbit firmly. He grabbed the two hind legs with one hand to control the kicking animal. Between the two of us, the rabbit was outstretched horizontally to the ground.

He kept telling me to pull back and not lose my grip. I was then fixed on staring at the outstretched rabbit now. I had no idea what was to come next.

My grandpa held the hind legs with his left hand and reached his right hand into his right front pocket. He whipped out his old pocket knife and flicked the blade out in one loud click.

My eyes widened and my mouth opened as I watched him slash the rabbit’s neck. I heard a scream that terrified me. I had no idea that rabbits could scream.

My grandpa made two hard slashes and the screaming stopped. I was holding a rabbit’s head in my hands, frozen just staring at it. My grandpa was holding the twitching body.

"Good boy. You did good," he said with a smile.

My eyes welled up with tears and I didn't know what to say or feel. I was too scared to drop the head and too scared to hold it. My grandpa just took it from me and tossed it away.

He grabbed my shoulder to snap me out of my state. He announced, "Now we have to skin it."

I only stared back and repeated what he said: "We are going to skin it?"

My grandpa used an old rusty nail sticking out of the barn wall to mount the hind legs. He gingerly carved around the hind legs and started to peel the fur back. Once he got it started, he stopped and motioned to me to finish peeling the fur off.

I was still teary-eyed and my ears rang with the echoes of the screams that I heard earlier. But I did as I was told. I heard my grandpa's encouragement as I followed his instructions. It went by fast and I was feeling less scared and intimidated by this task as we finished.

I remember my grandpa telling me
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