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When he finally saw the first one, clearly, he almost smiled. Then he screamed. Then he ran as they hit the fence en masse, scrambling and skittering over and through it. He plunged into the woods on the opposite side of the road, the most direct path away from them, but was immediately tangled and tripped up in vines and briers and within moments they were on him and he shrieked and cried, one hand stubbornly gripping a hanging vine, desperate to cling to its rationality and solidity, as they enveloped him. So many! So many! There was one in his mouth, and at his groin. Oh god, oh GOD...

When they moved on there was nothing left of Marty Quaker but a smear of thick, pink drippings...
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Part One 


April 10, 1986


1
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Sincerity is no substitute for talent.

The words leapt out at him, scrawled across the bottom of the rejection letter in red ink. It was a form letter, with a stamped signature even, but some asshole had actually taken the time to add that little jibe. The ol' personal touch. Matt skimmed the first few lines of the letter

(anyway)

(just in case)

purely by chance. "Dear Mr. Davenport; Thank you for your submission. Unfortunately..." He crumpled it up in disgust. He'd learned to hate the word unfortunately. Also however, and the phrase our present needs. What about his present needs, goddammit?

The damaged screen door slammed shut behind him with a BANG! that made him wince. He really needed to break out his tools and fix that sometime. Some sort of bass-heavy mind rot was making the whole house vibrate, and he felt like his head was going to explode. "Turn that shit down!" he shouted up the stairs.

"Oh, leave him alone!" snapped Michelle from the couch. "It helps him study!" Study, Matt scoffed silently. He barely even goes to school. Just sleeps all day and runs the streets all night. Michelle fluttered a pudgy hand in the direction of the television. "Turn it to Wheel of Fortune!" she demanded. "I can't find the remote." As he did, she spied the mail in his hand. A note of maliciousness entered her voice. "Well, have you heard anything yet?" she asked, shifting her weight and settling in for a fight. The couch groaned in protest.

"Nope, not yet.

(you fucking pig you goddamned walking garbage disposal)

Sometimes it takes them a while to get back to you."

"Yeah, I'll bet," Michelle snorted. "Sometimes forever." She punctuated this by shoving an entire handful of Keebler Cheeblers into her mouth. "And in the meantime," she went on, her mouth full of food, "you'll just lounge around the house, tip-tapping away on your little typewriter, achieving nothing, until we all starve to death!" Without a word, Matt turned and walked away. He just didn't have the energy, he realized. Not today. "That's it, just slink off!" Michelle scoffed, and then turned her attention back to Wheel of Fortune.
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Sincerity is no substitute for talent.

Matt had typed this across the top of the sheet of paper nestled in his old Royal typewriter. He stared at the sentence, frowning. Wouldn't it be great if it somehow inspired him to write the Great American Novel? What would the asshole who'd scribbled those words think then? Maybe he'd thank the anonymous prick from the chair opposite Johnny on The Tonight Show. Or dedicate the entire book to him! This book is for Anonymous Prick. Fuck you. Wouldn't that be something? He sighed. Too bad those words weren't inspiring him. How did they do it? The Stephen Kings and the Brad MacDonells and the Dean R. Whatshisnames? Shelly read all that crap. And that's what it was, crap. By-the-numbers rubbish. Maybe that was his problem. The public eats up slick, predictable product. Who couldn't guess exactly how a Brad MacDonell novel would play out just by reading the title, let alone the first few chapters? Matt typed:

eo le are shee .

He examined the results, annoyed. The P key was stuck again. What I wouldn't give for a decent word processor, he thought as he reached into the bowels of the machine and gave the P a tug. That no-talent hack Stephen King is a millionaire, and here I sit, tugging on my P. He tried again.

People are sheep.

They sure are, he thought.

People are sheep.

And my wife is a fat ig.

Welcome to the farm.

A fat ig? "Damn typewriter," he mumbled, but with love. Actually, those three lines gave him an idea. Lazy, conformist animals, set on a farm... It sounded vaguely familiar though, but he couldn't quite place it. He'd never read much. Sighing, he stood up and turned off the light.
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The ig was in bed. Matt watched her for a while. She snored now, from the weight. She hadn't snored when they first met. Her heart must hate her, he thought. He briefly entertained the idea of wrapping his hands around her fat, greasy neck and just squeeeezing until it was finally all over, for the both of them. He imagined that he could get a lot of writing done in jail, assuming he didn't get the chair, of course. He'd never be able to do it though, not really, because he'd have to look her in the eyes, and they were still the same blue eyes he'd fallen in love with fifteen years ago. When she'd been beautiful. With a pang of nostalgia he suddenly remembered their first fight, back when they'd been courting. He'd gotten in the last word that time (those were the days) and stormed off, insisting that it was over. Half a block away he'd started to have second thoughts though, so he went back, only to find her in a heap on the porch swing, sobbing inconsolably. He'd never seen her cry before, and suddenly he was filled with a strange sort of confidence. Instead of approaching her he hid in the shadows, watched for a moment, and then slipped away. The next morning he'd called and apologized. She told him to forget it, it was no big deal, couples fight. But it was a big deal. She loved him, and now he knew it. And her not knowing he knew it made it all the sweeter. He missed that Shelly. He missed her a lot.

He got an extra blanket out of the closet. He'd sleep on the couch tonight. He couldn't bear to sleep next to that ig when he remembered how good she used to look.
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Matt woke to the sound of his son screaming.

"What the fuck? There's no fuckin' milk! Where's the fuckin' milk?"

What fresh domestic hell was brewing now? Matt glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly ten. He felt like he'd barely slept at all. The couch was too lumpy, and smelled like cheese snacks. Sitting up, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Stanley, wearing a band t-shirt and stained jockey shorts, was staring into the refrigerator, a combined look of shock and contempt on his face. A heaping bowl of dry cereal, shit brown in color, sat on the cheap kitchen table behind him.

"Shouldn't you be in school?" Matt asked. Stanley snorted.

"Yeah, Matt," he said, brushing a lock of greasy hair out of his face, "and shouldn't you be at work?"

"I'm your father. Don't call me Matt," Matt said, with no real conviction. This slack-jawed delinquent isn't my son, he thought. He couldn't be. This is a changeling. High-ranking government officials swapped them out at birth and spirited his real son away to a top secret facility where even now he's training to... They both started as the screen door slammed.

"Matt!" shrieked Shelly. "Get out here and bring these groceries in!"

"And bring the milk in first!" demanded Stanley.
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Matt brought the milk in last. A minor victory, but a victory nonetheless. "Why the rat traps?" he asked Shelly, setting them aside on the kitchen table. She had bought three.

"Because," she said, a hint of alarm in her voice, "Stanley saw one poking around by the garbage. I won't live with rats!"

"It hissed at me," Stanley said through a mouthful of cereal.

"It was probably a possum," Matt said dismissively. "We do live in the country, you know..." Michelle cut him off.

"Are you Mutual of Omaha's Wild Kingdom?" she snapped. "Because last time I checked, you weren't. I won't live with rats or possums! How's that?"

"Possums eat ticks," Matt countered. "They're good for..." Michelle waved away his tiresome explanations.

"I ask you to do one thing!" she said, throwing her flabby arms into the air. It was her signature move.

"Fine," he grumbled, scooping up the traps. They'd probably just tag some stray cat, or Matt would step on one of the things himself the next time he took the garbage out, but what was the point in arguing when you knew you couldn't win?
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Matt dropped the traps next to the garbage cans and just kept walking, through the overgrown back yard, across the large plank that bridged the "stream" (more of a trickle, really) that bisected their property, and into the woods proper. Like all the houses on this side of the road, they were backed right up to the dense mass of brambles, scrub, and trees that everyone referred to as "the woods". He was vaguely aware that the woods covered several acres, but no one ever really came back here, unless they were discarding an old oven or something, or trying to determine just how far they could get away with extending a fence before incurring the county's wrath. It was just too overgrown, an impenetrable mass of thorn bushes and squat, stunted trees. Today, though, Matt would not be deterred. Irritably, he kicked his way through the dead, dry thorn bushes that marked the perimeter of the woods and battered his way to the interior, where he was momentarily surprised to discover a well-worn trail extending in both directions, parallel to his and his immediate neighbors' property. Kids, he realized. Kids liked places like this, where they could hide out and drink beer and smoke weed and play ass-grab with Sally-Jo McDingleslut. He followed the trail for a while, lost in thought. He had three novels under his belt now – three! – and not a single bite from any of the major publishers. When his short story "Horse Thief" had been published, to so much acclaim, he was certain that he'd found his calling. So certain, in fact, that he'd quit his teaching job just four months later, right in the middle of the semester, to concentrate on his writing. "We can live off our savings for at least a year," he'd told a dubious Shelly, "and by then my first full-length will be climbing the bestseller lists and we'll be set for life!"

It hadn't happened that way.

It wasn't his fault, of course. It was the public. They didn't want the kind of quality, literary fiction he'd dedicated himself to. They wanted cannibalistic puppets and mind-reading dogs and ghosts popping out of coffins to rape housewives' faces. He refused to believe that "Horse Thief" had been a fluke. He was good, everyone said so: his friends, his parents, even Shelly had, at first. Now he'd left his job. He'd given no notice, leaving the board in a hell of a lurch, scrambling to replace him mid-semester. They'd begged him to at least finish up the year, even offering to foist his non-class-oriented duties on someone else in order to give him that time to write. He had flatly refused. Harsh words had been exchanged. And then there had been no job to go back to.

So there it was. No income. No prospects. Living off a rapidly dwindling savings and Shelly's part-time telemarketing income, and, worst of all, eating shit on a daily basis from that morbidly obese, self-righteous ig. But despite all this he still had one thing: hope. And why not? Didn't it spring eternal? His ship would come in any day now, his hens would come home to roost,

(Was that right?)

and he'd show them all.

He'd been walking for a long time, he realized. He stopped and took in his immediate surroundings, trying to get his bearings. Nothing looked familiar, but then, why would it? And what did it matter? All he had to do was turn around, and follow the trail back.

Then he saw it.

A hole, in the underbrush just off the trail. Roughly circular, about a foot in diameter. There was nothing particularly notable about it, but it was clearly unnatural. Man-made. Matt wondered, briefly, if the county had finally decided to build something out here. He frowned at the thought. Just what he needed, a massive construction project practically in his own back yard. He had enough trouble concentrating on his writing without... He quickly realized how unlikely that was though. If anyone was developing this land he would have heard something about it, or they'd have posted signs. Thank God. The last thing he needed was more distractions. He turned around and headed back to the house.
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That night, Matt had the strangest dream.

He was standing in a massive white hall, surrounded by all manner of fabulous prizes: furniture, cars, yachts, even entire homes. Bob Barker, host of the television game show The Price Is Right, stood next to him, microphone in hand. "...and it can all be yours, Matthew Davenport," Bob was saying, "if the price is right!" He looked Matt right in the eye and added, "Are you willing to pay the price, Matthew?"

"Yes!" Matt said enthusiastically. "Yes!"

"Good!" smiled Bob, drawing Matt's attention to a huge white game board that hadn't been there before. "Then let's begin! Are you familiar with the Ig Game, Matt?" he asked with mock concern. "Or am I going to have to bore our television audience by explaining it yet again?"

"No, I'm not familiar with it," Matt admitted. Covering his microphone with his free hand, Bob leaned forward and hissed in Matt's ear, his voice icy with contempt.

"You are fucking this up. I will neuter your ass if you fuck this up." Uncovering his mic, he continued. "Well then, let's explain to everyone how it's done." Bob indicated a number of square sliding panels now visible on the looming board. "Each of these panels conceals a number. If you pick the two numbers that represent the price of any prize, you win everything. But if you pick the wrong ones..." he drew his index finger across his throat for emphasis "...sssccckkkiiiiiittttt!" He paused for effect, then, "Are you ready, Mike?"

"Matt," Matt corrected him. Bob's lip twitched.

"Matt," he confirmed, coldly.

"I'm ready," Matt said quickly.

"Okay! Then pick a square!"

Matt examined the board for a moment while Bob tapped his foot impatiently. "I'll take the one in the upper right-hand corner," he said.

"Upper riiight!" Bob called out, sweeping his arm to point at the board theatrically. The panel in question slid back, revealing a capital letter I.

"Oh oh," Bob said with false, exaggerated concern. "You got the number I..."

(But I isn't a number!)

"...and that's not good. One more wrong choice and you lose the game. You can either stop here and keep the prizes you've already won – a failed marriage, a rotten son, a run-down house in the sticks – or you can try again and go for the whole god damned enchilada. What's it gonna be, Mike? Matt?"

Matt could hear voices, from some unidentifiable somewhere, calling out suggestions. ("Stay!" "Go for it!" "Center square!" "Just kill yourself!") He took a deep breath.

"I'm gonna go for it," he said. Cheers and applause arose from the same unidentifiable somewhere.

"Allll right!" Bob said. "Pick another square!" Matt stared at the board. People were calling out suggestions, but he ignored them. Bob looked at his watch impatiently.

"The center one," Matt finally said.

"Center squaaaare!" Bob called out. The panel slid back. Behind it was the letter G. A string of musical notes indicating failure blared out. "Oh, Matt," Bob lamented, "Matt, Matt, Matt. I and G. You got the ig. You know what happens now, don't you?"

"No!" Matt screamed. "It isn't fair! Those are letters!" Bob shook his head sadly. And then Matt saw it: the ig. It was Michelle. With great gusto she began gobbling up the prizes, scooping them into her cavernous maw which just seemed to get bigger and bigger, until she was swallowing entire bedroom sets, jet skis, even the house. And when everything else was gone and Bob had long since fled (or perhaps she'd eaten him, too), she turned on Matt, salivating, teeth gnashing, squealing in glee like...
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...like an animal. Matt's eyes popped open. He was sleeping on the couch again. The squealing noise that had awakened him was followed by a rattle and a dull metallic clang as one of their garbage cans toppled over. Apparently Shelly's traps had been effective after all. He'd set them up after his walk, as instructed, but he hadn't actually expected anything to come of it. He briefly considered getting up and disposing of the sprung trap, and its victim, now, then thought better of it. There was probably more than one rat out there, and there was definitely another unsprung trap. With his luck, in the dark, he'd step on at least one of these. He'd deal with it in the morning. Closing his eyes, he fell back to sleep almost immediately, his dream forgotten. Which was unfortunate.

Because it had been a warning.
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