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When most people think of an alien invasion, they think of the dumb movies Hollywood pumps out every summer. Robots and spacesuits. Lasers and spaceships. What they don't think of is the thing that dropped onto our neighbor Mr. Gomez's farm and smashed his barn to smithereens, along with his horses, his pigs, his goats, and probably about a zillion rats. We didn't see it happen, Daddy and me, but we felt it. It was seven o'clock on a Wednesday morning, and I was laid up with a broken leg on the couch, dozing in and out while I watched sitcom reruns on the TV. Hogan's Heroes. Gilligan's Island. The Love Boat. 

The broken leg came courtesy of Ruth Grace Hogg, starting fullback for the Caroline Cavaliers' Varsity Girl's Field Hockey team. I played forward for the Spotsylvania Knights, and for good reason, too. I lived in Spotsy, for one, and I was fleet and fast and good with my stick. Unfortunately, I didn't weigh much more than a hundred pounds. Ruth Grace Hogg tipped the scales at about a buck ninety. I had legs like a colt. She had arms like a gorilla. 

When she saw little old me cutting up her team, she knew what she was about. She ran up to me, cocked them big hairy arms of hers, and whacked my leg like it was a piñata. Two hours later I was laid up at home on the couch, two pins in my femur and forty mgs of Vicodin in my head.

"Ain't you going to do something about it, Daddy?"

Daddy was in the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee.

"Like what?"

"I don't know. Complain to the school board. Call the president."

"I'll get on my personal line to him directly."

"It's rude to tease an invalid. Can't you talk to her parents?"  

Daddy looked like someone had just asked him to solve a calculus problem with a fish.  

"Why'd I want to do something like that?"

"Because I'm your daughter. And she broke my leg. On purpose."

Daddy chuckled and shook his head.

"'Manda, you know I love you, right?"

"I'm starting to question the depths of that love."

"Well I do. But let me ask you something. You do know how much Ruth Grace Hogg weighs, right?"

"Who don't? The whole county shakes when she gets out of bed in the morning."

"And you know how much you weigh, right?"

I waited a long time before I answered. 

"Yeah."

"I couldn't be more proud of you. You had you a job and you didn't let nothing back you down. But you did try to run down someone nearly twice your size, and you lost. So let that be a lesson to you."

"I thought you said you were proud of me?"

"I am."

"So why're you telling me to back off the next time?"

"I didn't say that."

I ever tell you Daddy could be infuriating? I sighed, took a deep breath, and said, "You mind telling me what you are telling me, then?"

"Next time," he said. "Run faster."

So anyway, the invasion.

It was late summer, and school hadn't even started yet. The August heat and humidity weighed down on everything like a wet blanket. Our house was built in 1921, as Daddy was fond of telling just about everybody who cared to listen. To him, that was an accomplishment. To me, it meant that nearly everything was broken or breaking down. The pipes froze every winter, the windows were like sieves, and in the summer we didn't have air conditioning. Oh, Daddy did his best. He planted a couple of recycled, wheezing window units in the windows, kept them alive with a healthy application of duct tape and freon, but all they did was make a racket while blowing not-really-cold air a few feet into the house.

Daddy'd just come in from loading Sparkles up into his truck, Sparkles being an old dog of his he'd gotten stuffed. It was a sad day for the old girl. The years had been unkind, and she'd started to smell. Daddy brought her to his regular taxidermist to fix the issue, but she gave him some sorry news: old Sparkles was rotting.

"Well no shit, she's rotting," Daddy said. "She's been dead fifteen years."

Apparently pointing out the obvious didn't improve Sparkles' condition. It was finally time to lay her to rest, and Daddy was going to do it Spotsy style. He got himself ahold of a remote-controlled detonator and some explosives—cherry bombs and fertilizer and the like—and stuffed her full to the brim. The plan was simple. He and his friends were going to drive Sparkles out to the country, set her up in a field, get drunk, and blow her up.  

Daddy showed me the detonator as if seeing it would make me want to go.

"You sure you don't want to come?"

"No thanks."

"Alright then." 

He put it in his back pocket and went over to fill his thermos up with coffee. That's when I felt this horrible pressure build in the air. It pushed down on me, like the atmosphere itself had gone feral and decided to attack. I held my hands to my ears, but the pressure kept building and building. I opened my mouth to scream but couldn't hear anything at all. Then it released and I could hear again. A sonic boom thundered in the distance, and the house shook and rattled and nearly jumped off the foundation. I thought it was an earthquake. Or maybe Ruth Grace Hogg having a fit. I almost fell off the couch. Plates and cups clattered in the cabinets, and Daddy's ham radio fell over and cracked on the floor. Then it fell quiet and still. I pulled myself into sitting position. 

"What the hell was that?"

Daddy was kind of squatting down, hands out, looking like he was waiting for another blast. His overalls were covered in coffee.  

"I dunno. And don't say hell."

"You say it all the time."

The phone rang and I gasped. I could tell he wanted to chew me out, but something big had just happened, and when the phone rang after something big had just happened, you answer it. 

"Aw hell," he said and snatched it off its cradle. "Yeah? Yeah, Gomez, I felt it."

He covered the mouthpiece and mouthed "It's Gomez" to me like I couldn't hear. Gomer Gomez. Our next-door neighbor. (Out here a next-door neighbor could live ten miles away.) I turned my attention back to the TV. We didn't have a remote. Not that I minded. We was lucky to even get a signal at all. I struggled off the couch and hopped over to change the channels. I was looking to see if any of the local news stations were making a special broadcast. Channel 4, nothing. Channel 7, nothing. Channel 9, nothing. Daddy kept jawing away in the kitchen.

"Calm down, Gomez. I can't understand a word you're . . . Uh-huh. Your whole barn? Uh-huh. You get a look at . . . no, I wouldn't go out there. It'd be best if you didn't. I can't, I got 'Manda here and she's got a—" Gomez screamed something and Daddy pulled the phone away from his ear with a grimace. "Gomez? You there? Damn." And he hung up the phone.

"What's wrong with Mr. Gomez?"

"Says a spaceship landed on his barn."

Daddy went over to his gun safe and started dialing in the combination.

"Spaceship?"

"Uh-huh."

"Out here?"

"Uh-huh."

"Damn."

"Dammit, 'Manda."

"He say what it looks like?"

"Uh-huh."

"You mind telling me?"

"Said it looked like a big wasp's nest."

The gun safe unlocked with a click, and he pulled it open and started grabbing boxes of ammo. Then he took out his favorite Remington .30 .06 and slung it over his shoulder and put a couple of .357's in a bag.

"You gonna kill it?"

"Gonna try."

"Can I come?"

"You're gonna stay right here, young lady."

"Why?"

"Because you're all busted up. And if there really is a spaceship out there that looks like a wasp's nest, there ain't much you'll be able to do."

"I can shoot one of them .357s."

"I know."

"Aren't you the one who always said its better to have a man on your six?"

"Yeah, I did say that."

Daddy was already putting on his jacket and hat. He was halfway out the door.

"You really think Mr. Gomez's gonna have yours?"

That made him stop. Daddy wasn't that much of a thinker. I don't mean he was dumb because he wasn't. I mean that when a decision needed to be made, he liked to make it fast. Just like that, he said, "If you can get out to the car before I leave, you can come with me."

Mr. Gomez's farm was down Brock Road a stretch, just past Todd's Tavern. Take a few turns back toward Locust Grove, a few back roads, and there it was. Fifty acres smack dab in the middle of Spotsylvania County Virginia, the northernmost southern county in the whole damn state. 

Daddy turned up the long gravel drive that led to the house, sending rocks clattering in the wheel wells and dust clouding in our wake. I bounced around in the front seat like a baby in a bucket, hoping the rifle on the rack didn't accidentally go off. Or the .357's in the bag, for that matter. 

"Slow down, Daddy! You wanna break my other leg?"

He didn't reply. He had a way about him when he got set on something. He called it 'Enthusiastic Designation.' I called it 'Acting Like A Jerk'. I knew better than to bring it up. He just got cranky if I did. 

He ganked the wheel and skidded to the right, steering around the side of Gomez's worn out farmhouse. Gomez was the type who liked to keep all sorts of things in his yard. Old tires. Rusted out tractors. Landscape drags and farming tillers. Daddy slalomed through it all like he was an expert, tearing up the grass, finally slowing down when he made it to the pond a few hundred yards behind the house. 

Mr. Gomez's barn was just off to the side. Or it used to be. Now it was scattered all over the field like it'd been blown to bits from the inside out. In its place was something that I don't even know how to begin to describe, but I'll say this: Either Mr. Gomez'd never seen a wasp's nest in his life, or he was the stupidest man on God's green earth. The thing that landed on his barn was round and greenish-brown with spikes sticking out all over the surface. Looked more like a sweet-gum ball than a wasp's nest. 

Steam or smoke or something poured off the top, and there was a crack at the bottom—an opening or a door or something—with a warm, orange light pulsing from deep inside and green stuff oozing out. And boy did it stink. Hit us full on even with the windows rolled up. I couldn't think of anything worse I'd ever smelled. 

Daddy, in his usual way, summed it up nicely.

"Smells like roasted goat shit."

Mr. Gomez's neighbors were already standing in the field between the barn and the house. Mr. Sokolov and his boy, Vlad, and old Mrs. Freeman, who looked as spry as ever in her work jeans and red flannel. Mr. Gomez's sons, Gomez and Gomer, Jr, were in the middle of trying to restrain their mother who kept pulling away from them. Daddy pulled up to Mr. Sokolov's truck and put it in park.  

"You stay here and watch Sparkles."

"Seriously?"

He got out without another word, leaving his door open and the keys in the ignition. I ain't one for whining, and I'm sure he was just trying to protect me, but the day I'm compared to a stuffed dog and come out equal will be the day I can fly and shoot bullets out of my nose. I wrenched the passenger side door open, hopped out, and grabbed my crutches. It was hard going, but Daddy didn't raise no bleater, and I caught him just as he tipped his hat at Mr. Sokolov.

"Hey, Skip." (Mr. Sokolov's name was Viktor). "What's going on?"

"That thing lands on Gomez barn. Gomez, he's sucked inside."

"Sucked inside?"

"Sucked inside."

Mrs. Gomez, or should I say the Widow Mrs. Gomez, seen us, pulled herself free of her sons, and came galloping over.

"Bill! Bill, please! You've got to do something! That thing has my Gomez!"

She collapsed into Daddy's arms sobbing and carrying on, and I never saw Daddy so uncomfortable. He was not a man to show his emotions. I think they embarrassed him. And if he wasn't already embarrassed enough by his own emotions, he was damn well mortified by other people's. He patted Mrs. Gomez on the back a few times and then peeled her off and held her at arm's length.

"Okay, Mrs. Gomez. I need to you calm down and tell me what happened."

She nodded and tried to get herself together, and after a few deep breaths, she was finally able to talk.

"Gomez went about bonkers when that thing fell on our barn. After he made a couple of phone calls, he jumped in his truck and went speeding on down here, tearing up the lawn and my peonies." 

Her eyes wandered back to the house. 

"I told him not to go, that this was an issue for the president, but he wouldn't listen. You know how crazy he gets about the government."

"Yes, ma'am, I do."

"He wouldn't let me go with him, neither. Me or the boys. So we watched from the kitchen window. He drove his truck right up to that thing, got out with his hunting rifle, and started shooting."

"Don't look like he did much damage."

"None at all. And then as God as my witness, when he started to reload, that crack opened up, and a tentacle slithered out, wrapped him up, and dragged him in. I don't remember what happened after that. I was too busy screaming."

Daddy looked around at everyone, seeing if he could muster them up to do something, but they toed the ground and refused to meet his gaze. Mrs. Gomez worried the front of her dress, her face reddening when she realized that nobody was going to do anything.

"If you all ain't man enough to anything, I am!"

And she marched off across the field, her sons right behind her, calling out "Momma! Momma, wait!" I tell you what, Mrs. Gomez'd worked herself up into a state. She was screaming and yelling (what exactly she was saying, I couldn't tell) tearing at her hair, jamming her finger into the air. None of us moved a muscle. She was going to do what she was going to do, whether it was good for her or not. 

Daddy said, "Y'all think we should call the president?"

Mrs. Freeman spat on the ground.

"I ain't too sure what Slick Willie'll be able to do about this."

The Gomez boys did their best to stop her. Gomer jumped on his momma's back and Gomez, Jr. latched onto her legs, and they all got to screaming and yelling and clapperclawing. It might've gone on like that forever, but I guess that spiky ball'd had enough because three tentacles shot out of it, wrapped around each of the surviving members of the Family Gomez, and started reeling them in. That seemed to be enough for Daddy. 

"Aw hell," he said and marched right back to the truck. He grabbed the .30 .06 off the rack and the .357's out of his bag and started loading them. "Y'all bring yours?"

He needn't have asked. Mrs. Freeman already had her shotgun out, Mr. Sokolov had a .30 .30, and Vlad'd gotten himself a machete for some reason.

Daddy, Mr. Sokolov, and Mrs. Freeman positioned themselves in a line facing the thing and started shooting. Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Round after round. Bullets thunked into the thing's meat, but other than a little more smoke and what looked like green syrup pouring out of its side, they did about as much harm as a squirrel chewing on an elephant. 

When they were done, the air smelled like goat shit and gunpowder, but it didn't do a thing to stop the tentacles. All we could do was watch as Mrs. Gomez and her boys were sucked inside with a syrupy slurp. Daddy waited a tic before he made his final assessment of their work. 

"Well, crap."

And that's when the tentacles shot out again. Four this time.

The first one grabbed Mr. Sokolov and heaved him off his feet. Another one grabbed Mrs. Freeman. The third whipped out and snatched Daddy around the waist. The last one tried to get Vlad, but he sliced it off at the tip with his machete. The tentacle went wild, spraying purple gunk all over him that burned and sizzled. Vlad fell to the ground, screaming. Daddy fixed his eyes on mine.

"'Manda," he said. "Sparkles."

Oh yeah.

Sparkles the stuffed dog. Stuffed with explosives.

I don't know if any of you ever tried to run on crutches, but it ain't like pulling a string out of a cat's ass. Hurts your armpits, too. So I dropped one and hopped back to the truck, jumped in, and turned the key. The old thing cranked to life and I slammed it into gear and stepped on the gas, aiming straight for the hive. 

That old hive must've known something was up because it shot three more tentacles at me as I sped toward it. One crashed through the windshield. Another hit the grill. The third missed entirely, but swung back around and grabbed the truck by the rear bumper. It yanked sideways, and I realized I didn't even need to drive no more. The only thing I had to concentrate on was getting out before it pulled me into them slimy green and yellow guts. 

I forced the driver's side door open, but one of the tentacles slammed it closed again. Another swung at me through the busted windshield and I threw myself onto the bench seat. It smashed the driver's side window and wrapped around the frame, breaking off hunks of metal. Purple ooze splattered onto the dashboard and started to eat through it. I scrambled across the seat for the passenger side door and managed to get it open, and right when I was going to dive out, praying I didn't break my neck when I landed, my broken leg exploded with pain. 

It was another one of them tentacles. Damn thing'd wrapped itself around my cast and got to squeezing.  

If breaking my leg was the most excruciating thing I'd ever felt, squeezing it when it was already broke ran a close second. The vision in the corners of my eyes went black and I felt like I was going to vomit. The thing yanked again, and I felt something give in my knee. I was in so much agony that I couldn't even think straight. Another squeeze, another yank. I slapped around for something, anything I could use as a weapon, and happened upon a nice, long, hunk of the metal frame.    

My body was halfway out the door, and I could see the opening of the hive, pulsing and squelching as we drew near. With a scream, I sat up and stabbed that tentacle with that hunk of metal. It pulled back, ripping my cast off and sending me tumbling ass over elbows out of the truck. I flipped once and landed strange, and then I was laying on my back in Gomez's field. Next thing I heard was an explosion, and a ball of fire filled the air.

One week later, both me and Daddy were sitting on the couch eating ice cream and watching M*A*S*H reruns. His arm was wrapped tight to his chest and he was wearing a neck brace. He didn't like it very much, and I didn't blame him. August in Virginia was hot enough in shorts and a t-shirt without adding a neck brace. I kept catching him in the middle of taking it off, saying it "cramped his style." 

"Daddy, you try to take that thing off again, I'm going to sprain your other neck."

"I don't know what that means, but message received."

My new cast was even bigger and thicker than the one before, and the itching drove me nuts, and since I wasn't allowed to take a shower, and since Daddy told me that under no circumstances was he going to give me a sponge bath, I was starting to get a little ripe. He would, though, spring for ice cream. 

"I personally like me some praline myself," he said, scooping a spoonful into his mouth.

"Yuck."  

I took a bite of mine, trusty, dusty Neapolitan, and watched the TV. Hawkeye and Trapper John was in the middle of fixing a prank on that old stick-in-the-mud Frank Burns again. 

"Well one thing's for certain," I said. "I'm glad that old stuffed dog's finally out of the house."

Daddy gave me a playful slap.

"Don't you talk about Sparkles like that. Sparkles saved the world. Best dog I ever had."
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Fall in the country was a beautiful thing. The leaves turned to gold and brown and red and yellow, the temperature dropped below fifty every night, and everything felt like it was hunkering down. By late September my leg was healing up good, even after it almost got broke a second time. My second cast was off, but I still had a boot on and had to walk with a cane. I was worried, though, because I needed physical therapy to get back to normal, and physical therapy cost a lot of money—a lot of money we didn't have. 

Daddy didn't want to hear it.

"You're getting PT," he said.

He was sitting in his chair in front of the fireplace, sharping his knife, a big Bowie he'd had since he was a kid. I liked the sound it made as he scraped it against the sharpening stone.

"How? You gonna sell your new truck?"

"No. But I will plant some winter pot."

"I thought you said that was dangerous? Don't the feds have them thermal cameras?"

"We'll be fine. It's just this one time."

I gave him my best disapproving look, but he wasn't swayed.

"'Manda, you break a bone, it don't ever heal complete. Without PT it just gets worse. Look."

He held his left thumb up at me like it was the crown jewels. Daddy'd been using it as evidence of the frailty of the human body since I was in Kindergarten. Stub a toe? Better watch out this don't happen to you. Bruise a rib? I bet it looks like this. 

It did look pretty gross. Damn thing was crooked as a senator. It twisted to the left and almost ran straight into his pointer finger before it straightened out again. And there was a notch in it down at the bottom, like whatever happened had created a new knuckle. He could've gotten it fixed, but he said he liked it that way, mainly because he could dislocate it at will. It was his favorite party trick: tie his wrists together, pop his thumb out of joint, and slip out of the bind.

"Fine," I said. "But if you get busted, I better not hear no complaints."

"If I get busted, you won't hear a thing from me. I'll be in the federal pen."

A few nights later, a goat-drowner rolled through the country. I was jolted out of sleep by a clap of thunder so loud that it shook the whole house. I started to freak out a little bit, but before it could get out of control, Daddy poked his head in my room and said, "Don't sweat it, sugar-booger. It's just a thunderstorm."

"Don't call me sugar-booger."

"Okay."

I went back to sleep to the soothing sound of sheets of rain punctuated by Daddy's startled muttering every time lightning struck.

The next morning was calm and clear. The house was still when I woke up, and when I shuffled into the kitchen, I saw the note Daddy left on the counter. 

"Blue's," it said in his typically verbose style. 

Blue was a former Marine. He owned a guns and ammo store in Partlow. He and Daddy had an arrangement. Daddy kept him in as much pot as he could smoke, and Blue kept Daddy in as many bullets as he could fire.  

Doctor said I should be walking around as much as I could, at least until it began to hurt, so after breakfast, I decided to head out to the yard to do some chores and clean up. The storm had downed a few trees on the edge of the fields, and a handful of shingles had blown off the barn roof, but other than that, everything was basically fine. 

I'd just sat down on the back step with a cup of coffee when a boy came walking out of the woods. Number 22, one of the barn cats who thought he was a house cat, rubbed himself against my leg and I pet him and he meowed. I pointed my mug at the kid who was now walking across my backyard.

"Look there, Number 22. That's little Seb Mack."

Seb Mack walked right up to me as if we had a date and said, "I'm Seb Mack and something's wrong with my Mama."

Seb Mack didn't have to walk the ten miles from his broke-down trailer to my back step to provide me with that information. Everybody in Spotsy knew who his mama was, and everybody in Spotsy knew there was something wrong with her. Hell, there was something wrong with the entire Mack family, fathers, mothers, uncles, cousins, grandparents, probably even some distant relations we ain't never met.   

"I know who you are, Seb Mack. What's wrong with your mama this time?"

"She ain't right."

Then the weirdest thing happened. Number 22 hopped up on the rail behind me, took one look at Seb Mack, flattened his ears, and took to hissing and growling. Seb Mack locked eyes with him and glared. That's when I noticed the deep black bags under his eyes and how pale his face looked. 

Mama Mack preferred her chemicals and alcohol to the feeding and maintenance of her offspring, but none of them ever looked as sick and malnourished as Seb Mack did right at that moment. I could see the bones of his cheeks, and the skin around his forehead looked clenched and thin like it'd been torqued tight with a socket wrench. 

He took what looked like an involuntary step toward the cat, his arm partially raised, and Number 22 leaped off the rail and sprinted away, nearly running right into Daddy as he came around the corner carrying a new flat of plants. My leg was getting tight, so I stretched it out in front of me.

"Hey Daddy."

"Hey."

"How're your errands?"

"Got 'er done." He brought the flat over to the steel bulkhead that led to the cellar and put it down on the grass. 

"What's he want?" he asked, fishing his keys out of his pocket.

"You wanna tell him, Seb Mack?"

"I'm Seb Mack and something's wrong with my mama."

Daddy kneeled down and unlocked the bulkhead, pulling it open with a squeal.  

"Hell, boy. You didn't have to walk all the way over here to tell me that."

"Daddy, stop. Look at him."

"'Manda, I ain't got time to deal with Macks today."

"Just come here and look at him."

Daddy sighed and came over. Held the boy's chin and turned his head from side to side.

"What's she got into now, boy?" Number 22 sauntered over as if nothing had happened, and Seb's eyes locked onto him. "She been beating you? Feeding you? When's the last time you had a bath?"

Seb followed the cat, and his hands started to flex and relax, flex and relax. He kept doing that until Daddy snapped in front of the boy's eyes.

"Hey! Seb Mack! You hear me?"

"Mama got the infection."

"Infection? What infection?"

"She gave it to Amaryl and Brindle."

Amaryl and Brindle were Seb Mack's little sisters.

"Your mama got your sisters sick?"

"She made them sick. Fed them to the hive."

Daddy stood up and put his hands on his hips. I knew what he was thinking. Damn. That hive again. 

"'Manda—"

"I'll go get your guns."

Seb Mack sat between Daddy and me on the drive over. Daddy tried to press him for more information about the hive—how big it was, what it looked like, why it ate kids, why his mama was feeding it kids—but Seb refused to answer. Daddy grit his teeth.

"Anybody ever tell you it's rude to ignore people?"

It was noon by the time we made it out to the Mack's place. They lived in a trailer about a mile back off Post Oak, close to Brokenburg. The entrance to their property wasn't marked, but my family had been in Spotsy for five generations; none of us needed no sign to show us where they lived. The driveway ran through thick forest, all two miles of it, dead-ending at what looked like a setting from a horror movie. 

Seb Mack's mama's trailer stood in the middle of a clearing. The roof was blanketed with leaves, and the foundation had sunk about a foot into the soft dirt underneath. The siding was so covered with moss and grime that it blended in with its surroundings. At first I thought the condition of the trailer, not to mention the various rusty car parts, appliances, and trash scattered around the front, was just another expression of typical Mack laziness, but then I realized it might have been a strategy. Blend in enough with your surroundings and nobody'll ever bother you. 

Daddy stopped about fifty yards from the trailer, and put his truck into park, leaving the keys in the ignition like he always did.   

"You need to go farther," Seb Mack said.

"No can do, son."

"You need to go farther in."

Daddy pointed out the windshield.

"You see them trees? They're leaning against each other. With last night's rain, they're like to fall and block the way out."

Seb Mack looked stunned. He hadn't considered that. 

Daddy chose to kick the bottom of the trailer door rather than touch any part of it with his exposed skin. 

"Mama Mack! It's Bill Jett. I got your boy Seb Mack out here." He waited a minute before kicking again. "Mama Mack?" Nothing. He looked down at the boy. "You sure she's home?"

Seb Mack nodded solemnly. 

The woods were quiet. No birds flitting around in the trees. No squirrels skittering around the leaves. I didn't expect a scene from a Disney movie, but we were out in the middle of the woods. There should've at least been a coon waddling around. Of course, the Macks were hunters. They could've picked the area clean already, which would've been stupid, seeing as though it was only the beginning of fall and all. Daddy shrugged his rifle off his shoulder.

"'Manda, you wait here."

"What? No. You remember how that worked out last time?"

"Good point. Here." He pulled a sidearm out of his pocket and handed it to me. "Safety's on."

I checked the chamber. Checked the magazine. Loaded and full.

"Wouldn't have expected anything else."

Daddy went in first and immediately stepped in something gross. He lifted up his foot, stretching long strings of thick, gooey slime stuck to the bottom of his shoe and the tacky tile in the little square entry. It was pretty disgusting. 

"What the hell is that?" I asked.

"How many times I tell you not to say 'hell'." 

"A lot. I don't know why you're so hung up on it."

Daddy took a step back and shook his leg, trying to break the slimy string.

"It's . . . unlady—aw hell, I stepped in some more."

He tiptoed over to the living room to wipe his shoes off on the carpet, and I took a look around the place. The kitchen was a proper mess. Dishes piled up in the sink. Counter covered in all kinds of muck: red sauce, dried spaghetti, open cans of half-eaten beefaroni. Fruit flies crawled all over a rotting bunch of bananas hanging under an equally rotten (and fly-covered) handful of tomatoes. 

And the smell. I hadn't smelled anything like it, and I grew up raising goats and pigs. It reminded me of the time a hunting dog got into our pig pen and gutted one of our sows and all her piglets. 

Something thumped in the back room, and Daddy and I shared a look.

"'Manda," he said, and then the front door slammed shut.

I went over and tried to pull it open, but it wouldn't budge. I yanked and yanked, and it gave a little before slamming shut again.

"Seb Mack you open this door right now!"

He didn't reply. 

"Seb Mack, I swear to God I'm gonna shoot this thing to bits if you don't let go!" 

I had no intention of doing so, but he was just a kid, so it didn't hurt to try and scare him. I was about to threaten him again when his face popped up in the window next to the door.

"Seb Mack! You open this door!"

He stared back at me. Then another face showed up, and another, and another. Faces popped up in all of the windows, in the one over the sink, the two in the living room. Macks. All of them. It looked like the entire clan had showed up. Seb's uncles and aunts, brothers, sisters, cousins. And if that wasn't creepy enough, they all started banging on the side of the trailer. The trailer wasn't exactly professionally anchored to any real foundation, so you can imagine the effect that had. Glasses fell and broke on the tile. The velvet posters of dogs playing poker, and Elvis, and skeletons at a feast, too. I backed away to the middle of the living room and stood back to back with Daddy.

"Let's go," he said.

"Where we going?"

"Maybe there's a way out the back."

"You gonna punch a hole in the wall?"

"Might already be one there."

The hallway to the back was so narrow that we had to walk single file, Daddy first, then me. This was where the bedrooms were. Daddy pulled the sliding door of the first one aside, but it was empty. Judging by the crayon drawings and the decapitated dolls, it was where little Amaryl and Brindle slept. Or performed voodoo ceremonies. I didn't need to see the cut-out magazine covers of football players scattered all over the floor to know the next one was Seb Mack's. Both of them had windows, and both them windows was filled with Macks. 

That left the master. Unlike the others, it had a door with hinges, but it was shut and locked tight. 

Daddy said, "Give me some space." 

I did, and he leaned back and leveled a powerful kick at the door. If he'd kicked the handle, he might have gotten the result he was aiming for, but this was a hollow core door, about as solid as a balloon, and his foot crashed right through and got caught on the other side.

"Aw hell," he said, yanking it out. 

I leaned over to look through the hole me made.

The room was predictably depressing. It had just enough space to fit a queen-sized bed and a little chest of drawers at the end. I was about to say I didn't see anything when Mama Mack's face shot up on the other side. She was red-eyed and green-skinned, and something was bulging in her cheeks.

"Jesus!"

Before I could pull away, she coughed and a green cloud shot right into my face. I fell back, retching and hacking as the green cloud slicked down my throat and into my lungs. I could hear Daddy screaming my name, and the door to Mama Mack's room explode. Then it sounded like the windows all over the trailer burst in at the same time, and my head was filled with a roar and a fury.

I'd like to say I passed out. That would've been nice. But I was awake through the whole thing. I saw Daddy shoot Mama Mack. I saw Mama Mack jerk like she'd been pinched with a pea shooter, not clobbered with a .30 .06. I saw the hallway flood with people. Daddy got off a few more rounds before they took him down. Then Mama Mack burst out of her room and jumped on him, leaned over his face, and heaved out a thick cloud of that green stuff.

Everything went kind of herky-jerky after that. They tied our feet together with rope, did the same to our hands, laying them on our chests, making sure to cinch Daddy's up extra-tight. Then they carried us out into the woods. Must have walked for at least a mile, up and down hills, deeper and deeper into the darkest part of Spotsylvania I never wanted to see. 

They lugged us all the way to a clearing in the middle of the woods where another hive was waiting, laid us out next to two other unconscious people, and stood in a semi-circle. Seb Mack tramped up behind, looking ridiculous with Daddy's rifle strapped over his shoulder and my gun jammed into his belt. 

The green haze started to wear off, and I was finally able to think clearly. Problem was, thinking put me in a panic, and panicking didn't do nothing to help. Then I smelled it. The rot. Worse than in Mama Mack's trailer. Worse than that time our pigs got killed. I sat up and looked around. Bodies. At least a dozen. All of them with their feet and wrists tied tight with rope. All of them in various stages of decomposition. All of them with a hole the size of a bowling ball in their chests. If I thought I was panicking before, I didn't know what the word meant.

"Who the fuck are you?"

It was the guy on the other side of Daddy. He'd come around, too. He was wearing city clothes, jeans and a button up, and his face was pale and his lips were blue, but he was alive. At the sound of his voice, Daddy's eyes popped open.

"Daddy!" I said. He didn't move. "Daddy, wake up!"

All of the Macks but Seb started to sing, and it was a horrible noise, deep and guttural, filled with weird dissonance. My chorus teacher played us a song once that sounded like it. I can't remember the composer, but it was some old German guy. It was terrible music, and the noise coming out of the throats of the things around us sounded exactly like it. The city boy didn't like it too much either.

"What the fuck is this?" he yelled. "What fuck is wrong with you fucking rednecks?"

The hive in the clearing cracked open, and those stupid tentacles slithered out again, four of them. One slid through the leaves toward a woman on my right and wound its way up her leg. She stirred and moaned, and when the tentacle tightened around her thigh, she sat up, screaming. One of the Macks stomped through the leaves, grabbed her by the shoulders, and slammed her back to the ground.

"Let me go!" the woman yelled, but the Mack clamped on tighter. 

Then the tentacle wound into the air, button-hooked over her chest, and slammed down into it. She was dead before the last breath left her body. The tentacle started to undulate and pulse, and her corpse seemed to deflate.

"Holy shit!" my city friend screamed. 

He rolled onto his side and pushed himself off the ground. Them bound up feet didn't allow for much more than desperate hopping, but he did his level best. Seb Mack pulled my gun out of his belt, closed one eye shut, tracking him as he ran past his singing brothers. He aimed and fired, but the city boy ducked right before Seb pulled the trigger, and Seb's bullet hit one of the other Macks right in the chest. I think it was his brother, Mack. Mack went down in a heap, dead. 

I swear, if I hadn't turned my head when he fired, I would've missed something important. But I did turn my head, and when Mack Mack went down, the tentacle squirming through the forest floor toward me stopped moving. Just up and went dormant. 

I heard another shot and turned back just in time to see the city boy jumping full-steam at Seb Mack. Seb Mack fired again, and City Boy, who had to have outweighed him by at least a hundred pounds, didn't just fall on Seb Mack, he engulfed the kid. 

We wasn't out of the woods yet. The other Macks kept singing, and the other tentacles kept coming on.   "'Manda," Daddy gasped. His eyes were still wide and dilated, but he was wiggling his fingers. "Crack it."

"What?"

He wiggled his fingers again.

"Crack it."

And then I understood. I rolled over, got to my knees, and grabbed his jacked-up thumb.

"I'm gonna count to three, okay?"

"Okay."

"Here we go. One—"

And I popped it out of joint. 

The scream that erupted from his mouth was louder and uglier than anything any of them Macks could ever produce. He sat straight up, pulling his hand out of the rope, and popped his thumb back into joint. As if it knew what had happened, his tentacle skipped the winding around the legs part and went right to the button-hooking and the plunging. 

At the same time, the Mack it belonged to stomped through the leaves toward us. I took it upon myself to get to my feet and take it on. I don't know what I was going to do. My foot was screaming in that boot, and the Mack outweighed me more than Ruth Grace Hogg, but unlike that mismatch, I had the advantage. Ruth Grace had at least a little intelligence. That Mack looked like it had the mind of a vegetable. 

My plan was simple. I hopped right up to it like I was going to take it down with a big hug but dropped at the last second and took it out at the knees. Chop block. The Mack went down face first. Its head hit the ground at a weird angle, and it jerked once and fell still. The tentacle hovering over Daddy went limp and landed next to him. 

Daddy didn't waste any time. He popped up off the ground and jumped on the last Mack. Wrapped his rope around its neck and choked it out. Then he limped over to me, winded.

"Give me your hands."

He untied them.

"You okay?" he asked, working on my feet.

"No."

"Me nei—"

A shot rang out and he went down to one knee. Seb Mack had managed to scramble out from under the bulk of that city boy.  

Daddy winced. A flower of blood blossomed on his shoulder.   "Just a stinger."

Another shot rang out and Daddy stifled a yelp.

"Left leg."

He got my rope untied, and I jumped up and sprinted for Seb Mack. Maybe sprinted isn't the right word. I galloped and weaved, my boot making me lean to the left a little bit. Worked out in my favor, though. Seb was an okay shot if you stayed completely still and had your back to him. But I was a moving target. He managed to fire off two rounds before I hit him right in the chest and brought him down. Ripping my .357 out of his hands was easy. 

"Fire at me with my own gun!" I yelled, and pistol-whipped him. His head snapped back and he gnashed his teeth at me. I bashed him in the nose. I stove in his temple. I knocked out his teeth.

Seb Mack's eyes stayed wide open the whole time, the cords in his neck standing out. He slapped at my face, but I kept hitting him until his skull cracked open and I saw something pink and green and white spill out. I didn't stop then, not even after his arms went limp. I kept hitting him, over and over, mashing his face into pulp. I would've kept going if Daddy hadn't caught my arm.

"'Manda, it's enough. You did enough."

Daddy was right about them trees. They'd fallen into the road at some point during the day, and if our truck had been there, well, we wouldn't have had a truck no more. Neither of us spoke very much on the way back, and even though my boot was near to falling off and my leg ached something terrible, I didn't feel like complaining. We were about halfway home when I saw the blood from his shoulder had nearly soaked through his shirt.

"You're bleeding too much," I said. 

He covered the wound with his left hand, kept driving with the right.

"I'm fine."

"Take your hand off it and let me see."

"'Manda—"

"What've you always told me? 'Just because you're tough don't mean you're stupid'."

He shot me a quick, meaningful glance and took his hand away. There was a hole in his shirt where the bullet hit. I ripped it open a little wider and he sucked in his breath.

"It didn't come out. You're gonna need a doctor."

"I can do it myself."

"You can get a bullet out of your arm by yourself?"

"Maybe."

He turned east onto Post Oak instead of west. We rode in silence a little while longer. Every now and then I looked out the back window, sure I'd see a pod of Macks on our tail.

"This ain't over, is it?" I asked.

"Nope."

"What're we going to do?"

He didn't say anything. He drove into Partlow, past Cross Creek, staying quiet all the way to Blue's Custom Guns. Then he parked and got out. 

"Hand me my Army bag, will you 'Manda."   

He didn't have to explain anything after that. 
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A PLACE FOR EVERYTHING
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One day when I was eleven, Daddy came busting into the house covering his eye with one hand and holding a pitchfork in the other.

"'Manda! How many times have I told you to put your tools away when you're done with them?"

"Daddy, I—"

"Don't 'Daddy, I' me. Damn near poked my eye out. You realize how dangerous it is to leave this thing lying around?"

It wasn't no use arguing. He was right and I couldn't lie. We were the only two people who lived on the farm, and I was the one mucking out the stalls in the barn. I didn't remember leaving it out, though. Must've leaned it up against something when I was done and later on it fell over. 

"Sorry, Daddy."

"Yeah, well, you'll be real sorry if I ever impale myself."

I thought that was a bit melodramatic, even if I didn't know what 'melodramatic' meant at the time. Daddy always was a little theatrical. Got it from his crazy Appalachian mama. Wasn't nothing else I could do or say, so I just repeated myself.

"Sorry, Daddy."

That's what I kept saying over and over again as I took that bullet out of his arm. 

"Sorry, Daddy!"

"Stop saying sorry and get the damn thing out!"

"Okay! Sorry!"

"Dammit, 'Manda!"

I bit my tongue, literally, and focused. 

First bullet was easy. Went clean through his leg and was poking out the other side. All I had to do was cut the skin and yank on it with a pair of needle-nose pliers, which was about as fancy as we got out here on the farm. (Did I mention I have no formal medical training?)

But the second one was buried in his shoulder. Not too deep. I could see it wedged into his meat as I spotlighted his arm with the flashlight I was holding between my teeth. Daddy took another slug from a bottle of Dewers, the closest thing to anesthesia we had. He'd already killed half a fifth and was busy working on the rest. I hoped maybe if I took long enough he'd pass out and stop yelling at me. Would've made my job a hell of a lot easier. 

"Would you stop squirming?"

"Pardon me, 'Manda, if I'm bothering you. But if you haven't noticed, I got a bullet in my arm."

That was it. I'd had enough. I pushed the pliers in, got myself a firm grip on the shell, and started yanking. Daddy reacted predictable. He screamed.

"Aaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!"

I joined in as I pulled the bullet out and held it up in the air.

"Haaaaaaa! I did it!"

Daddy slammed his chest with his fist and made several uncharitable references I am not inclined to repeat. I guess that didn't do much to stop the pain because he slugged down a whole bunch more whiskey. Then he started mumbling. Then he passed out. 

I know what you're thinking. You're thinking, "Why didn't they go to the hospital?"

We studied on it, but Daddy had a thing against going to hospitals. Said people died in hospitals all the time, which I guess was technically true. 

I know what else you're thinking. "Why didn't they call the authorities?"

We did. Daddy did, anyway. Told me all about it. After he sobered up, he called the sheriff and told him that the Mack family'd gone even more feral than before, leaving out the part about the alien hive and the tentacles and all that on account that it'd probably diminish his credibility. As it turns out, the sheriff didn't need him to leave out nothing.

"They try to sacrifice you to that tentacle thing?" he asked.

"You know about that?"

"Yeah. You're not the first."

"How long they been at it? Don't you think that's something you might want to tell people?"

"Calm down, Bill. It popped up on our radar about three hours ago."

"Oh. Then I guess you don't know about Gomer Gomez?"

"They get him, too?"

"Maybe? I'm not sure of the timeline."

"Huh. Thanks for the intel."

"Is that it? Aren't you—"

"It's happening everywhere, Bill. You hunker down there on the farm. Unlock your gun safe. Got enough ammo?"

"Already on it."

"Alright then. Good luck."

And he hung up.

In the week that followed, I watched the news for any word of what happened. Were there hives forming in other parts of the state? The country? The world? Nothing popped up. Just the usual stories of kids dying in apartment fires and people getting shot. Then one day the stations shut down. All three of them. The power went out a day later. We were truly out on our own.

We were in the living room when it happened. We sat there, quietly contemplating the meaning of it. Then Daddy said, "Time to visit Maurice."

Let me explain.

Living with a man like my daddy could be infuriating. Half the time I didn't know why he did the things he did. The other half I understood but didn't think they were particularly good ideas. He seemed to be guided by an inner navigator that didn't truly understand the compass of the world—south was east, north was west and all that. Yet every offbeat project, crazy contraption, or pointless hobby always turned out to have a greater use that nobody, not even Daddy and his crack-brained navigator, could have predicted. 

Like Maurice.

Out on the farm, everything gets used and everything gets recycled. That ain't so unusual. But Daddy took his salvaging to the extreme. He was so crazy about it that he often took junk from other people that he didn't need "just in case." He said he drew the line at dumpster diving, but I had a feeling that he'd crossed it more than once. That's why we had two barns. One he built natural. That's to say he bought wood, nails, screws, and roofing intended for the construction of a barn. We housed all our animals and tools and hay in that one. The second barn he took on as a challenge. I imagine the conversation that went on in his head went something like this:

"Hey."

"Yeah?"

"I bet you can't make a barn out of all that crap you got piled up over there."

"I bet I can."

And that's why we got ourselves a barn made out of particle board, scrap metal, old doors, bald tires, half-chipped cinder blocks and just about anything else you could imagine. I think I even saw some of my old stuffed animals shoved into holes or filling up gaps. My favorite thing was what he did with about fifty antique chests of drawers, chifforobes, and other bedroom furniture. Took them all apart and jointed back together to make the prettiest sliding door I ever did see. 

He called that barn "Maurice" for some reason. Used it to store all the new junk he was always bringing home. It was filled up with just about everything useful that'd ever been thrown away. Electronics, batteries, rebar, solar panels, barrels, bricks, insulated wire, shoes, weights, furniture, screws, nails, tires, inner-tubes, sheets of metal, spools of cable. Organized the crap out of it, too. Wasn't a thing lying around for no reason.  

So when the tv stopped broadcasting and the power went out and he said, "Time to visit Maurice," I knew something interesting was afoot. 

"What're you going to build now?"

Daddy was already up, limping toward the back door.

"We. What are we going to build now."

"I thought you said you wanted me to finish pitching hay."

"This is more important."

"Fine. What are 'we' building." 

"Electric fence."

"Simple as that?"

"Simple as that."

And that's how we almost got ourselves killed.

It took us about three weeks to get it all done. Daddy had enough insulated wire to run two lines around three square acres. I was watching him hook the battery up to the solar panel in the west field when a man came bursting out of the woods, screaming "Hey! Hey! Help us!"

Daddy picked up the rifle he'd leaned against an apple tree, aimed, and fired. A chunk of earth exploded in front of our new friend, who skidded to a halt.  

"That's far enough," Daddy said. "Keep them hands up. You got him, sugar-bo—'Manda?"

See, I already had my gun up, too. I closed one eye to get a better bead on my target.   "Yeah."

I don't know about you, but people who have two guns pointed at them tend to lose control of their bladders. Not this guy. He kept his hands up, but he looked angry about it.

"You've got to help us."

"We don't have to do nothing."

"There's a woman out in the woods."

"I expect so."

"Her name is Lynn. She's pregnant. She needs help."

"Uh-huh."

The man put his hands down.

"You don't believe me."

"I believe you better put your hands back up."

"I'm telling the truth. Do I look like one of those things?"

Daddy grunted. 

I knew what he was thinking. Seb Mack didn't look like one of those things. Neither did the rest of his family. (Except Mama Mack, I guess.) Daddy kept his finger off the trigger the whole time they were talking, but when the man didn't put his hands back up, he saw fit to do so. The man saw it, too. I saw him see it. But did he put his hands up then? Not a chance. He shook his head, looking back and forth between the two of us.

"You're not going to help us."

"Nothing personal."

"Is there any other place nearby?"

"Nope."

We stood there like that for a full minute, two guns trained on one unarmed man. My shoulder was getting tired so I let it drop.

"You can leave anytime, mister," I said.

"My name's Leo."

"Okay."

"And I'm not leaving. You can either come out here and help us or shoot me because we're as good as dead otherwise."

"Daddy."

"'Manda. Don't."

"What if he's telling the truth?"

If the look Daddy gave me could have spoke, it would have said, "Ain't she precious." Instead, he said, "What if he's not?"

I squinted against the sun, looking at Leo and trying to come up with a gentle way to say what I was going to say next. When I couldn't, I said, "We'll shoot him."

I don't know if I was going to shoot anybody or not. I would have if I needed to, but as it turns out, I didn't. And there was more than just a pregnant lady out there. There was another lady (Charlene) and the pregnant lady's boyfriend, Dez.

Daddy just about had a minor stroke when he saw them all. And Lynn was more than just pregnant. She was pregnant pregnant. Full to the brim. I'm not saying Daddy's a mathematical genius because he ain't, but he didn't need to be to figure out that taking four-soon-to-be-five extra people on our farm was going to stretch our resources way past thin. But he wasn't no murderer neither, and all it took was one shared look between us for the decision to be made.

"Alright then," he said. 

There was more than enough room for everyone at the house. I might have been an only child, but Daddy had four siblings, three older sisters and a younger brother, and each of them had their own room. Now they sat dusty and dormant, and Daddy told me to take all the sheets and pillows outside and beat them clean, a task I did not relish at all. 

"I'll help," Leo said, giving Dez a look. "You should lay down."

That's the first time I noticed how sick Dez was. He looked pale, almost green, with dark circles under his eyes and a light sheen of sweat on his skin.

"It's okay, Charlene and I—"

Charlene was already shaking her head.

"I'm not going out there, not right now. This will be the first time I've slept indoors in a week."

"Charlene—"

"Charlene nothing. I'm tired and I've got a headache."

And then she went into her room and shut the door. A second later, we heard the lock click. Leo looked apologetically at me and Daddy.

"It's been difficult."

"You don't have to explain," Daddy said. 

I found plenty of old wash line in Maurice, and me and Leo strung it up between the old poles in the backyard. They hadn't been used since the fifties, I imagine, when Granddaddy finally wired the house for electricity. They were rusty and listing but sturdy. Leo found us a few dead branches and we commenced to swatting the sheets and pillows so hard that soon our hair and eyebrows were frosted with dust. Leo got to coughing so hard that he almost threw up, so we took a break and sat down on the back stoop.

"That didn't seem to bother you at all," he said.

"Country life's full of dust. I'm used to it."

"Maybe we should spray them down instead?"

"Still won't get rid of the dust. And you won't have no sheets or pillows."

"As long as I have a bed, I'll be happy."

"I bet."

We sat there for a while, enjoying the quiet. It was chillier than usual for October, and the air cooled the sweat on my skin. I looked over at Leo and saw that he'd turned his face up to the sun. His eyes were closed and he was actually smiling a little. I thought maybe he hadn't been able to relax like that in a while.

"Is it as bad as I think it is?" I asked. He nodded. "How long you been out there?"

"Two weeks."

"That's a long time to be out on your own. Lynn and Charlene and Dez. They friends of yours?"

"No."

"How long you been with them?"

"Couple of days. Met Lynn and Dez running out of Culpepper. We found Charlene wandering around here yesterday."

I was about to ask him where he saw her when someone screamed upstairs. Either Charlene or Lynn. Me and Leo exchanged a look.

We made it inside in time to see Daddy limp upstairs, rifle in hand. 

"Stay down there, 'Manda!"

"Fat chance!"

We gimped up to the second floor and down the hall, Daddy, me, and Leo. The screaming was coming from Lyn and Dez's room. Daddy rammed it with his shoulder over and over until the lock busted and we all piled in.

Lynn was curled up in the corner, screaming and crying, ducking her face under her arm. She was still dressed but had taken off her shoes, and she was holding the bedside lamp in her hands. The shade was wrecked and spattered with blood. Dez was on the ground on the other side of the room, his head stove in. That didn't bother me as much as the green stuff oozing out of his skull. That and the fuzzy branch of fungus that split it in two. Daddy moved toward him.

"Daddy, don't," I said.

"It's okay."

Keeping his rifle trained on the dead man, he went over and nudged his leg. Dez didn't move. Daddy nudged him again. Nothing. 

"Well, looks like—"

And that's when Dez pushed himself off the ground with a grunt.

"Look out!" I yelled.

Daddy fired off a wild shot, and Dez got to his knees, drool and blood spilling out of his open mouth. He lunged forward and Daddy fired three times, hitting him in the chest and head. 

Daddy wanted to kick them all out right then and there.

"Daddy, you can't."

"I can't nothing, 'Manda. They're infected."

"You don't know that. It could have just been him." 

"If they stay, we'll all be dead by morning."

"If you kick them off the farm, you'll be responsible for what happens to them after."

"Don't say that, 'Manda."

"It's true."

Daddy studied the weight of his decision. 

"Fine. They can stay. But they're not staying in the house. We're locking them up in the barn."

"Daddy—"

"We're locking them up in the barn, 'Manda. That's final."

So that's what we did. Marched them out of the house at gunpoint and locked them up in the barn.

I slept so bad that night that I shouldn't have even tried. Every time I'd get close, I'd see Dez's face blow up or the green fungus coming out of the crack in his skull. I finally gave up around six thirty, throwing off the covers with a sigh. The sky was still dark. 

Down in the kitchen, it was too dark out to see anything and too dark to go rummaging through the drawers for candles and matches. Daddy said we needed to save them anyway. We did have a battery-powered lantern, though. Used it for camping and hunting. Daddy left it out on the counter, so I turned it on and shined it around. There was a basket of apples sitting on the counter fresh from the picking the day before, so I took one off the top. After a bite and a think, I put three in my pockets, two in the front and one in the back, and set out for the barn. 

The frosty grass crunched under my boots. I stopped at the barn door, wondering if I was doing the right thing. Daddy would kill me if he knew I was out there, but I couldn't let them starve, and Lynn being pregnant? I turned around, half-hoping I'd see Daddy coming out the door so I could stop, but he didn't. The house was a black form against the lightening sky. With a sigh, I checked the .357's magazine. Seven bullets. I tucked it in my belt and entered the padlock combo. The door slid aside with a screech.

The barn was
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