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“I guess when you turn off the main road,

you have to be prepared to see some funny houses.”

-Stephen King

And there will I keep you forever,

Yes, forever and a day,

Till the walls shall crumble to ruin,

And moulder in dust away!

The Children’s Hour

-Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

“I really didn’t think any of it was real.

I just thought it’d be fun, you know.”

-Chad Sommers
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Mike and Chad

Mike Rasmassen tossed his gold and black Hawkeye letter jacket in the back of the Dodge van along with the duffels.

“Mike, my man,” Chad Sommers said, “it’s the middle of August. Do you really need the jacket? Isn’t that more fall and winter wear?”

“Since when have you become such a fashionista?” Mike ribbed. “It’s always been my good luck charm and where we’re going, we’re going to need all the luck we can get provided where we’re going even exists.”

“Trust me, Mikey, it’s there,” Chad said, closing the van’s rear door. The panels rumbled on the rails, threatening to jump the tracks before latching tight.

“Where have I heard that before?” Mike was referring to last summer’s trip. Chad found an article on-line about an abandoned coaster park halfway across the county. Local legend said the park was haunted; that the ghosts of those killed when one of the coasters left the track, crashed, and burned, aimlessly roamed the empty park. When Mike and Chad got there, the so-called park was nothing but a decrepit parking lot overgrown with native plants and weeds. Not everything on the World Wide Web was gospel.

“You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?” Chad said.

“Nope.” Mike climbed into the passenger seat and immediately rolled down the window. There was no working air-conditioning in the Dodge.

Mike was a typical Scandinavian: blond hair, blue eyes, stout, but muscular build. He played football, evident by the letter jacket he’d just tossed in the van. He wasn’t the quarterback, but played, in his opinion, a more important position. He was one of the guys that protected the QB.

Mike grew up poor. His deadbeat father skipped out the day he found out Mike’s mother, Virginia, was pregnant.

Virginia did the best she could to raise her son. She worked two jobs; a waitress at the local greasy spoon by day, an erotic dancer at the strip club at night. She wasn’t proud of the second job, but sometimes desperate times mean desperate measures. For Mike’s mother prancing around on stage in her birthday suit in front of dozens of drunken, horny perverts was as desperate as it got.

Mike stayed out of trouble, focused on school and football, determined not to spend his life working as a grease monkey at some rundown service station selling more meth than gasoline. Thanks to his hard work, he received a full football scholarship. Mike found his ticket out. 

Chad slid behind the driver’s seat. With long brown hair and intimidating crystal green eyes, Chad Sommers, dressed in a black T-shirt, blue jeans, and scuffed leather boots, gave off the vibe of a biker. In colder weather, when he wore his studded black leather jacket, the image intensified. Contrary to his appearance, Chad was not Hell’s Angel material. He was just a college kid with a sense for adventure. He wasn’t stupid—if so, he never would have made it through three years at the University of Iowa—he just had a little less common sense than most of his peers.

Chad’s friendship with Mike started with an accident on the softball field. Part of the ninth grade Phys Ed. curriculum required six weeks of softball. While Mike was the jock, Chad was the class clown and his interest in sports went as far as watching the Women of the WWE on Saturday nights. There was no logical reason for the two of them to become such friends, but sometimes odd friendships happen serendipitously.

During an early morning gym class, while the dew soaked the toes of his athletic shoes, a wild pitch beaned Chad in the side of the head and he fell, face first, onto the field. Everyone bend over, put their hands on their knees and yukked away. Some pointed at Chad who sprawled out on the dewy grass looked like a cartoon character that had just been flattened by a steamroller.

Other than the coach, Mr. Dean, Mike was the only one not laughing. He’d been watching since Chad dropped to the ground. Chad hadn’t moved.

Mike looked at the coach. The coach looked at Mike. They both looked at Chad and ran to his side. The pair rolled Chad onto his back. Chad’s tongue, the tip of it covered in sand, hung from the corner of his mouth. His eyes rolled in their sockets. Snot ran from his nose.

The laughter stopped when Mike and the coach lifted Chad to his feet and hauled him to the nurse’s office. Phys Ed. was canceled that day. Chad suffered a concussion and was dismissed from class for the next two weeks.

During those two weeks of convalescing, while the rest of the kids were living life as usual (and occasionally still making fun of Chad’s mishap), Mike made it a point to watch over Chad asking how he was feeling (Chad always said he was fine, but sometimes Mike didn’t quite believe him) and if there was anything he needed. (No, he had everything he needed, thank you very much. Again, sometimes Mike didn’t quite believe that.) This kind of concern was what brought them closer. Chad often thought why would a jock like Mike really want to hang around someone like him. A true bromance had blossomed and Chad was certainly glad it did.

“I thought you were going to get the air fixed? It’s hotter than Hades in here,” Mike said.

“It’s all about choices, Mikey.  I could have fixed the air, but then I wouldn’t have had the funds for our road trip.” Chad reached in the cooler between them and pulled out a beer. “Here have one of these. This’ll help cool you down.”

“Chad, it’s nine o’clock in the morning. Don’t you think it’s a little early to start drinking?”

“Stop bitchin’, Mike.” Chad cracked open his brew and took a long draught. “It’s five o’clock somewhere. Now let’s go get the girls.”

Chad pushed his hair beneath his baseball cap, shoved the key into the ignition, and cranked over the engine. The Dodge sputtered a moment before belching a thick blue cloud of exhaust from its rear. Shifting the van into DRIVE, Chad pulled out of the university parking lot.
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Erin and Aimee

Being careful not to slip on the tile floor, Aimee stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel from the rack, and dried her hair.

“You’re just getting out?” Erin shouted from the kitchen. “The boys’ll be here anytime.” Erin and Aimee were sisters. The boys Erin referred to were Chad and Mike.

“They’ll just have to wait,” Aimee shouted back. She’d wrapped the towel around herself and was currently brushing her hair. “We’re worth it.”

The sisters were identical twins with hair as red as fire trucks. Erin preferred to wear her hair up while Aimee liked hers cascading over her shoulders. She thought it made her look like one of those old-timey actresses. Greta Garbo, or perhaps Ingrid Bergman even though neither of those women were redheads.

Fields of freckles dotted the cheeks of Erin and Aimee, which they both hated. They felt the blemishes ruined their otherwise milky complexion. They were always grateful for summer when the sun lightened the speckles.

Aimee weighed slightly more than her sister, but the difference was so negligible no one ever noticed.

The sisters attended the university, but were fortunate enough to live off campus. Neither would have enjoyed the chaotic atmosphere of dorm life. They preferred a quiet, structured existence without drama or surprises. Which made them question why they had agreed to go on a road trip with Mike and Chad. There would be drinking and sometimes the boys got a little wild, quite the opposite of the girls’ demeanor.

Aimee walked into the kitchen where her sister and a fresh cup of coffee waited for her at the table. She dropped her duffle by the door next to her sister’s.

“Ta-da!” Aimee did a quick spin. Her hair fanned around her face. “I’m ready for my close-up, now!”

“Can you actually believe we’re doing this, sis? Erin said.

“I know, right,” Aimee said, sitting down and taking a sip of coffee. “What would mom think? The Johnson girls going on an adventure.”

“With boyfriends, no less.”

“Think about it. Just a couple of years ago mom thought we’d end up a couple of spinsters with a bunch of cats. ‘I worry about you girls. All alone at the university. And all you do is stay in that apartment of yours all the time. You’ll never meet any boys that way.’  Well, mom, we met some.”

They laughed and toasted their mother with lukewarm coffee.

“I wish she was still here to see this,” Erin said, somber.

“Me too, sis. Damn cancer.”

Aimee was there the last few hours before their mother died. All the pinging machines, the tubes running in and out of the skeleton their mother had become. The stink of sickness masked by the sharp tang of antiseptic. The institutional green walls. The squeak of the nurses’ shoes on the tiled floor as they hurried from room to room. The drone of another patient’s TV in an adjacent room. All of it still haunted Aimee.

She called Erin, speaking quietly into her phone in the hallway. She didn’t want to disturb the other patients. Many, she assumed, were just like mom. This was the cancer unit, after all. “Come quick. I don’t think mom has much time left.”

Although Erin tried to be there for mother’s final hours, she didn’t make it. Aimee was alone in the room when the soft pings of the machines turned to steady beeps and the red light above the door flashed.

A second later, a whirlwind of doctors and nurses whisked Aimee out of the room, leaving her scared and alone in the cold hallway.

In the end, that’s what haunted her most: crying alone in the hospital hall knowing mother was on the other side of a closed door, never to walk through it again. It just wasn’t fair. Mom was only fifty-seven years old.

Erin pushed herself from the table and walked to the counter. She filled a Thermos with the rest of the remaining coffee. “For our trip.”

“Great idea,” Aimee said, though she doubted either one of them would drink another drop. Aimee knew her sister, knew her too well. Erin filling the vacuum bottle was just her way of breaking the uncomfortable tension that developed at the mention of their mother.

So, when the security box buzzed, Erin was grateful for the interruption. 

“That must be the boys,” Aimee said, getting up from her chair and padding to the call box. She pressed the TALK button. “We’ll be right down,” she said into the small speaker.

Erin joined Aimee by the door and shoved the Thermos into the side pocket of her bag. Just before Aimee opened the apartment door, Erin grabbed her sister’s elbow.

“Aimee,” she said, “I’m sorry if I upset you about Mom. I didn’t mean too.”

Aimee smiled. “It’s all right. It’s just hard, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.” Erin picked up her bag. The call box buzzed again. “We’re coming. Just hold onto your shorts.” Then to Aimee, she said, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Aimee slung her bag over her shoulder. “Yeah, I’m sure. Let’s go and see what kind of trouble we’re going to get into.”
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“What beauties do we have here,” Chad said when the sisters walked out through the building doors.

Aimee and Erin stretched out their arms at their sides and did quick pirouettes on the stoop. They skipped down the three shallow cement steps and greeted their boyfriends.

Aimee put her arms around Chad and gave him a kiss.

“Is that beer I smell?” Aimee said, tasting the faint flavor on her lips.

“Isn’t it a bit early for that?” Erin chided Mike.

“That’s what I told Chad, but...” Mike shrugged, “you know how he is.”

Erin looked over at Chad, a playful twinkle in her eyes. “That’s Chad, all right. Always the rebel.”

“Yeah, that’s my man,” Aimee said, pulling him closer.

“I hate to break up this love affair,” Mike said, “But we’d better go pick up Jada and Louise if we want to get there before sundown. You guys will have plenty of time to make out once we get there.”

“Hey, what about us?” Erin said.

“We’ll have plenty of togetherness, too,” Mike said.

Aimee dug her cell phone out of her bag. “I’ll give the girls a call. Tell them we’re on the way.”

It would be the last phone call she’d ever make.
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Jada and Louise

Unlike the quartet, Jada and Louise were not university students. Both were warehouse workers for Penske Corporation. Jada operated a forklift while Louise did a lot of heavy lifting. Something in which she took great pride since she was able to lift more than most of her male co-workers.

They lived together in a teal-colored townhome in a cul-de-sac surrounded by a grove of mature oaks and elms.  In the winter, when snow blanketed the barren branches and covered the sloping lawn behind the townhomes, the landscape took on a picturesque Thomas Kincaid feel.

This time of year, the height of summer, the landscape was lush green. Home to wildlife and birds, and the occasional used condom. More than once the residents caught a few horny teenagers with their pants down in the brushy overgrowth.

When Jada’s cell phone chirped, they were still in bed and Jada had to reach across Louise in order to snatch it from the night stand. As Jada did this, she brushed Louise’s breasts.

Louise didn’t mind.

The conversation was short, less than three seconds, and the only word Jada said was: “Okay” before disconnecting the call.

“The others are on the way,” Jada said.

“Already. I thought we’d have time to...you know.” Louise gave a sultry smile and slapped Jada’s thigh. “At least I have time for a quick shower.” She pushed back the covers.

Jada watched Louise pad toward the bathroom. How she loved that woman, every bit of her. Louise had a pear-shaped body and wore her hair in a natural afro that reminded Jada of Pam Grier in Quentin Tarentino’s Jackie Brown. Never a believer in makeup, Louise seldom wore any. If she did, it would be only a touch of rouge to brighten her face.

Jada was the yin to Louise’s yang. Standing at five feet, seven inches, Jada was slightly shorter than Louise and a bit more curvaceous. She wore her hair in a pixie cut and wasn’t opposed to wearing makeup. Especially fond of a coppery eye shadow, Louise often accused her of wearing too much. Jada wore the bridal gown at their wedding, even though like Louise, she preferred jeans and a shirt.

Both women were blessed in the chest, an asset both found attractive and sensual.

“Hey, Louise,” Jada said just before Louise entered the bathroom.

Louise turned. A blossom of heat bloomed in her crotch.

Jada stood naked at the foot of the bed. “We have about twenty minutes before the gang gets here. That’s time for both of us to shower, if we do it together.”

Louise allowed her eyes to linger over Jada’s body. “And we would use less water.”

Jada took a step forward. “And water conservation is a good thing.”

Louise reached out her hand.

Jada joined her wife.
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Long before Louise met Jada, before she worked at Penske, she lived in a shithole apartment in a shithole neighborhood, just a few blocks away from the Kountry Kitchen, a shithole diner, where she waitressed for a shitty three-fifty an hour and shitty, paltry tips. For such a grandiose sum of money, she tolerated lecherous cooks sneering at her through the pass-through window; old men, smelling of liquor and ointment, pinching her ass; slutty waitresses giving hand-jobs to their boyfriends in the employee bathroom.

From the color of the walls—a cheerful bright blue—to the overbright red vinyl covering the chair and bench cushions to the sick smell of cooking grease lingering in the air, Louise hated everything about the place. But she had no choice other than tolerate such abhor conditions until something better came along. That wouldn’t happen for another fifteen years.

At seventeen, Louise came out to her mother. (Her father had the good sense to leave the witch he married two years earlier.) Hearing the revelation, the glass of whiskey mother held slipped from her trembling hand and shattered on the wood floor, splashing amber liquid across the oak planks.

She turned from the sideboard and looked at Louise with hazy eyes. Louise never knew if her mother’s eyes were hazy because of the news or her excessive alcohol consumption.

“You’re a lesbian?” her mother questioned.

“Yes,” Louise said.

“That just can’t be. I didn’t raise my daughter to be...to be like that.”

Louise thought: Does any parent raise their child to be gay? “Well, it’s true, mom, I like girls. I like them a lot.”

“You’re only seventeen. You don’t know what you want. I’m sure it’s not a woman. I’m sure this is only a phase. You’ll get over it—”

“I have a girlfriend, mom. You know Janie Fritz. She’s in my Econ class at school—”

“That Fritz girl is a whore. I told you to stay away from that tramp,” her mother hissed.

“—We’re in love,” Louise said. She’d realize later her love for Janie was a passing thing, but she was certain her lesbianism was not.

“Slut,” her mother screamed and slapped Louise across the face. The impact of flesh meeting flesh was so loud it sounded like a gunshot. The shock of her seventeen-year-old daughter sleeping with another girl was unbearable. “Out. I want you out of my house.” She shoved Louise hard against the kitchen counter. In the morning she’d have a bruise the size of a grapefruit on her back. “I didn’t give birth to no freak, and I won’t have one living under my roof.”

Twenty minutes later, Louise had packed her meager belongings into two small suitcases, grabbed what money she’d saved from her part-time job at the drugstore and left.

Mother, sitting on the living room sofa, a tumbler of whiskey in her hand, watched her daughter go. There was no goodbye, just the quiet click of the closing door.
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