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			“little attention we paid to each other alive, 
but death has made us friends, 
your death, not mine.”
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			Death carrying a child, from ‘The five deaths’ (Les cinq Morts) ca. 1648



	
		
			prologue

			magnús pulled his son from his young wife.The child was hot to the touch with skin a deep, royal purple. He removed the pink sludge from its eyes and wiped the afterbirth from its forehead to deliver the baby’s first-ever kiss. 

			“Velkominn til lífsins,” Magnús whispered in its fresh ears. 

			One hand holding his baby, the other gripping his wife’s fingers, Magnús relished this moment as one he’d wanted more than all other moments: to be a husband, to own land, and to be a father. He was only eighteen, and for such a young man, he was proud to be witnessing his own dreams become realities; witnessing a life lived most fully. 

			The new family lived along the coastal plains of northern Iceland in a humble homestead. It wasn’t much, but Magnús, a man filled with vision and dreams, saw himself one day becoming a whaler or crabber, which would provide the robust and rich lifestyle he desired. But, for the time being, his family would survive by selling sea birds, eggs, walrus, and navy beans. They crafted clothing and linens with their own meager hands, and stoked coal fires that went out too quickly in the damp and windy evenings. 

			Magnús knew it was a humble beginning, but to him it was just that—a beginning. 

			That’s the tricky part about good and humble beginnings; they often have swift and tragic endings. Happiness is a fickle lover; if loved too tightly, she often grows weary and finds a way to end herself in search of a new host. But, if happiness is not one’s center and merely a product of one’s venture, then she can be found seemingly everywhere you look, like fresh flowers perched at the tips of weeds. 

			Magnús, clouded with want, sought happiness above all else. The search blinded him from ever anticipating that only a mere three days after the birth of his son, he would watch him die a most brutal death before his very eyes. 

			***

			Magnús learned early on that to eat, one must hunt early, but to thrive, one must hunt rightly. The lands which offered the most chances were places that maps cannot guide you. Places only gods and devils knew of. These are the places Magnús searched out. Well before the sun rose, he packed his bow, torch, and salt for preservation, setting a course that would take him east, way beyond the sleepy village limits. Magnús believed there was more to be gained by traveling further than ever before, and told his wife that he’d be gone longer, as there were soon to be more mouths to feed. He was a father now, and fathers provide at all costs, he told himself in an effort to bolster his confidence before the long journey. He pulled back the door to his son’s nursery; an open window was blowing coldly into the room. Blankets were bundled over the baby’s head, and as Magnús stretched out his arm to kiss him one more time, his wife snapped at him from the door to not wake the sleeping infant. Magnús smiled, shut the open window quietly, and began his march through the heavy Icelandic brush. 

			He tied a scarlet ribbon around the birch, aspen, and rowan trees as markers to find his way home. As he touched each tree, he was reminded of their heritage and origins, how each species is unsuitable for withstanding the ever-warming climate of other lands, as they need the cold of Iceland in order to thrive.

			Just as he does. 

			Few places could make a home to Magnús, but here. This is where he always wanted to be, this is where he wanted his eternity…

			…and then he saw it. 

			Bird tracks pressed into the dirt so large, Magnús knew it could feed his family and more for months, maybe even years. The diameter was easily larger than his own girth, simultaneously terrifying and igniting his hope. As he swiftly changed his gait, now stepping lightly and with predatorial focus, weapon in hand, Magnús sought his prey. After some time, he grew increasingly unsure of where it was leading him, as he waded deeper into the Icelandic darkness to places he’d never ventured. However, the thought of his reward—of provision— pushed him deeper into the unknown, eventually to be greeted by his hunt. But the sight of it was so cosmic, it raised the hairs upon his neck. 

			In the clearing stood a pair of giant, goblin-yellow chicken legs with what looked to be a small cabin for a body. The windows of the cabin—clearly the eyes—were glowing and giving off an uneasy aura. From the dilapidated chimney poured storms of black smoke. The house moved and swayed like any normal bird would, sniffing the air, stepping effortlessly over slain trees. Surrounding the beast was a fence made of partially decomposing human remains and, unknown to Magnús, inside the cabin’s viscera lived a Grandmother Jadwiga, also known as the Baba Yaga.

			Magnús knew the story of the Baba Yaga well from his childhood, and after catching a glimpse of the fabled creature, had no skepticism whatsoever of what he was seeing. This was as real to him as his own skin. But, before Magnús could quietly scurry back to his camp, with hopes to not disturb the witch, he was hit hard on the head from behind, hearing a harsh and horrible laugh as he slipped into darkness. 

			He awoke nude, bleary-eyed and in searing pain, as his limbs were tied with razor wire to butcher block. Blood was caked to his eyes, making his vision one of red and blur, but his ears, although muddled by the sound of his heartbeat, were fully aware. He could hear the Baba Yaga muttering to herself, mixing her oils and potions, grinding a stone mortal and pestle nearby. 

			“I’m taking your existence, and you’re taking mine,” the Yaga said, smiling slightly, exposing her ironclad teeth. She pranced back and forth from her victim to the cabin’s heart—the cauldron. 

			“Tell me, do you fear death?” she asked between breaths as she danced. 

			Magnús began to scream and shout for his release but the Baba Yaga moved quickly to fill his throat with the remaining razor wire, which was wrapped like a ball of twine. “Imagine what it’s like to wear it,” she cackled as his gums shredded like cloth. His tongue now in pieces, he let out a muffled cry as he began to choke on his own blood.

			The Baba Yaga stroked Magnús’ hair and whispered to her sacrifice, ever so close to his ear so that she could be sure he would hear her over his whimpering, that he will indeed be the next form of death—that her time had come to an end—like all soul harvesters before her. She gingerly laid on the table next to him an hourglass made of disregarded bird bone and scissors, which glowed like hot coals. Then the witch forced his tightly closed eyes open by removing his eyelids, in the same way one might peel petals from a rose, and apologized for what would follow…

			“Fyrirgefðu,” the witch whispered with a smirk. 

			From a canvas bag she dragged into the room, she pulled Magnús’ unconscious newborn son. 

			Magnús’ skin unraveled as he squirmed to get free, pushing the razor wire farther into his bones, the gag ball removing teeth as he screamed in terror.

			The Baba Yaga brought the child close to Magnús’ mouth and began to choke the baby, eventually releasing its final breath as it slipped away from life, and guided the last breath down into Magnús’ airway. Then, the Baba Yaga raised her hands to the gods above crying tears of joy, and with a final swift and heavy blow brought them upon her own chest, breaking her rib cage. She continued to tear her own skin asunder as yellow pus mixed with plasma and blood squirted from her like bird shit. Magnús, physically and mentally unable to look away, watched as her soul, like a wispy black smoke, billowed from within her chest and blew into the third heaven. Magnús’ tears working like a bath, forced him to stare at his dead son as he lay in his entrapment. He accepted his forthcoming death, as a blessed hope that might save him from what he had just experienced. 

			He became no more than a memory, a creature of the past whose present and future were taken. His fleshly shell began to boil as black tar bubbled beneath his red skin, popping and sputtering, leaving only a skeletal frame. Magnús could feel every moment of death, but he himself did not die. 

			He did not traverse into heaven nor hell—he simply remains. 

			For now, a thousand-year prison sentence holds him until he, too, can replace himself with another.

		

	
		
			a thousand years later…

		

	
		
			chapter 1

			“more ya buttmunch! more! more!” his friends shouted with unrelenting pressure. Despite it being close to 3 a.m., Sonny knew this is what sleepovers were made of: packing as much cheese pizza topped with whipped cream in your mouth as possible as if it was a turkey’s anus on Thanksgiving. But right before the pizza was going to be resurrected from the cave of Sonny’s insides, Ian’s parents, gracious, yet increasingly regretful of their decision to host the evening, walked into his room with deep rings under their eyes. Ian quickly turned Kurt Cobain down as he went on and on about rape and pushed Sonny’s shoulders round to face the open door. He assumed they’d be in for it this time, as this was the third time they’d come in to tell the boys to turn it down. 

			“Sonny, your mother called. I’m sorry to say, but there has been a horrible…accident.”

			Sonny sat there, with full cheeks and an even fuller curiosity. 

			“She’s on her way from the hospital to pick you up. I’m so sorry sweetie,” Ian’s mother said with electric grief. 

		

	
		
			“she knew she was really sad, 
when she stopped loving the things she loved.”
- atticus finch

		

	
		
			chapter II

			what does misery feel like? Yes, yes I understand there are feelings of immense unhappiness with it, or wretchedness. But what does it really feel like? 

			Is it the feeling of drowning while breathing? 

			Like dying while having a polite conversation over spaghetti? 

			Like smelling the fresh wet dirt your grave digger shovels onto your own coffin?

			Or the feeling of rejection from one’s own dear mother?

			Sonny couldn’t help but wonder why the cold tile offered more comfort than his own mother. Fluorescent eyes reflected the polar lights above and stared at him—into him. He reached for his mother’s hand again, only to be rejected. It’s fine though, he never really liked his mom anyways. He was just going through the presupposed emotions he’d seen on film and TV of what one is supposed to do when a loved one dies. The loved one in this case, his father. The one parent he actually liked. 

			Last night, somewhere between midnight and 1 a.m., Sonny’s father took exactly 48 Tylenol extra-strength pills, along with a mug chaser of bleach and a quart of scotch. 

			No note. 

			Jesus, 48 pills. Something meant to help you, steals you. Should I even be thinking about this right now? I should be crying more, cracked heart, boiling blood, and yet I keep thinking about the taste of a Tylenol cocktail, a bleach smoothie, and the aftermath effect on one’s esophagus. 

			Why can’t I cry? 

			Why can’t I feel anything for my dead dad? 

			What does suicide taste like?

			Fuck you for leaving me with her.

			Fuck.

			***

			Sonny sat in his hospital chair for what seemed like hours—an eternity—as his mother signed the body release documents, donor sheets, and legal papers at the bustling nurse’s station somewhere in between the cafeteria on level 3B and the ICU unit. You wouldn’t believe it unless it happened to you, but authoring the death of someone is a lot of work, more work than authorizing the start of their existence. 

			Behind the frosted glass, the only words he could make out from her mumbled mess of burble and grief were “liver” and “why?” Sonny reached over to grab his father’s hand, the cold corpse fingers containing more affection in their stillness than his mother’s talons. He tried hard to make himself present to the moment. Repeating to himself that this would be the last time. 

			Sonny was obsessed with the last of things. There was something so final and immensely drawing about it. 

			The last time he touched him.

			The last time he saw him.

			The last time he—Sonny paused, realizing his father’s watch was missing, leaving a pale yellowing ring around his dead wrist. Did they take it? Sonny ignored it and prepared to say his final goodbyes, satisfying an unsettling urge to have his father look at him one last time. The way he did when he raised his grades from D’s to C’s, or brought home his first girl at last year’s 8th grade winter formal. 

			Sonny’s father was more than a good man, he was a great man. Yes, he had his secrets and there was the occasional screaming match with his mother, but he never missed a band recital, he let him stay up late to watch Twilight Zone marathons, and he always hugged him good night, no matter how much it embarrassed the boy. Sonny reached slowly and carefully, raising his father’s eyelids, tilting his head towards himself. A chill replaced curiosity as he noticed the change. These were not his father’s eyes. At least he didn’t think so. The whites were yokey and greying—the pupils an inferno red. 

			Is this what happens in death?

			Sonny could hear his mother enter the hospital room again, causing him to instinctively let his dad’s eyes snap close like a bird’s beak. The hospital door creaked closed, and Sonny could sense her dark figure in the corner of his eyes as he tried not to look directly at her, knowing it would only enrage her even more. Probably because it was her husband and not her son who swallowed the death candy, and now she was stuck with the boy who, in her words, “stole her dreams.”

			But then Sonny heard his mother’s voice…from down the hallway. 

			A wave of intensity instantly washed over him. Who the hell is in the room with me?

			His eyes darted to the shadow lurking in the room…It’s still there. There’s something there. Or so he thought. Its shape was so distinct, yet so astonishingly impossible, his thirteen-year-old brain could not make sense of it, leaving him simply too stunned to move. The phantom’s face was yellow, but shrouded by its heavy, almost cloud-like black robe. The only thing Sonny could make out was what seemed like skullish features, which were outlined by the dim glow of its cigarette cherry. As the secondhand smoke blew into his body like a demon, he thought to himself, If this is a Halloween mask, it’s the best damn one I’ve ever seen. 

			The debilitating part of this experience was not the towering devil before him, but the way its empty eye cavities seemed to curiously peer back at the boy, as if it had never laid eyes on a human before.

			It said nothing. Sonny said nothing. The two beings just stared in utter silence, but so much was being said. Evaluating, gazing, judging, searching for threat or purpose. Finally, the being made the first move as its chalky jaw fell open, dropping its dwindling cigarette butt to the floor as Sonny’s mother blasted into the room, announcing it was time to say a final goodbye.

			Sonny glanced back towards the phantom, watching it vanish in a way similar to the way a deer does, when it finally comes to a decision, swiftly moving from the oncoming headlights. Sonny, now catching up to his own fight or flight response, was so scared he could literally taste his own beating heart, which felt like it was lodged high up in his throat. He looked around slowly, his eyes not focusing on anything in particular, as his mother’s words came in sharp and clear.

			“Sonny, now!” his mother shouted impatiently as she wrestled some documents into her bag. She looked up, sniffing the air. “Why does it smell like smoke in here? What the hell is wrong with you, Sonny? You know what? We’ll handle this on a day when I’m not signing your father’s body release papers!” She smashed the lit cigarette on the cold linoleum floor with her shoe. 

			Sonny let his father’s hand fall limp onto the bed and began to follow his mother out. Leaving his father, or his father leaving him, he couldn’t tell. 

			On the way out he felt the need to reach down and pick up the smashed remains of his encounter. 

			It was real, he thought to himself.

			Forgetting the specter for a moment, he looked at his father one last time, wishing for even a sliver of closure. Something he could carry with him. But nothing came, and he simply walked out of the room a bastard. 

			Shit, why can’t I cry?

		

	
		
			“i can hear them calling way from oregon,
i can hear them calling way from oregon.” 
- van morrison 

		

	
		
			one funeral, two moves and three months later…

		

	
		
			chapter iii

			“why are all the trees in oregon so grey, mom?”

			“What are you talking about? It’s beautiful here. There’s so much color. Oregon is nothing but green.” Sonny gazed out the window at the dull, lifeless trees and tried to imagine them rich with healthy, green foliage—he couldn’t.

			For the last several months since his father’s death, Sonny had struggled to make out colors. They would waft in and out, making his Fruit Loops look more like desaturated halos. But, when you’re a kid, you can easily wave physical disturbances away, simply attributing them to an effect of grief, puberty, or purely the color of misery. 

			After a long drive in their dirt-brown Toyota Something-or-Other, Sonny was ready to get on with their new lives. As they pulled into the driveway of their Oregon home, Sonny worked to get his shoes on under the layers of old McDonalds bags and gas station snacks. Their clothes were packed in black garbage bags, the big ones you use for yard scraps, which pulled double duty as pillows for sleeping. Sonny gathered his bags and turned down the radio, even though Jim Morrison was singing one of his dad’s favorite songs: 

			I found an island in your arms,

			Country in your eyes,

			Arms that chained us,

			Eyes that lied,

			Break on through to the other side,

			Break on through to the other side.

			Even though it was dark, Sonny could sense the trees were grey here as well. Their only welcome was a strand of forgotten Christmas lights, sparsely blinking and hanging haphazardly off the porch as if they were too exhausted to give a proper hello. 

			His mother found this place through a friend’s boyfriend whose cousin once lived in the Tillamook area years ago. It was a single wide trailer, with an add-on aluminum porch that had a meager strip of those green putting-golf style grass carpets underneath it. The only bonus was that the trailer sat on over 50 acres of Northwestern land. Trees and plains stretched out as far as he could see. 

			Sonny couldn’t decide how he felt about the isolation. There was no washer and dryer, one frazzled TV, and a room with a missing window. All of this would have destroyed any teenager starting a new life, but Sonny had lived in worse. He’d been poor his entire life, and actually didn’t mind it. Free lunches, food stamps, and collecting cans were second nature, leaving more room for gratitude in the smaller wins. Like the La-Z-Boy someone had left in the living room, and the way the trailer was positioned gave him an excellent view of the sunset from the porch each day.

			As his mother locked the car doors, she turned towards him. “Listen,” she said, “this is our chance to start over. Our chance to make a life the way we want. I know we’ve been at each other’s throats for awhile, but I’m ready to start over if you are. This is what your father would want.” Sonny’s mother nodded with a strained smile and yellowing teeth. Even she knew the future looked grim for the pair without the stability of her husband’s presence, despite this pathetic attempt at a truce. 

			She grabbed her son’s hand, looking somewhere beyond him. “Sonny,” she spoke quietly.

			“Yes, fine Mom, we can start over!” Sonny snapped back, looking down at the gravelly driveway. 

			“No, Sonny, do you see that? There’s someone outside.”

			Sonny turned quickly, frightened both by his mother’s words and the image of the phantom that flashed through his thoughts in that same moment. Did he follow me here?! There, outside, a figure. He patted the outside of his right jean pocket to make sure the cigarette butt was still there.

			Even though he couldn’t see their eyes, Sonny could feel the stranger glaring at them, sizing them up. “Who is that?” Sonny asked. But no sooner had he asked, did the stranger rush towards the car, the way a cat approaches a mouse. 

			The figure knocked its knuckles against the passenger window, shouting in a tone that didn’t quite match his presence, “Finally, you made it!”

			“Oh geez, you scared the bejesus out of me,” Sonny’s mother said, rolling down the window. “I thought you were going to leave the key under the mat?”

			“Yes, yes but I wanted to make sure I got to meet face to face with my new tenants,” he said loudly, forcing his hand through the window to shake hers. 

			Brownie, their new landlord, lived in a double-wide a few yards up the way on the same piece of land, although you couldn’t see it from their home through the tree line. He was small in stature with a horrible slouched posture. His red hair was bushy and hugged his ears like caterpillars. His face was perfectly round, but at the top of his forehead were two bulbous lumps, as if his devil horns weren’t quite sharp enough to break the skin. Sonny, curious as kids are, couldn’t stop staring at his protruding knobs, but he tried to maintain eye contact since Brownie kept winking at him while interrupting his mother’s questions regarding windows and faucets as they traveled from room to room. It wasn’t until they reached the back door that the strangeness surrounding Brownie the landlord grew. 

			“Now listen,” he said, wiping the sweat from his pickle nose with an oily rag, “I know it’s summer, and kids do summer things, but we’re up here all alone. The closest police station is a good ways off. So you’s need to be careful you don’t go doin’ somethin’ stupid and gettin’ yourselves hurt. I’d avoid playin’ near the coast and may god damn you if you go near the lighthouse. There are terrible things in these parts.”

			“What kind of terrible things?” Sonny asked with piqued curiosity. 

			“Your usual timberwolves, large uncovered holes, and the ghostly sea captains that wash up on the cold sand like flotsam.” Brownie said, wagging his digits in front of Sonny’s eyes. 

			“Ghosts?!” Sonny laughed. “I’m a bit too old to be worried about that. What else is there to do out here besides explore?” Sonny shifted his weight nervously as images of his recent encounter flashed once more through his mind.

			“Fine, fine, but many around here pay a certain respect to their ancestors, so don’t you dare reckon with that sinfulness. They mustn’t be trifled with, but if you wanna stay busy, I’ll pay you twenty-five bucks for a bucket of wild mushrooms harvested on this here land. I sell them to the local restaurateurs for good coin.”

			“We’ll be fine,” Sonny’s mother responded confidently. “Sonny here doesn’t have much in the way of friends, so he won’t be playing with anyone, or going anywhere near a lighthouse, but making some extra money does sound nice. Thank you, Mr. Brownie. ”

			“Just Brownie, like the dessert.”

			“Brownie. Got it,” she said with noticeable discomfort.

			And with that, the landlord handed Sonny’s mother a single brass key and walked out into the warm Oregon night. 

			Welcome home indeed, Sonny thought. 

		

	
		
			ch. 4

			when trying to find the bathroom in a new home at an ungodly hour of the morning, it can be a bit challenging. One is already disoriented and angry at their body for the wake-up, coupled with learning where the light switches are placed, and cursing oneself for not taking the extra moment before bed to do this menial task. Sonny, like a blind man, banged against the walls and stubbed his toe on the bed frame before eventually finding the shitter, but he had no such luck with the light switch. After peeing, and facing the outline of his dark self in his new mirror, there was the oddest sound, as if someone in the bathroom was humming behind him. 

			A quiet, midnight motor made itself present and known to the boy. Sonny stood motionless, listening, waiting, trying to cipher the invading sound as his ears led him to the corner of the bathroom. There were always new noises to be learned in a new home. It takes a good long while to adjust to the heaves and sighs a house makes, especially an old one. But this wasn’t just an ordinary house sound, because there, perched in the corner on top of the peeling floral wallpaper trim, was a moth the size of an owl. Its dusty fleshy body was grey, and its wings fluttered with what looked like fire ash, creating a humming sound with each flap. 

			Sonny, frightened by its sheer size, eyed the open window in the bathroom as the source of the invasion. It was probably lured in by the flickering nightlight. But for some reason, this felt like more than a large insect randomly entering his bathroom in search of light. The moth’s reflective black, bulbed eyes reminded Sonny of something, he just didn’t know what. Grabbing a washcloth from the counter, he gave a swift shooing to the insect and watched as it flew off into the night. He slammed the bathroom window shut as quickly as he could and tried to catch his breath from the encounter, cursing himself for being afraid of a dumb insect. Calm down, he thought, you’re losing your grip.

		

	
		
			chapter five

			the days that followed were a blur of monotony as Sonny and his mother settled into their trailer, and their new normal. 

			He had the room at the end, and worked hard to cover his chipboard paneling with 80’s horror posters, old band flyers, and the occasional sticker. Wes Craven’s Nightmare on Elm St. and John Carpenter’s The Thing gave a stronger sense of home than the average thirteen year old’s X-Men print or lava lamp. 

			Sonny hung slowly and deliberately, though he found himself remembering these posters being brighter; Freddy’s classic green and red sweater seemed faded and wrong. As he continued to unpack his Hammer horror VHS collection, he ran across an old photo of his father. He thought his mother had locked most of them away, but she must have missed this one.

			He stared at it as if it were a moving picture. A drifting emotion from apathy, to grief, to anger followed in succession. Sonny studied the photo with as much intensity as if it were bare breasts or an ancient treasure map. His father’s arm was wrapped tightly around him, and Sonny held their award-winning kite at the Dana Point Kite Grand Nationals. 

			Kites…so stupid. Sonny thought. Who took this damn photo? Shit, why can’t I remember? Will I soon forget his face, his laugh? Will I forget our time playing Double Dragon together, or when he would sneak me candy? That stupid school counselor said, “time heals all wounds?” Is this what she means-forgetting? But this doesn’t seem like healing, this feels like alleviating. Like someone is painting over my feelings. 

			After holding the photo for what felt like hours, the boy had hoped this might be the moment where he finally and fully mourned; when he could cry and have snot dangle from his face like alien goo. Some closure.

			Nothing. 

			I miss him, but he doesn’t feel gone quite yet. I haven’t felt a loss, only an absence, like he’s on a business trip to Florida or something. Just an alleviated absence. He gently displayed the small frame on his nightstand next to some of his prized McFarlane Movie Maniac figures.

			Then, from the other room, came a screeching. The screen had been opened to the front door. Or at least, Sonny had hoped it was the front door. 

			The boy sat there motionless waiting for his mom to enter, but all was quiet. Fear seized Sonny once again, like it had so easily since the passing, when he realized that the screen door hadn’t slammed shut. Whoever was at the front door, apparently, was just standing there. Sonny’s heart started to pound. 

			Knock.

			Knock. 

			Knock.

			Sonny slowly made his way to the door, peeking through the side window to see a tall, dark stranger waiting . He was a large black man, in a black suit with a white collar. Sonny wasn’t religious or anything, but he knew a priest when he saw one. 

			“Hello,” the priest said jovially as he noticed the boy peering at him through the dirty window. “Are your parents home?”

			He had springs of white hair poking through his large, black beard, like coils from a roadside mattress, and eyes warm enough to gain Sonny’s trust.

			“No, my mom’s at work and my dad’s dead.” he replied with as little emotion as possible, opening the front door. It was a small spark of enjoyment Sonny loved to throw out there to watch people squirm.

			“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” the man replied, without hesitation. Sonny felt a twinge of disappointment at how easily he disarmed the bomb. 

			“Well, my name is Abraham, and I pastor at the church just over there at the end of the causeway.” He pointed south with his long fingers. “I heard you were new to the neighborhood, and my daughter and I wanted to welcome you to Tillamook, the cheese capital of Oregon. Where life is always gouda.” He raised his hand to his lips, as if to share a secret. 

			Abraham smirked and shuffled to the side, clearly pleased with his terrible pun, and introduced his daughter who was standing hidden behind him. Sonny, who had been staring incredulously at the man, turned his attention to the girl and his eyes widened, though he hoped she didn’t notice. 

			Sonny didn’t think of girls his own age as beautiful, but rather “hot” or “cute” like Alicia Silverstone or the cast of Dawson’s Creek. But not this girl. She was the most beautiful creature Sonny had ever seen. The first thing that arrested him were her eyes. Eyes the size of silver dollars, and the color to match. And her lip gloss made the air smell of a tropical vacation, at least, what Sonny imagined one would smell like. Freckles danced across her nose and her eyelashes looked long enough to nap on. Her chocolate skin sparkled and her hair fell back into golden locks that hung like Laburnum clusters down her back. All within an instant, Sonny vividly imagined their engagement, marriage, sex, children, and dying in each other’s arms. It was perfect, he thought with strained romance. 

			“Hi, I’m Jess,” she said strongly and without pause as she handed Sonny a basket of assorted cheeses and garlic crackers. 

			How could she be so confident, even as she’s holding cheese? Why isn’t she more like me: uncomfortable, bubbling with puberty, covered in grease and lacking in peer to peer social skills?

			Returning to the present, Sonny tried to fix his face and replied, “Hi, thanks, I’m a Sonny.” 

			“You’re a Sonny?” she asked, giggling through her hand and tilting her head, as if to look at him straight took too much strength. “Say, isn’t your landlord Brownie?” 

			“I don’t remember his name, but does he look like a hairy salamander with horns?” Sonny asked. 

			“Horns?” Jess returned. 

			Sonny grinned like a sheep, knowing full well his prepubescent look didn’t have much to offer. She chuckled politely, and even her father, the priest, gave a smirk. 

			“That’s him! I pick mushrooms for him every Saturday. Wanna join me this weekend? It pays kinda good if you’re interested.”

			A date! Sonny thought gleefully. 

			“Oh awesome, yeah sure, I’m there!” he eagerly shouted too loud for how close they were all standing. “It’ll be fun, cause I’m a ‘fun-guy’,” Sonny said, pointing his thumbs to his chest. He felt his insides aching for her to laugh, something to just gain her approval. To Sonny, his witty sense of humor was all he had to impress girls. His lanky arms and legs weren’t exactly muscular and hadn’t quite caught up to his height, and the weekly packs of Oreos and Coke weren’t helping his waistline either. 

			Instead, she smiled kindly so as not to embarrass him, and said, “Great, I’ll meet you here at 9am.”

			“Goodbye for now, and welcome to Tillamook!” Abraham said, shaking the boy’s hand. 

			The screen door slammed shut and Sonny watched and waved awkwardly at them as they drove away. Beyond their old Cadillac, roosted on the fence line, Sonny saw his midnight moth visitor once more, watching him.

		

	
		
			six

			“get up, I’m hungry,” his mom said, knocking loudly on his hollow particle board door. “Denny’s is having their 2-for-2 special, and I don’t want to miss it.”

			There are only a few things that could get a teenager up and out of bed in the morning, and chocolate chip pancakes decorated with whipped cream and an ice-cold chocolate milk was definitely one of them. The drive over was silent, more silent than the usual general distaste that permeated between his mother and himself. At one point, Sonny started to ask what was wrong, but he bit his tongue as he already knew the answer…I was. I was always what was wrong with her. 

			The host offered smoking or non-, but Sonny insisted they sit at the bar so as to not look at each other. 

			“I have something I wanna talk to you about,” she said solemnly. Sonny watched as her fork stabbed the yolk of her sunny-side-up egg, its golden blood oozing. 

			“What about?” Sonny asked without looking up, his mouth full of sweet waffles. 

			“Us.”

			“What about us?”

			“Well…work is wanting me to take on more hours, and we need the money.” 

			Sonny’s mother was a waitress at a different diner down the street called The Golden Nugget. It had a fake old prospector perched on its roof, and all the staff had to wear overalls and handkerchiefs, which they had to buy themselves. Being thirteen, Sonny was always embarrassed of his mother’s restaurant “work” and would lie to anyone who asked. Nurse, judge, juggler, anything is better than a waitress, he thought. 

			“You should do it.”

			“Well, that means I won’t be home as much, and you’ll have to fend for yourself for meals and such. Can you be trusted with all that?”

			Secretly, his insides were cheering. But, to play it cool, Sonny mustered up a grimace so as not to start something with her.

			“I understand. That sucks, Mom,” he said, with a downcast look on his face while dipping bacon into the dregs of the artificially flavored maple syrup. He didn’t care what anybody said, the fake stuff would always be better than that  natural Vermont crap.

			“That’s not al—”

			“Can I ask you something?” Sonny interrupted. “Did Dad leave a note? I mean, few people kill themselves and don’t leave notes. I heard on America’s Most Wanted, most notes have a—a—like a consistent theme. Like, they all have this weird shame or guilt. But, what did Dad have to be guilty over?”

			“Sonny, that seems inappropriate to talk about—”

			“They had this one girl doctor on there who said,” Sonny blurted over her with chocolatey words, “that death notes are like their need to say what they couldn’t. Did you know that?”

			“Sonny, this isn’t the time to talk about this.”

			“Sssoo, if Dad didn’t leave a note, does that mean he had nothing to say to me? Or didn’t want to say anything to me or you?”

			She found the last half of his thoughts virtually impossible to understand, either from the food or the shock of the statement. She stared at him, completely enthralled with his 2-for-2 special, that he didn’t even notice what he was saying, or didn’t care anymore. Until, that is, he looked up and saw his mother’s face, cheeks flush and eyes redder than the strawberry jam on her toast. 

			“What’s wrong with you, Sonny?” she said with a hushed and vexed tone.

			A pause. But not a long enough one for Sonny to compose an answer. “Go wait in the car.”

			“Mom…” Sonny said, lowering his fork.

			“Now!” She shouted, slamming her fist down on the table causing the plates to bang like cymbals on the Formica table. The diner went silent, and Sonny could feel the inquisitive glares of prying eyes. 

			Sonny sat there, not wanting to move, sick of her silence. Sick of her crap. How could she even pretend to be offended at his comments? Her! Of all people. The one who’d never given him the time of day to speak his mind. To talk about him. Hell—to grieve! Were we supposed to keep pretending his death was an accident? To pretend that what we’ve gone through these past few months was normal?!

			His hands began to shake and he grew aware of the swelling tongue and clenched jaw within his mouth. He was worried about what he might say, but he was more worried about what he wasn’t saying. 

			“We both know why he committed suicide.”

			“Don’t you dare,” his mother said, low and sharp.

			“Because of you…you made him miserable.” 

			“You will forever regret this moment, Sonny Scott Richards.”

			Sonny looked down at his hands; they weren’t shaking anymore. 

		

	
		
			chapter seven

			tillamook, oregon is located amidst a tangle of rivers, farms, and green fields. Ask anyone in Oregon and they’ll all agree that Tillamook is renowned for its agriculture and has achieved the highest success in the dairy industry. But beyond its rich dairy and award-winning cheddar, it’s home to a supposed myth of terrifying proportions. 

			Tillamook is also known by all as a place of great pain and torment. 

			Planted firmly in salted stone a mile off the bank of Oregon’s northern coast, the notorious Tillamook Rock Lighthouse is riddled with aged macabre lore and decaying mariner myths. Some think the myths were created to keep children and local teens from sneaking around the property, mucking up the place. Still, some believe the stories to be all too real, and you will be hard pressed to find someone willing to speak about them without seeing a speck of fear or superstition flash across their face. 

			In the late 1800s, before it was in use, visitors would mysteriously be swept out to sea and few were ever recovered. Ever since, there have been haunting occurrences. Beings have been seen wandering up and down the halls, noises and unexplainable phenomena are constantly being reported by those who dared near it. The most famous being in 1881, when a group of seamen were close to finishing construction and inspection on the lighthouse, when for reasons unknown, they went missing…Not long after, every one of their bodies washed up on shore, dead. More than that, each member of the crew had their head beaten to pulp while the rest of their bodies remained perfectly intact. Eyes in the places where ears once perched, skin split open from an unknown brutal force. 

			Rumor has it, their face skin hung like curtains off their jaws and scalp. Some were even rumored to be missing their entire jawbone with tongues dangling like squid tentacles from their swollen red orifices. That is, all except their dog, who was found barely alive, who had mashed potato for a face, and had to be put down immediately. This trauma had the ghosts moaning in all hours of night for anyone who would listen to what was deemed a terrible tragedy, unfit for the cruelest of men. 

			All of this uncertainty forced the small Oregon town to hastily decommission the lighthouse and condemn its use. But that didn’t stop it from continuing its strange and unusual legacy. In 1980 the lighthouse was repurposed into something the town decided was the only fit use for a damned structure like this one: a morbid columbarium. A place for human remains, ashes, and ghostly mariners to lay rest. The new life gave the Tillamook Lighthouse its current nickname, “Terrible Tilly” and came with a hefty warning to children and others to stay far away. 

			Although dark and unlit, it still stands today, and rumor has it that if you go there late at night, when the tide is out, you can still smell the punchy musk of wet and decaying dog as Captain Jawless Jack and the mutt roam its salty shores.

		

	
		
			chapter 8

			he started the car by jamming the screwdriver in the ignition. The flathead stayed erect like an Indian’s arrow all the way to the local grocery mart. As he had entered the store early, there were few patrons and even fewer staff. Dolly Parton was singing over the loudspeakers and the smell of citrus cleaner crowded the aisles. 

			The man only needed a few things: a carton of eggs, whole cream for their coffee, and a single pack of Irish bacon. As he approached the meat section, there stood an elderly woman no younger than ninety, filtering through the many selections of beef and sausage. She was in no rush, but the man was. He had a breakfast date after all, but beyond that, he was hungry for chicken eggs. The woman did not know this, nor was she remotely aware of the man. At first he waited with minor patience, tapping his boot, glaring at the exact pack of bacon he needed to ensure he was on time. 

			“Ma’am, I’m just going to grab this,” he said with groggy determination. 

			“Oh,” she said, “just give me a second, and I’ll be on my way. My son’s visiting, and I wanted to make something special for him.”

			“That’s great, I just need—” he said, reaching around her.

			“You’re a strapping man, what sort of meat would you like on a special morning?” she asked, as she slapped his wrist and playfully patted his large arms. 

			“I don’t know,” he said, wanting this senile moment to end. 

			“Well surely there has to be something,” she asked again, smiling, getting in his way.

			“Fuck me,” he hissed under his breath. 

			The man rubbed his eyes, feeling his patience die within him. He forcefully snatched the bacon and began his exit. 

			“Well, someone surely isn’t chipper in the morning,” she snorted, facing herself back towards the raw meat. 

			The man’s determined march came to a slow halt. The eggs in his hands began to crack and ooze their golden slime as his annoyance finally lit the fuse of his short temper. 

			He looked both ways for any sort of life, ensuring they were alone. 

			“You know what, there is something I like…” he said with blackened words. As she turned around, there he stood, like a snake invading a mouse. 

			“Oh, alright,” she said uncomfortably, noticing both the change in tone and closing distance from the man to herself. 

			The man reached into the cold open refrigerator for the chicken thighs. His neck was so close to the woman he could feel her hot breath. He unwrapped it slowly and softly rubbed his finger over the top of her ear, pushing away her white curls, and then squeezed her hair tightly, forcing her to squeak. But before she could scream for help, the man shoved the raw thigh into her mouth, forcing its dappled flesh and bone between her small teeth. Her eyes watered and the man could hear her tongue whipping the poultry. The deeper he drove it into her, the more her jaw cracked like freshly cooked bacon. 

			“I love the taste of chicken,” he whispered carefully in her ear. “Can you smile for me?” he asked as he kissed her sweating forehead. The whimpering turned to moaning. The man then tore the salmonella lollipop from her hole, took her knitted vest, and dried his sloppy hands. 

			“Learn to mind your own business, bitch,” he said, taking the eggs from her cart and walking towards the exit with a whistle. 

			“Hey Eugene,” the cashier said enthusiastically, ringing up the bacon and eggs. “You’re here early.”

			“Hey Francis, yeah, I got a breakfast date with a new girl.”

			“She’s a lucky lady.”

			“Don’t I know it.”

		

	
		
			ch. NINE

			sonny awoke to the smell of eggs, which is what one would normally consider a typical morning smell. Maybe even one reserved for Saturdays, with pancakes and cartoons. Except these eggs were not weekend eggs. These eggs were burnt. The acrid fumes wafted into Sonny’s room, causing him to instantly wrinkle up his nose. This was quickly followed by a wave of sadness as he pulled the old quilt over his head. If there was something his dead dad was a stickler about, it was how he would cook his eggs. God, he made the best eggs you’d ever had.

			Most mornings were a culinary lesson, especially with breakfast. He’d make sure Sonny knew that all the proteins in a single egg needed to coagulate as you cooked it. Meaning, your eggs needed to go from soft to squishy, liquid to jello-like consistency. But do that too fast, and you run the risk of releasing the disgusting odor of too much denaturation, so his mother and Sonny were forced to learn how to cook eggs at a low temperature, to give them a better chance. But now, as the house filled with the fumes of his would-be breakfast, Sonny swore he could hear an unknown man’s laughter from the kitchen. 

			Feverishly, he put on sweatpants and his favorite Pet Sematary T-shirt and stumbled down to see who the hell was in his house. As the man of the house now, he felt an instinctual need to protect his domain. It was a strange feeling. One he’d never needed to feel before, and one nobody asked him to have. But, he felt it all the same. 

			The boy rounded the corner into the kitchen hoping it was a figment of his imagination that would allow him to return to his slumber. Maybe the smells and the stranger’s voice were just another side effect of grief, like the eyesight?

			It wasn’t. 

			The man was 6 foot, with black, curly hair. His nose was more snout-like than human, and he sported a gap between his teeth that must have been a half-inch wide. His eyes were large and dark, like moon pies. He was oddly at ease, standing shirtless in someone else’s home. His skin was remarkably smooth, except for his hands, which had caked mechanic’s grease stained into his knuckle creases and under his fingernails. His fingertips were so dark, at first glance Sonny thought they were burnt. The man was sipping a large Dr. Pepper, which the boy found most odd because it was eight in the morning, and he had bought that Dr. Pepper for himself not two days prior

			“Who are you?” Sonny asked coldly, trying to deepen his voice to show authority. He may not have liked his mother, but he felt burdened to be her man. His mother appeared soon after from behind him, shocked to see her son up so early. She quickly introduced Sonny to her newest boyfriend. 

			“Sonny, meet Eugene.” 

			Eugene put out his hand for a shake but must have noticed the disgust in the boy’s face and retracted his hand almost in the same moment, sensing the gesture wouldn’t be returned.

			“That’s my soda.” 

			The sizzling sounds of eggs cooking in butter filled the silence. 

			Without breaking eye contact Sonny babbled out, “And your eggs smell like cat shit.” And with that, he turned around and marched back into his room, slammed the door, and waited for his mom to come and calm her son down, or at least explain the horrible decision she had made, without his knowledge, and much less his acceptance. 

			But…his mother never came. 

			Instead, muffled words turned to laughter, and at one point Sonny could hear his mother say, “These are the best eggs I’ve ever had.”

			Like hell they are. 

		

	
		
			“but all the things that god would have us do are hard for us to do - remember that - and hence, he oftener commands us than endeavors to persuade.”
- moby dick

		

	
		
			chapter x

			tap,

			tap, 

			tap.

			Sonny swirled over in his bedsheets to investigate the sound coming from the window. He secretly hoped it was a child abductor who would steal him away, duct tape him within an old suitcase, and drop him in the Pacific. Or, he wondered if it was that douche-nozzle Eugene back to steal more of his pop. He made sure to hide the Snickers bar he bought at the gas station way back in the fridge, behind the wilting romaine. Eugene didn’t seem like the kind of guy to snack on a salad, so it felt safer to leave it there.

			He peered outside, but no one was there. 

			Tap

			He finally noticed the small pebbles being flicked at his window like some cheesy romantic comedy. 

			It’s way too frikken early on a Sunday to be woken up.

			He opened the window and, like the shining sun, there was Jess at the fence line with a handful of gravel. 

			“Come on, let’s go,” she whisper-shouted from the dirt driveway. 

			“It’s Sunday, we pick mushrooms on Saturdays,” he snapped back, giving her his best smile at 7 a.m. He instantly regretted the tone of his voice. Mornings weren’t his strong suit.

			“Duh, moron, come to church with me. My dad is preaching!”

			“I don’t know. I was planning on eating cereal until my stomach leaked and watching Mike Myers kill babysitters.”

			“Well, that is tough to compete with, but the church has donuts!” she said tauntingly, baring her straight, white teeth. 

			Sonny knew church never was or would ever be his scene, but he’d go to a mayonnaise convention if that meant he could sit next to Jess for an hour. Throw in some free snacks and call it a day. Plus, getting out of the house was his entire goal these days. It was either go to church and sing with old people through mouthfuls of powdered sugar, or lay in bed listening to Eugene slap his mothers ass from the kitchen.

			Church it is. 

			The church at the end of the causeway was small but bright. Its large windows flooded the room with light, making every congregant’s white hair glow like bulbs. Sonny pretended to sing and mouthed the words to How Great Thou Art, but not Jess. 

			For the first time, he witnessed someone in actual worship, whatever that meant. Her eyes were closed, and yet it looked as though she could see God before her. Like she was singing to someone, not just at them. It was weird, but at that moment, he couldn’t tell if he wanted Jess or what she had…a God. 

			After the passing of the peace, her father approached the large, wooden pulpit. Jess already had her Bible opened to the correct passage and had a neatly decorated bible camp bookmark dangling from its translucent paper pages. She was in a readied position, and removed the cap from one of her highlighters. 

			Her father, the preacher, gave no announcements, no introductions, no jokes, no asking for money. 

			He just started speaking, “What if your purpose is not what you want? What if your entire meaning and vocation is different from what you’ve been planning for?” Pastor Abraham cried out with conviction, and then a long pause from the preacher, as tears formed in his yellow eyes. 

			Sonny could feel his chest constrict as he grew increasingly uncomfortable with his choice to attend. He’d never seen a grown man cry, let alone sat in church before, that is unless you count Grandma Dorothy’s funeral or some cousin of a cousin’s wedding he had been dragged to.

			The pastor then lifted his head with newfound composure and started again. “As is typical with the twelve prophets, the small but punchy book of Jonah begins with a call from God to a prophet. What’s unique though, is each of the prophets wholeheartedly accepted God’s invitation for His purpose—except Jonah. Jonah was minding his own business, living his life, and then God intervened like a car crash, giving Jonah a chance for a greater purpose. Who here today must receive a purpose they did not plan for?” Pastor Abraham launched those final introductory words into the sanctuary but his eyes landed on the boy, and him alone. Sonny realized at that moment that he actually despised direct eye contact, but he couldn’t break it with Jess’s father. Unknowing of what to do, or where to look, instinct took over and he shot straight up, fumbling between the pews and old people’s knees and flew out of the room into the lobby like an arrow from a bow. 

			“Sonny?” Jess whispered with concern. 

			But it was too late, Sonny was moving through the foyer, snagging a handful of communion wafers from the brass plate on his way out, leaving the church uncomfortable as hell, but having no real understanding as to why. Why was he looking at me like that? He doesn’t even know me. Jess never brought up this little episode, almost as if she understood without ever knowing. In the coming days, Sonny couldn’t help but think of Abraham’s words constantly, an uncomfortable feeling that he came to know intimately. 

		

	
		
			eleven

			the following morning, before Eugene had a chance to come out of Sonny’s mom’s bedroom, shirtless and sweaty, Sonny made sure he got up early enough to miss him and get the hell out of there. He decided to head into town.

			Page Turners, the local comic shop, was carrying the latest issue of New Mutants. 

			He tried to make his way out of the trailer as quickly and quietly as he could. He took the milk gallon from the fridge and grabbed the last store brand Pop-Tart from the pantry, but then noticed it had been opened and there was only one out of two left, which meant the survivor was now stale. 

			Now he’s gone too far. 

			Deciding he would deal with it later, Sonny turned to leave, but noticed his mom’s bedroom light glowing beneath her closed door. Normally this wouldn’t mean anything to him, except this time, he heard a familiar humming noise coming from within her room. 

			Sonny stood there waiting, unsure of what to do, if anything at all. 

			After a few moments of hesitation, he decided to walk by the door and give a quick heads up that he’d be out for a bit. 

			“Mom, I’ll be back soon,” he spoke in a morning whisper.

			She replied with a growling, hissing sound. An animal-like response. Almost as if this was the first time she’d spoken in months. Sonny shrugged and chalked it up to her being hungover or something. Slamming a swig of milk like it was Jack Daniels, he kept one eye on the slit under the door. The light beneath the door started to flicker. 

			What the hell? He thought. 

			He pressed his ear gently against her door and heard what seemed to be hushed, rapid talking. “Not sure when I’ll be home, but going to stop by the market to get more Pop-Tarts if you need me to grab anything?” 

			From beyond the wooden door, his mother quickly responded with a harsh moan. 

			Something didn’t seem right. There was that feeling again. The need to protect, even though she didn’t return the favor. Sonny bravely cracked open the door, so as not to startle her or catch her changing, but the door was quickly pushed closed hard on his face. 

			Whatever, he thought, and he walked outside and hopped on his bike. 

			It was then that Sonny saw something that rattled his bones; his mother’s car was gone. No one was home.

			Sonny looked back at his mother’s bedroom window, only to be greeted by dark, drawn shades. The once flickering light now gone, the boy saddled his bike and rode hard and fast to outrun his fear.

		

	
		
			chapter 12

			she lifted the bed sheets like the lid of a coffin, just as she’d done the many times before. Slowly, cautiously, sympathetically. 

			Jess half expected the sheets to be cool on her exposed thighs, but climbing into her mother’s bed felt like sliding between warm skin. Her mother had been sleeping alone since the diagnosis, as her father had set up a cot in the study. Him with his books, and his wife with the moon. Ever since then, Jess would break into her mother’s bed. She told herself it was to comfort her mother, but she would never admit it was more for her own. She was surprised at her own thirst for comfort, the want, to sink her canines into it. She didn’t care that her mother’s brain was like mist, or how she would sweat throughout the night in their hot bed. She needed a parent, she needed to be a child again. 

			Laying there, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, battling thoughts of first day of school outfits, mushroom weight, and household demands, she reached over to wrap her arm around her and spoon her in the dark. But, it wasn’t until she felt her mother’s body did Jess realize she was lying face down on her pillow. Stiff, hard as rigor mortis and hell bound. 

			“Mom?” Jess asked, confused and frightened, patting her body, using her hands as eyes. 

			Her mother’s head began to turn towards her. Jess, starting to see her, could hear the skin stretch as it twisted in her direction. The popping sound of small bones made Jess blink in shock, watching as the sleeping woman’s eyes began to open, their color beneath the purple moonlight looking deep red with no crescent of white. In a panic, Jess reached out and pulled the light on. But, she could only see the sleeping woman facing the other way, with her back towards her daughter. No face turned down, no head turn, no red orbs…Just her mother sleeping, unaware. Now too bothered to relax, Jess looked down and realized that she was covered in her mother’s incontinence. Her belly was warm and sticky as her Kris Kross nightshirt clung to her, dripping to the floor her mom’s liquid shit and piss. It splashed against her feet, between her toes, painting the floor a new color. 

			Her eyes grew wet and dark, as her heart felt the full release of what was once a mother. Jess grabbed one of her mother’s pill bottles and walked to the bathroom. 

		

	
		
			“the woods are lovely, dark and deep. but i have promises to keep, and miles to go before i sleep.” 
- robert frost

		

	
		
			10+3

			as a kid in summer, especially in a new town, it felt like there were no limits to one’s exploration. 

			“No Trespassing” signs were more like invitations than warnings, barbed wire like an obstacle course. Dumpsters were for diving and back alleys were canals for the wanderers. 

			Sonny relished the distractions of new smells, faces, and street signs, all of which filled his brain like candy in a Halloween bucket.

			Over the next couple of Saturdays, God only knows how many acres Jess and Sonny crossed, and it was perhaps only by His grace that they never got lost. Jess was a diligent forager, and had very specific ways to harvest the wild mushrooms. She would tell anyone who would listen that there are two schools of thought on how to “pick” a mushroom. There are the “cutters”, where you cut the stem off from where it’s  married to the ground so as not to damage the fragile mycelium it hides. 

			“But,” Jess said, “that’s for the amateurs.” 

			She would go on to explain that “twisters”, where you twist and pull the mushroom from its mycelium, are the proper way to harvest as it ensures the least amount of damage to the root, and will leave room for new growth. She swore it would make them taste better, but Sonny could never tell the difference, and he didn’t have the heart to tell her that he thought eating mushrooms was like eating troll boogers. But that’s the way Jess was. As she treaded ever so lightly through the soft forest floor, Sonny couldn’t help but notice her demeanor change as they left the chaos of civilization for the freedoms found in Tillamook wild. She seemed to have a heightened sense of awareness and purpose as she walked through, soaking in the smell of the mossy bark, stopping to admire the insects, and listening to the warning calls of the songbirds. Peaceful. That’s the only way Sonny could describe it. And he couldn’t help but feel the same. 

			As she finished her fungi speech, she instructed Sonny to start picking. As much as he despised eating mushrooms, he decided he hated picking them even more. The feel and squish of the rubbery texture as he peeled them slowly from around the trees gave him a tinge of the squeamies, with a touch of guilt. Every tearing he found himself whispering, “Sorry fella,” as he let them fall into his bucket. Each one felt like a decapitation, a murder. It felt wrong. He didn’t know why Jess promised that these Morel mushrooms were going to make them rich, as if they were peeling gold and silver from the dirt. Nonetheless, Sonny blindly believed her. Truthfully, he knew he’d believe anything she told him. 

			As the two picked and walked, Jess would talk about all things God, Oregon, hopes for freshmen year, and her favorite candy as Sonny mostly nodded and offered the occasional dumb joke. Every once in a while, the ocean breeze would waft the smell of her peaches and cream shampoo in his direction, and the lovesick boy would find his knees wobble. 

			“Where’s your mom?” he asked, trying hard to be more than a friend. He had seen enough rom-coms to know if you want a girl to think you want out of the friend zone, you have to express interest in her personal life.

			“She’s sick, so she’s home in bed a lot.”

			“Sick with what?”

			“Uuummm, she has dementia,” Jess said, as if she said it a thousand times before. “Basically she doesn’t know what is real and what is fake. So I try to help as much as I can, even though half the time she thinks I’m a robber or a nurse. So, I know this mushroom money isn’t the best, but every little bit helps. She takes a lot of medication.”

			Suddenly Sonny understood Jess’s drive to gather as many mushrooms as she could. This was more than a job, this was a cure.

			“That sucks,” he said, bending over to pull some forgotten mushrooms from the ground. 

			“I used to think so, but I don’t remember her any other way. She’s just my mom, or at least she was,” she said with a grim undertone. Sonny’s eyes pivoted quickly to her face to see what it was like for her to say those words. Knowing what it’s like to put a mother back in the sea, like a once caught fish. “It’s my dad who suffers the most, I hear him crying through the walls at night. I hear his prayers.”

			“What’s he pray for?” Sonny asked, genuinely curious. 

			“Her death mostly.” Jess said, walking off, and disappearing behind a few trees. 

			Sonny would have followed, but sensed she needed a minute. He listened to her walk, each stride came with a shaking sound like loose gravel or pills in a bottle. He caught wind of the heavy stench of mushroom, which was guiding him further west. If you’re unfamiliar with what mushrooms smell like, think of melting rubber and beef. It was that undeniable smell that led Sonny to a part of the Oregon coast he had never wandered to before. After a half mile or so of walking, he’d completely lost sight of Jess, and found new company with crickets and thick fog. Looking further, he could see about 20 yards off a gathering of mushrooms, which could possibly fill his bucket and Jess’s for the next ten Saturdays. Sonny hurriedly approached the clearing, and falling to his knees, gingerly attempted to pluck them as Jess had instructed from the bright green moss. It was like pulling soft gum from carpet, and he kept breaking them…His thoughts were completely on Jess and her situation. Trying to decipher if he liked her, or if she was just another Oregon orphan like he was. 

			If I could get enough mushrooms, then maybe more money means more help for them. Sonny’s mind was heavy on how he could heroically save her family. But then, the smell of mushrooms and romance was evicted by a new, but familiar smell—the stench of burning tobacco and menthol. 

			I’ve only smelt this once before…Sonny realized, the smoke seizing his bones and thoughts. 

			Just as consciousness of his surroundings came, so did the sense of being watched. Like floating at the top of shark-infested waters. His senses were acutely aware of impending danger, but his body completely froze.

			“Jess?!”

			Silence. The loudest silence Sonny had ever felt. 

			He could feel eyes on him. 

			Heart drumming in him. 

			A crack in the distance. 

			He turned swiftly and with intensity into the shadows of the large neighboring trees. 

			To be met with…a voice. 

			 “Sonny.” 

			Sonny dropped his bucket, mushrooms bouncing out like rubber erasers. 

			Sonny could see it move, but just barely, as the morning sun shining through the tall trees silhouetted the stranger. 

			“Sonny,” the voice continued, only this time Sonny knew whose voice it was—his father’s. 

			“Sonny, don’t be afraid,” it spoke again louder.

			Everything in him wanted to deny it was his father. What kind of cruel joke was grief playing on him now? But hope was greater than reality at that moment. 

			“Dad?” Sonny asked with bleak anticipation. 

			The stranger said nothing, did nothing. Sonny said nothing, did nothing. The stranger just kept staring, then with a click it cocked its head and raised a finger at the boy. 

			“I need you,” it demanded. It was at this point the voice suddenly became more hoarse and emotionless. This was not his father. 

			“Uumm, nah. I’m good,” the boy said, packing up his bucket as much as he could.

			“STOP, I mussst have youuuu.” Every syllable was accounted for as it demanded the boy again and again. Yet the stranger stood still, motionless as the surrounding oaks. All Sonny could make out from the sun in his eyes is that whoever this was, he was extremely tall, giving the trees a run for their money. 

			Sonny turned east and started to speedily make his way through the trees. He could hear sticks breaking behind him as the stranger began to follow, but its footsteps were covered by a deep humming from something in the branches above. Sonny looked to his right to see a giant moth fluttering by. Soon, another joined it. And another. Until an eclipse of moths like smog filled the sky. 

			Wherever he went, the moths would beat their bodies together as if alerting the stranger of his whereabouts. 

			“Ssshhhh,” Sonny seethed as he hurled mushrooms into the air to scare the winged alarms away.

			His hurrying soon transformed into sprinting. His breath came shallow and quick. The insects above him darkened the sky like rain clouds. He couldn’t be certain, but as Sonny looked over his shoulder, he thought he saw the phantom stranger running on all fours between the trees, its chains clanking and crashing against itself. It would be on his left and then on his right, and Sonny would never forget the sound of the stranger’s moaning. 

			After yards of sprinting through the trees, his heart couldn’t take anymore, and he stopped and made himself small to regain his breath. No sooner did he succumb to his own disbelief of the moment, did the monster appear before him once more like the devil in the garden. 

			It was well over eight feet tall, with a grizzly black robe. The entire incubus felt staunch and galactic. Its face was skinless and missing every component that belongs to one, except for its large skull. Its cranium had been stripped and boiled to shine like a jaundiced stone. This yellowing, decomposed bone-like body had been ripped from a grave long ago, with sockets and face holes so endless they felt like portals. Sonny couldn’t see any feet, chest, or other human features, not that he had much time to notice. But, he did have time to notice its long naked fingers, which could have wrapped around his head twice if they wanted to. Sonny had seen more horror movies than the average thirteen-year-old probably should, but never had he fallen prey to this level of fear or bewilderment. 

			As shocking as its introduction came…it went. 

			The demon from hell, towering above the boy, stopped, and lit a cigarette.

			“Fear no more the heat o’ the sun, 

			Nor the furious winter’s rages;

			Thou thy worldly task hast done,

			Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages…” 

			Spoke the nightmare, its voice like a thousand spiders. 

			And then, all terror at that moment felt as if it just…left. Drained from his body like a piss in the night. 

			“Wha?” Sonny could barely ask his stupid question over the shock and change in tension. 

			“It’s Shakespeare. Tell me you’ve read Shakespeare? My, what is happening to the American public school system these days? First the deficits in government funding for schools, and then the decline in public school safety. Which, before you ask, no, I had nothing to do with those. Actually, Sonny, where are my manners? I apologize. I am Death, your Grim Reaper, God of the Grave, Prince of Extinction and Darkness incarnate…and it is an absolute honor to meet you.”

			The silence between them in that moment felt like a passing century, as Sonny tried to find his thoughts. 

			“I don’t know what’s happening,” Sonny said looking around for whoever mastered this prank. 

			“Nor should you! That would be weird if you did!” Reaper said, as it smashed its cigarette against a tree, extinguishing it. 

			“Am I dead?” Sonny whimpered, facing the realization that he could have died from all of that running, or maybe he tripped somewhere and hit his head. Having an out of body experience would have made more sense.

			“What?? Oh no, not at all. On the contrary, I want to give you an endless existence. One where death is under your control,” the Reaper said as it wrapped its massive arm around his shoulder like bat wings, directing the two as they began to walk back towards Sonny’s home. 

			The boy strolled along, assuming that at any moment he’d awake from his dream, or rather, nightmare, but that shudder never came. 

			This is real, he thought. I can feel his cold hand, I am brushing up against its heavy coat. This is real. 

			“So you’re real? The Grim Reaper is real?”

			“I am only seen as you see me. Thanatos was portrayed as a young, pleasant man because that’s how the Greeks saw him. Smierc was clothed in white robes and was of female gender, because that’s how the Polish wanted her. Are you tracking with me?” The Reaper asked, fumbling its fingers in the air. “So to one, I may be a raven, another a ghost, and to another a great grandmother. To you, I am the symbolic, the cartoon cliche, the expected…Reaper.”

			“Holy shit, and you want to give me eternal life?” Sonny asked hard, stopping the leisurely stroll, surprised by how quickly he’d allowed the situation to deescalate.

			“In a way,” the Reaper said, waving a hand back and forth like a scale.

			“What way?”

			“Well, aren’t you to the point? I like it! Well, throughout history, there have been different keepers of death from the Valkyries of Norse mythology. There is of course Yánluó, Hel, Chronos—” the Reaper said, letting his voice drift in thought as he looked up to the sky and counted on his dusty fingers. 

			“Wait, isn’t that you?” Sonny interrupted.

			“No, but I come from a long lineage of Pale Riders…Charon, La Muerte, Psychopomp, Marzanna, the Hindu cloud Dhumavati, La Catrina, Mot, Ryuk, Maweth, Shinigami all the way to what you see before you.” 

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I’m moving too fast. It’s my fault, I apologize, but time is of the essence,” the Reaper said, slowing himself down with his hands. “You see, every ten centuries, the bringer of death must replace itself from its purgatory to have its soul released into the eternal. Death doesn’t possess immortality nor is it a deity. Like all angelic forms, I am an indentured servant to life, and even I too, must die. All must die.” 

			The Reaper then reached into itself, pulling out a yellow package of…Peanut M&M’s. “Want some?”

			“No…I’m good.” Sonny lied, he loved them, but he also couldn’t imagine eating at this moment. 

			“It has been this way since Eden.” Chocolate and peanuts sprung from the Reaper’s brown teeth as he continued, “And now my millennium is coming to an end, in ten days from now actually. Hence, I must find a new Death, a successor in my stead. Annnddd…I want that to beeee…you.”

			“Are you crazy?” Sonny blurted with childlike laughter. He dropped his bucket as he braced himself with his hands on his knees. 

			“Gee, first my therapist and now you?” Reaper said, laughing to himself and pretending to adjust his necktie. 

			“I’m losing my mind, I must be. My brain has finally turned to mashed potatoes,” Sonny said, raising his voice. “None of this is real!”

			“I know it feels that way, but what if it was? What if I can give you a chance for meaning again? What if I can give you an escape?”

			Sonny’s jaw remained open as his eyes left the stare of the Reaper. He could hear the demon chewing loudly as his mind raced for a reason and logic.

			“Wait, wait wait…what am I doing?” The boy shouted. “You were there. I can’t believe this. Why in the fucking world would I listen to you?! You’re the fucking Grim Reaper, you’re the epitome of darkness, you’re Darth Vader, Mike Myers, Jason Voorhees, you are evil!!!”

			“Evil?” The Reaper called back, a noticeable change in tone. “You’re wrong, Sonny. Would you call the blade in surgery ‘evil’ even though it cuts away the disease? Would you call lightning ‘evil’ even though it brings with it the rain to feed your crops? Sonny, I am not evil. I am the reaction to your world’s evil. I exist, because your sin exists.”

			“But, you were there!” The realization was coming quickly. “The night my father died, you killed him. You took him. He’d still be here if you hadn’t taken him!” 

			The Reaper watched as the blood rushed into the boy’s cheeks and he worked to calm the moment. Sonny couldn’t be sure, but he thought he could feel noticeable discomfort with the Reaper. 

			“That’s not how this works. I did not take his life, he chose that path. I led him to the underworld and freed his soul. But, it was that same night I came to see you. Sonny, I don’t know how or why you could see me in your father’s hospital room, but I do know, after centuries of time, that you should never ignore signs. That is why I know you must replace me, or I will be forced to do another thou—” Reaper’s words were interrupted by the sound of Jess shouting for Sonny in the distance. 

			The Reaper exhaled and palmed his skull face. 

			“Think about it, I can give you something you’ve always wanted,” he said with a slight exhaustion. 

			“Yeah, and what’s that?” Sonny snapped, turning towards Jess. 

			“To be wanted.” 

			The Reaper gripped both of Sonny’s shoulders, the boy could feel the intense strength through his hands. 

			“You will be life’s most wanted relief. People only fear death because they fear how it’ll affect their daily lives, actions, and wants. I’m giving you the chance to be the most important invention nature has ever instituted. So, when you have made a firm decision, light this,” he said as he pulled a wrapped up, dingy-looking cloth and passed it to Sonny. “It’s an Oblivion Candle. There is only one of them in the world, it’s your way of contacting me. It’s made from the wax of Icarus’ wings, its flame the blood of Hephaestus himself. In mere days, I must name my successor, or I will be forced to serve another thousand years,” the Reaper said, placing the strange candle in Sonny’s dirty hand. The Reaper was gone, its moth’s above disappearing into the sunlight with a loud hiss.

			“Sonny! Where have you been? Come on, my bucket’s full and I’m starving to death,” Jess said from a distance.

			Sonny smirked, gripped the candle tightly in his hands, and placed his fist against his chest as if he could open himself and slow his heart from pounding. The boy wondered if for the first time, since his father’s death, he was actually feeling something? 
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			The boy in the skeleton; Christoffel van Sichem the Younger, 17th c.



	
		
			chapter fourteen

			the following morning, after “the event”, or at least that’s what Sonny was calling it, he found himself back at church. Sonny was late, purposely late. It gave him privacy to stash some of those stale, but also strangely delicious, wafers they kept in the brass platters in the foyer into his cargo short pockets for a mid-church snack. He walked quietly in from the back as Abraham was just wrapping up a reading from Jonah Chapter 1. His eyes searched for Jess, noticing something wrong. She had no Bible, no neon highlighter, and her posture was spineless. Her hair was unkempt, and even though she was in the room, Sonny could tell she was elsewhere. 

			“But Jonah got up to run away from the Lord by going to Tarshish. He went to the city of Joppa, where he found a ship that was going to the city of Tarshish. Jonah paid for the trip and went aboard, planning to go to Tarshish to run away from the Lord.” Abraham waved his large hands in the air, like opening a curtain to the heavens, and began again. 

			“There was nothing hidden about what God wanted from Jonah. Sometimes we all make excuses for disobedience, claiming confusion, that God has not told us what He wanted us to do. And truthfully, there are many times where we can find ourselves in a position where the word of the Lord is not completely clear, and the calling is found wanting.” The pastor then looked down, as if for relief. As if he himself found enough faith to believe his own words. “But that is not the case here with Jonah. His problem is not clarity, his problem is about carrying out his clear objective. We are a lot like Jonah in that most of the time we know exactly what God wants from us, yet we struggle with steadfast obedience. Is there anyone here this morning who is struggling with their clear obedience, and are you like Jonah…rejecting your calling in favor of what is easier?”

			Why did I come again? Sonny thought to himself silently as he took the Reaper’s disregarded cigarette butt from his pocket, fiddling with it between his clammy fingers. 

			He was still unsure whether the Reaper or his offer was even real, but the cigarette offered more than assurance; it was an anchor to the past, and it offered hope. As if it was a key to a door, leading to somewhere better. Sonny, listening to the sermon, couldn’t help but wonder if Jonah ran not out of hatred for those he was supposed to evangelize to, but more out of hatred for himself? 

			Could it be that Jonah was more afraid of the unknown in the opportunity than God himself? 

			He made it through the sermon, despite a few urges to flee when Abraham looked his way. On his way out of their chapel, the Pastor was offering his goodbyes at the door. Sonny watched as he smiled, nodded, side-hugged, and looked at every person intently who walked out that door. He had always assumed the clergy did these kinds of things merely to appease the people and put on a show, but it seemed Abraham genuinely enjoyed connecting and catching up with his congregation.

			As he watched the people file out, Sonny found himself watching the older men. He had been doing that a lot lately, not in a weird way, but wondering what it would be like if they were his father. He’d put on mental plays of random adult men disciplining him, watching movies with him, and just slapping him on the back or laughing together. 

			Next to Abraham was Jess; her smile felt painful as she shook old people’s hands like a politician. As if she was holding a secret spider in her mouth.

			“Good to see you back, young man,” Abraham said, when it was Sonny’s turn to leave. He almost sounded proud. It made the boy feel good inside.

			“Yeah, thanks for your talk thing,” Sonny responded, shaking his hand with eyes darting between his and Jess’s.

			“You’re very welcome. Are you alright?” 

			“Yeah, why?”

			“Well, I don’t know you very well, but you seem…nervous…off.”

			“Daddy,” Jess said, elbowing her father. 

			“It’s okay, yeah, I’m getting through it,” Sonny replied, palming the back of his neck.

			“Death?”

			“What?!” Sonny burst back.

			“What you’re dealing with, your father’s passing, is still very recent, correct?”

			“Oh, yeah, that and other things.”

			“Well if you ever want to talk, my door is always open.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Hey, don’t forget about Saturday! Brownie said he’s got a new important buyer offering mucho, mucho,” Jess said, rubbing her fingers together. “He said it’s an extremely important load this week”

			“Oh right, yeah, for sure!” But even as Sonny responded to Jess’s invitation, he felt an unshakable belief in his own heart that he’d never be going mushroom picking again. 

		

	
		
			fifteen

			from where you stand, it is 3,958.8 miles to the center of the earth. The furthest mankind has been able to drill down is a measly 7.5 miles. This hole still exists today, close to the Norwegian border; one could visit and drop a coin into its blackness. Of course, if you were to fall into this hole, it would take 215.76 seconds or 3.59 minutes for you to reach its end. 

			Four minutes of plunging.

			Four minutes of blindness.

			They say the core is 356 degrees Fahrenheit. At this level of heat, all surrounding rocks and stones become pliable. 

			Like soft diamonds.

			What severe toil it takes to reach a core. 

		

	
		
			xvi

			“i got you something,” Sonny’s mom said right before dinner. 

			It was rare for her and Sonny to have a meal together without the new boyfriend around. Sonny liked it this way; it was oddly comforting and painful all at the same time. 

			“Really? What?” the boy asked, hoping for a Gameboy or crossbow. A boy can dream, can’t he?

			She reached beneath the dining room table and tossed over a plastic bag with a yellow smiley face on it. 

			“A book?” he said with clear disappointment. 

			Sonny’s mother replied, laughing to herself as she poured a glass of white wine from a box. “Yes, a book dumb-dumb. I thought it might help?”

			“The Painful and Pleasurable Truth of Puberty by Dr. Katherine Fogal. Holy crap, Mom, I don’t want to read this,” Sonny said, flinging the book back on the table. 

			“Sonny, you’re changing. And your father isn’t here to tell you that you’re about to grow hair all over, especially in places you wouldn’t necessarily expect,” Sonny’s mother pointed to her lap, tilting her head.

			“Oh God Mom, I beg of you.” 

			“Your voice is going to crack, but will eventually deepen.”

			“Mom, this is how I die. This is it.”

			“You’re turning into something you’ve never been before. A hairy, beautiful transformation that will lead you into being a strong young man.”

			He couldn’t help but laugh, as spaghetti shot from his mouth. It was all too ridiculous. The image of his impending pubescent self, and his mother’s attempt at mothering. She started laughing too, the silverware clanking like an applause from her slamming her wine down. They both thought it, but dared not say it-that this was the first time they’d laughed since before Sonny’s father’s passing. It wasn’t right, they weren’t supposed to be laughing without him. Sonny, catching himself in a vulnerable moment, cupped his mouth and stood abruptly from the table. 

			“I’m going to go to my room.”

			“But we’re having fun. You haven’t finished your dinner.” 

			“I’m tired, but…thanks for dinner and the book,” he said, putting it firmly in his armpit. 

			Sonny closed the bedroom door gently behind himself, bothered by his growing empathy for his mother. 

			She didn’t deserve it. 

			He reminded himself that she was a bitch; a bitch who made life so miserable for his dad that he took his own life. A bitch who was dating that loser Eugene, who moved him to Fuck-nadda U.S.A.. And just like that, he chucked the book on his dresser and popped on Child’s Play 2. 

			But, just as the slashing was getting good, the boy drifted into darkness. Numb and content.

			squuuueeeek

			   squuuueeeek

			      squuuueeeek

			The metal grinding was quiet enough to not be immediately noticeable, but loud enough to wake him. Sonny’s eyes opened to find his bedroom dark, other than the pulsing glow from his fuzzy television. Charles Lee Ray was gone, and so was the ability to drown out odd noises.

			Then he saw it. 

			The closet door handle, turning slowly. Almost imperceptible to the naked eye that someone from the inside was actually even turning it. It went back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, squeaking like an electric rat. 

			Sonny watched, unsure of what he was seeing or dreaming that late into the night. He was less bothered that the handle was rotating, and more bothered that it was purposeless in doing so, as the closet couldn’t even lock. 

			Sonny realized…whoever was in his closet wasn’t trying to get out, but doing this just to terrorize him. 

			Sonny raised his head, flicked on his nightstand lamp, and thought about waking his mother, his better self advising against it. He stood at the closet door, the handle still dancing, but as he reached to stop it, he smelled the oddest of scents…French fries, greasy meat, melted yellow cheese, and…cigarettes. 

			Sonny ripped open the door to find the gregarious Reaper, rubbing its boned ass against the handle as if to scratch an eternal itch while engorging himself with McDonald’s. 

			“The hell?!” Sonny whispered loudly in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

			“Sorry, did I wake you?” The Reaper asked, balling up a cheeseburger wrapper and replacing it with a strawberry milkshake. 

			“Yes, you woke me. What are you doing here?”

			“Oops, my B,” the Reaper chuckled through his teeth as if knowing he’d wake him up. “Can I be straight with you? I’m waiting for you to decide what you want to do. And Sonny, only you and the dead can see me…and it’s been forever since I’ve talked to someone like this. I’ve been waiting for centuries. So forgive me if I’m encroaching.”

			“So…you’re bored. And lonely,” Sonny said, but realized it came off more like a put down than a fact.

			 The Reaper took a second to respond, then lifted his grease-stained bag of fries, an obvious peace offering.

			Sonny paused, but only for a moment. He couldn’t pass up free food, especially when it came from the land of the golden arches. He took out a single fry and smiled, “Alright fine, you can hang out for a little bit, but you gotta be quiet!” The Reaper stood up straight and saluted Sonny. 

			“Ever played Double Dragon?” Sonny asked, reaching for another fry. 

			“Oh shheeeiiittt,” the Reaper blurted, “this is the best game of the century by far. Unless you count when they invented the cheese rolling races in Gloucester. That was the shit. I always wait at the bottom of the hill for someone to die, but it hasn’t happened yet. Anyways, I call Jimmy Lee.” 

			Sonny locked his bedroom door, blew the dust out of his Double Dragon game cartridge, dragged over an extra bean bag, and flicked his TV to Channel 3. Sonny watched as the Reaper slowly walked around his small bedroom, observing his horror film posters, stickers, and comics as if touring a museum. At one point, the Reaper tapped his fingers against the Clive Barker Nightbreed poster. “You’re into some freaky stuff, Sonny.” 

			“Says the Grim-Fucking-Reaper,” Sonny squawked back with a grin.

			“Don’t be fooled, dude. Death isn’t macabre like your films. What I do is not the destruction of this life, but the dance partner to one’s own becoming. It’s like I told Oscar Wilde, death is like an insomniac’s desire to sleep. His desire for permanent sleep. How beautiful would it be to close your eyes and sleep till eternity in the soft grass under that cool shady tree until you dissolve in the soil.”

			“Wait, wait, wait, you didn’t say that, Wilde wrote that in…in…that ghost story, the…The Canterville Ghost. We had to read that for English last year.”

			“Yeah, who do you think told him that?” The Reaper said, smiling as if he had skin to smirk with. Sonny couldn’t tell if he was being serious or joking. As the Reaper continued his tour of Sonny’s museum, his lecture continued as well. “What death gives people is the passage toward an agony-free existence. A door shuts which can not be opened on all of life’s pains, problems, and sorrows. Death is the only true peace, Son—Wait, what is this?!” the Reaper said as he plopped down hard on the fake leathery bag of beans, raising Sonny’s recently gifted puberty book. 

			“Oh man, my mom gave me that. I think she’s worried about me going through puberty without a dad. I don’t know.” 

			The Reaper began flipping through the pages as he shoved another quarter pounder with extra cheese into his decomposing mouth hole. 

			“Testicles are your body’s sperm factory,” the Reaper began, as Sonny cringed in his skin. “During a young man’s puberty, your testicles start making and storing sperm, and they’ll make sperm for the rest of your life. Testicles have a lot of work to do!” The Grim Reaper read, laughing hard to himself. Death’s laughter—a mixture between an old car starting up and a choking animal—filled the air.

			“Ssshh,” Sonny hissed with a smile, “keep your voice down.” 

			Sonny snatched the book from Reaper and replaced it with another burger. “You’re going to get us caught, Reaper. My mom is not someone you want to wake up in the middle of the night.” 

			“She sounds real cool.” 

			“Hardly. She’s been hard on me my entire life. I overheard her tell my dad forever ago that I stole something from her when I was born.”

			“What did you steal?” 

			“Fuck if I know. But we’ve never really gotten along. She’s trying so hard with my dad being dead. I wish she wouldn’t try so hard. It’s wasted on me.”

			Sonny said this, realizing the vulnerability as his heart turned over in itself. He quickly looked away for relief only to have his eyes fixate on a photo of himself and his father flying a kite. 

			“You miss him?” Reaper asked, softly turning the night in a very different direction. 

			“I think so,” Sonny said, as if he was questioning his own emotions. “I can’t tell if the silent aching within me is mad at him for doing what he did, or just mad that he’s gone. Did he see you before he killed himself? Did he have that peace?” Sonny asked, realizing the Reaper could possibly offer insight unknown to everyone else. 

			The Reaper looked away quickly from Sonny’s pink eyes. “Games starting.”
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			after the reaper obliterated sonny’s score, he watched the boy start to yawn and drift in and out of sleep, so he gave one more final plea. 

			 “Please make your decision soon, Sonny. I know it’s a big decision, the biggest in fact. But, there isn’t much time.”

			Sonny stretched and stood to turn off the Nintendo, giving a nod as the Reaper opened the closet and walked through it as if it was a doorway to hell. Sonny could feel the heat booming from its black flames beyond the door’s reach. It was strange how quickly he was growing accustomed to his new friend’s comings and goings.

			And as one monster left, another arrived. 

			Sonny could hear Eugene’s truck pulling up late into the night. He often came late and stayed until after his mom had fed him like an animal. What Eugene and his mom would do late into the night made the boy’s skin feel like it’d been peeled like a potato.

			Sonny stared at him like a sniper waiting for his moment, but also making sure Eugene couldn’t see him from behind the floral printed curtains. He was torn between taking a stand against the dickhead-proving his worth, and being frightened by him. 

			Eugene continued to sing the song on the truck radio, poorly drumming on his steering wheel. For a moment, Sonny thought maybe he wasn’t that bad. Maybe, he was just a redneck who happened to like his mom. 

			But then he saw something that shook him.

			As Eugene exited the truck, one of Brownie’s cats made its way in determined fashion towards Eugene’s vehicle. Sonny had learned that cats out here would often climb up into car engines to keep warm during the Oregon nights, but as this cat approached, Eugene took notice of it, in the same way a spider takes notice of vibrations in its web. Eugene  then plucked the cat from the ground, hard enough for it to yelp in pain, and suspended it in the air by its neck skin. Like a noose made of its own fur. 

			He took one final inhale of what looked to be a green cigarette and then slowly penetrated one of the cat’s eyes with its cherry fire. The sound of that cat in pain would haunt Sonny’s mind for the rest of his life as his hand quickly covered his mouth in shock. He found himself jerking to do something, to race out there, to open the window, to lock his door-but he didn’t. Fear was his great paralyzer, and Sonny hated himself for it. So he watched the animal become Eugene’s ashtray, as the mechanic tossed the one-eyed cat back into the night. 

			“Jesus,” Sonny whispered to himself, listening to Eugene continuing to sing his song by Johnny Paycheck.

			“By the time you tell the sheriff, it’ll all be over 

			He’ll find me at their big house on the hill

			He’ll find a note explaining why I killed us all 

			Now it’s time to go, I’ve got someone to kill.”

		

	
		
			18-teen

			“one, two, three, four, five…” 

			Jess counted out each of her mother’s dementia pills and placed them in the day of the week marked containers. Each pill a Eucharist for Jess, as she’d made words like Galantamine and Rivastigmine a part of her everyday vocabulary, along with mall, lip gloss, and pizza. Unlike Sonny, Jess loved her mother deeply and made her a priority in everyday life. But, Jess had another growing need. For every pill she laid to bed in her mother’s container, she also tucked one between her teeth and cheek. Allowing the fizzing to sedate her, transport her, remove her. 

			She brought her mother a breakfast buffet of meds and white grape juice with an English muffin just as she did every morning. Her father was already at the church early for counseling appointments, leaving the house to just the two of them most mornings. 

			From the downstairs kitchen, Jess could hear a kind of thumping sound above her, almost like heavy-footed sprinting. Chimpanzee-like, as if something or someone was on all fours. At first this terrified her, because her mother was bedridden, and as she reached for the phone to call for help, she heard wailing cries from her mother’s room. 

			She rushed upstairs, but right before she opened the bedroom door, she heard the sound of racing footsteps and found her mother in bed, waiting, staring at Jess with quickened breaths. 

			“Mom? What are you doing? Were you out of bed?” Jess asked, investigating the upstairs hallway. She had to brace herself against the door as her appetizer of pills was working faster than she had expected. 

			Her mother, with searching eyes and a toothy smile, clearly at a loss for her own daughter’s name, spluttered out to Jess what only seemed like dementia nonsense. 

			“It’s here.” 

			“Who is, Mom? Daddy? He’s at the church. I got your pills, and some breakfast downstairs. I’ll be right back,” Jess said with fumbling words, brushing the sounds she heard off as her imagination and bringing her mother’s blanket up around her chin. The smell of waste and urine was overwhelming. 

			“Mom, did you have another accident?”

			The blanket was pulled tight over her head as she sat upright in the bed, an unwelcome Halloween ghost now in the room. She began to twitch beneath the soiled sheets. Jess became unsure of what to do, and was more than a little bothered by this new behavior. She backed up towards the door. 

			“Mom, stop. You’re scaring me.”

			“It’s here, it’s here, it’s here,” her mother whispered over and over, staining the sheets with her saliva. 

			“Mommy, who is?”

			“My reaper!” her mother yelled as she ejected bile from beneath the sheets. 

		

	
		
			chapter 19

			the next afternoon, Sonny and Jess exited Captains, the small seaside convenient mart, as if each of their lives weren’t slowly starting to boil with terror. Jess, with a bag full of Sour Patch Kids, and Sonny with a King Size Kit-Kat and Mountain Dew. Candy could be an effective detractor from their teenage suffering. 

			“I really need to talk to you about something. It’s something pretty serious,” Jess said, tapping the candy on her palm. 

			“Oh, okay yeah. What’s up?” Sonny replied, unsure of who he was supposed to be for her in that moment. 

			They walked back towards Sonny’s house with plans of watching a movie as Sonny had promised. Today he wanted to take her on an anthology tour of all things Lucio Fulci, but his life was increasingly becoming not his own. His measly plans and sense of normalcy were being replaced as they turned the corner, and there he saw a large black moth at the end of the street, attached to a tree. 

			 “Well, life has been a little…?” 

			“Yeah, that’s hard,” Sonny shot at her distractedly. 

			“Um, yeah,” Jess said opening her candy. “My mom has been, well, not doing good.”

			“Yeah, I get that. Who’s mom is doing good, am I right?” Sonny said, still staring off at the squatting devil moth in the distance. 

			“Sonny! Jesus! Are you even fucking listening?!” 

			Sonny stopped dead, as he’d never heard Jess swear, let alone use her Lord’s name in vain. He hadn’t known Jess that long, but she seemed different. Heavier, as if her insides were replaced with stones. 

			“Why does no one listen to me?!” Jess exclaimed. “Am I speaking a language from another planet? Do my problems have cooties?”

			“No, I mean, Jess—” Sonny said, now fully in the moment.

			“Forget it. I think I want to be alone for a bit.” 

			The boy stood with one eye on the girl he liked, and the other on the moth he hated. 

			“I think that’s a good idea?”

			Jess’s jaw fell open, and then with a sarcastic grin she splattered her candy against Sonny’s chest and walked away. 

			Sonny watched her, torn and confused. He let out a loud “Ugh!” and turned the other way. 

			He ran as fast as he could to where the insect had waited, and as he neared, the moth took off down the alleyway between the large beachside homes. Sonny watched as the creature converted its dusty wings into a black veil, its shiny eyes growing a skull around them. The entire reconstruction took less than a few seconds.

			“That was gross,” Sonny said. “What are you doing here? Someone could have seen you.” He pushed the Reaper further into the shade.

			“Relax, no one can see me unless they’re dying,” the Reaper whispered. “Are you gonna eat that?” He snatched the Kit-Kat from Sonny’s hand. 

			“Well, I guess I’m not now. What are you doing here?”

			“Well, I thought we could go fly a kite?” Reaper said, eating the Kit-Kat on its side as if it was a single candy bar and not breaking it into the clearly defined pieces like some kind of ravaged animal. 

			“You thought we could fly a kite? Are you crazy?” Sonny burst in laughter. 

			“Nope, it’s like I told Buddha. You yourself, as much as anybody in the entire universe, deserve your love and affection. I think it will be good for you.”

			“I’m not really in the mood Jess, and I kinda…”

			“Yikes, yeah, I saw that. Hear me out dude, now is not the time to invest in love. Trust me. What you need right now is to listen to Mary Poppins.”

			“Wha?”

			“Let’s go fly a kite, up to the highest height,” the Reaper sang loudly. 

			“Ew, please don’t sing.”

			The Reaper shrugged his shoulders and grabbed Sonny’s Mountain Dew. 

			“Plus, we don’t even have a kite.” 

			“Oh yes we do,” Reaper said, pulling an apple-red kite from his hollowed interior and handing it to the boy. 

			Sonny stared at the simple fabric kite complete with pine staking and 3mm twine. Sonny knew exactly why the Reaper wanted to fly a kite, why he had a red 3X100, and this made him boil with intense resistance. 

			“Thanks, but I don’t need your pity!” he said, shoving the kite back into the Reaper’s skinless hands. “What was your plan Reaper? You saw the photo of me and my dad and thought you could recreate that? Or try and make me feel good?” 

			The Reaper drew out the string between his bony fingers and took a deep breath. 

			“Sonny, if there is one thing I know above all else, it’s the toxin that is grief. I don’t want you to get over your Dad’s passing, I want you to learn to exist within it. The one who would become Death cannot function if they cannot grieve rightly. You must learn to mourn, to confront loss. Where you can certainly say that your father is no more, but also say that at least he was. In order to become me, everyone you know and love now and for the next thousand years will die. And not only die, but die with you by their side. Grief is part of the job, and frankly…you suck at it.”

			“Yeah well, I never said I would become your dumb replacement anyways,” Sonny said stealing back his Kit-Kat like a toddler. 

			“Okay, fine. Then what do you have to lose by flying a kite with a new friend?”

			“Ugh, fine I guess,” Sonny said as the two walked towards the coastline chatting beneath the shady trees. 
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			the hog-nose snake can reach a maximum length of 3 feet and has the very noticeable feature of a strongly upturned, pointed snout. Wrapped around its heavy body are dark blotches of pale brown skin stretching from head to tail, with two rows of smaller, alternating yellowing blotches on its sides. Its scaled belly is heavily pigmented, with granite black coloring beneath its tail and eyes. 

			When frightened, the Hog-nose snake will hiss loudly and spread its neck like cobras do, which has given them the nickname “puff adder”. But, all this pales in comparison to what it does if threatened. The snake will take in a huge breath, ballooning its body and pretending to bite. If this doesn’t work, and the intruder still persists, it will go into convulsions, turning over on its back, thrashing its head from side to side. 

			During this act, its mouth is open wide. Its grey tongue swings limply from its snout. If that’s not enough to thwart a perceived threat, the snake will force itself to bleed from the mouth and eyes, while squirting yellow secretions from its anal cavity. After a few minutes, the snake will lift its head and, if it senses no threat, quickly slither away.

			Why does the snake do this?

			Because it knows even at its most primitive state, that death is the best chance at life. 

		

	
		
			“the robbed that smiles, steals something from the thief.”
- william shakespeare
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			as sonny returned home from kite flying, he found himself riddled with newfound emotion. 

			Happiness. 

			Something elusive and alien to the boy in recent months. What Sonny didn’t know was that very evening it would be ripped from him as quickly as it had come. 

			You see, Oregon homes have wood stoves to heat the house. At their hottest, one could go to the freezer, grab a handful of ice, and throw cubes on top of the hot black stove and watch the ice sizzle and die.

			The only problem with these types of wood-burning fireplaces, is they demand, well…wood. 

			And the only way to get wood is to chop it yourself. After which you have to store it to dry properly so that come fall, you don’t freeze. None of this was something Sonny had ever done before.

			“Come outside and help me,” Eugene commanded as Sonny entered the house. 

			“Where’s my mom?” 

			“She’s showering, but don’t worry about that for now. I could really use the help.”

			Like the wood-burning stove, Sonny was fired up inside at just the mention of helping him. But then, Eugene did the unexpected. 

			As the two made their way to the woodshed, he handed Sonny a pop.

			Cherry flavored. 

			Sonny’s favorite. 

			“These are your favorite, right?” Eugene asked, taking his shirt off beneath the summer sun. His skin was so smooth, it looked as if it wasn’t his, like stolen flesh. 

			“Um, sure, yeah.”

			Maybe I’m wrong about him, if he makes my Mom happy…that should be enough for me? Sonny thought, letting a small worm of empathy wiggle its way into his thoughts. 

			Sonny set the cool can of pop down in the dirt and picked up the heavy axe. For a second he felt like Jack Torrance, and remembered the promise of ‘all work and no play.’

			“Woah there kid, do you know what you’re doing?” Eugene asked. 

			“Yeah, I can figure it out. Plus, it’s my house, you know?” Sonny stated with an air of something to prove. 

			Eugene took a step back, lit a neon green cigarette, and watched the boy swing the blade high, barely cracking the wood. 

			“Ha,” Eugene grunted like a feeding pig. 

			Sonny kept his eye on the log in front of him, trying to ignore what seemed like a jab. 

			Another swing. 

			Another laugh. 

			Another swing. 

			Another laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” Sonny announced, sharp with annoyance. 

			“Your ability to chop wood. Didn’t your daddy ever teach you to hold an axe? Oh wait, my bad,” Eugene said, grinning through his rabbit teeth. 

			Sonny’s fist tightened around the weapon. So much blood was now flowing to his neck and skull, Sonny thought his head might pop. 

			“You’re doing it wrong, and making more work for yourself,” Eugene said one last time as he grabbed the axe from Sonny’s hands aggressively, his eyes offering a scowl of disapproval.

			“Hold it like this, and hey, smile for me as you do it,” Eugene said, pushing the axe handle back into Sonny’s sternum. 

			Sonny didn’t know why, but being told to smile in a clearly unhappy situation broke his brain. Since his father’s death, Sonny had trouble faking emotions, especially when he was demanded to be something he was not. Sonny knew this was going down a very bad path. 

			Another swing from the boy. 

			“Wrong.”

			“You know what, fuck this,” Sonny said with shallow breath, as he dropped the axe and kicked the soda can before heading back inside. 

			Eugene then grabbed the axe for a second time, shouting, “No, you’re gonna watch and you’re gonna smile! I like when people watch.” 

			What happened next, the boy felt as if he had no control over. As if a passing demon stopped by to possess him for just a moment, leaving even Sonny surprised by his unfounded bravery. 

			He reached down to pick up Eugene’s Dr. Pepper, raised it to his lower lip, and dropped the slimiest spit he could slop up. He then reached out and handed the refreshment back to the lumberjack. 

			“With all that chopping, you must be thirsty, you fat cock-puppet.”

			Before Sonny could finish blinking, Eugene threw down the sharp axe into the wood stump, his hands gripping the boy’s throat, fat thumbs rolling over his Adam’s apple like it was a joystick. Sonny’s nostrils clouded with the smell of grease from his fingers. 

			Hot breath. 

			Fear. 

			Pain. 

			Shock.

			The boy’s mind was filled with an acute awareness that he was being strangled. When one is losing air, the brain begins to scream that something is terribly wrong, sounding an SOS to every nerve in the body. Forcing it to do things beyond one’s control or authority in a desperate effort to preserve itself.

			“Looks like someone needs a lesson in respecting their elders!” he said, spitting rage and saliva into Sonny’s face. 

			Sonny’s hands were pulling on Eugene’s, but were no match for the brutish mechanic, and he continued scratching and clawing to free his throat. 

			Then, it ended. 

			Eugene let go, picked up the can of spit-injected Dr. Pepper, made eye contact with Sonny, and chugged it in its entirety. 

			“Now, go and get me a new pop. And smile.”

			Sonny stood frantically on weak legs and began to walk back towards the house, only to be stopped dead in his tracks by his mother standing there.

			Just standing there. 

			As if warming herself by their fire. 

			Watching the entire episode, like it was one of her soaps. 

			Sonny approached her, his hope dying with every step as he waited for her to scream at the predator, to console her child, to be a mother. Instead, she let the victim walk right by and not say a word. In a very deep part of his heart, he knew today that he was truly an orphan. 

			Today was the first time he had ever wanted to die.

			Where’s that candle?

		

	
		
			ch 22

			sonny found the oblivion candle beneath his underwear in his top dresser drawer. 

			It reeked of mothballs and ash, and there was hardly a wick to light. 

			He could barely see through the welling of tears in his eyes, and his cheeks were hot to the touch. 

			He was gently patting his neck as it rapidly pulsated, his hands, shaking. 

			Setting the candle on his nightstand, he lit the bitch immediately, uncaring of the Reaper’s instructions to be lit only in the darkest of night. It felt pretty dark to him right about now. 

			As he sat there waiting for Death to come breaking through his door and take him away from his own personal hell, the boy filled the air with the foulest of curse words beneath his breath, while flipping off the bedroom door. 

			Sonny started to punch his pillows like an ape. 

			Where are you??? 

			Aggressively he grabbed the picture of his father, and broke it over his knee. Glass cutting his skin, inviting blood. 

			“This wouldn’t have happened if you weren’t a coward!”

			He fell back on his bed, waiting as minutes turned into hours.

			Soon his eyelids felt like dumbbells as they started to fall heavy. The last thing the boy saw was what looked like black speckles of paint falling hard on his windows. More and more loud smacks against the glass, only for Sonny to notice that midnight moths were flocking hard against his house, bursting, causing a total blackout in his room.

			then…

		

	
		
			chapter 23 

			… darkness. 

		

	
		
			twenty-4

			knock. 

			knock. 

			knock. 

			“Sonny! Let’s go!” Jess shouted from outside the front door. “These buckets aren’t going to fill themselves,” she said waving them about like checkered race flags. Today was a new day, she thought. A shirtless Eugene answered the door, annoyed to be woken up this early on a Saturday. 

			“I don’t believe Sonny’s here,” he said while coughing up his midnight phlegm. 

			“Really? Do you know where he is?” a surprised Jess asked, trying to see over his shoulder into the house. She had a slight suspicion that Sonny sent Eugene there to lie, as to avoid her after what happened the other day. 

			“Not in the slightest. But, I hope the little shit doesn’t return.”

			“You’d like that huh?” Jess asked coldly. 

			Eugene smiled, pressing his pink tongue against his gapped teeth. Then with a wink, he let the door slam in her face. 

			Annoyed, angered, and confused, Jess stood there staring at the rickety polyethylene paneled door. Then, reaching to pick up her buckets, she noticed a smashed cigarette butt on the doormat. Normally she wouldn’t think much of it, but this one had what looked to be blood smeared upon it. 

		

	
		
			“life is a constant process of dying.” 
- arthur schopenhauer

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-five

			“can you hear it?” reaper asked as he sat down next to his successor, resting his massive boned arms on his knobby knees. The Boy Who Would Become Death opened his eyes slowly, never quite fully adjusting, making the world around more of a blur than vision. 

			“Come on now, wake up sleepy head, I don’t want you to miss it. This only happens a few times every few decades and in certain locations in this world. And it’s happening here and now. Can you hear it?”

			Sonny raised himself to his elbows, straining his sore and purpled neck to see that he was lying on the Tillamook coast, covered in sand, his clothes soaked in cold ocean water. Then, he heard it. It sounded like a distant choir or chorus of broken violins.

			“That’s singing sand, Sonny. It happens only under very certain conditions, when two different species of sand grind themselves together, under the right degree of humidity. Together, through their thrashing, they are harmonized as one. Sort of poetic, don’t you think?” Reaper asked, staring far into the distance.

			“How did I get here?” Sonny asked, trying to take control of the situation. Head throbbing, ears ringing. Feeling his skin, he could tell that he felt sticky, and as he touched his ears, he noticed the texture of caked blood. 

			“You lit the candle, silly. And I couldn’t be happier. Thank you, Sonny Richards. You’ve freed me.”

			“But, why am I here? Is this heaven?”

			“Not at all,” the Reaper said through laughter. “This is the Oregon coast, about 300 yards from your home. This is where you’ll die,” he exclaimed excitedly as he waved from the north to the south horizon points. “Before every successor starts their initiation, they must wake up at the precise location of their imminent oblivion. We call it the ‘Termination Station.’”

			“Who calls it that?”

			“Well, I do,” Reaper chuckled. “Mine was a hidden valley in Seydisfjordur, Iceland. And it was a more horrendous location than this, I promise you that.’’

			“I thought you said I wouldn’t die?” Sonny asked with fading words. 

			“No, I said you wouldn’t see death. The two are quite different. You, your false identities, your unmet wishes, your wrath, your insecurities-all must die or you can never become what you are most meant to be.”

			“And what is that?” Sonny asked, while wiping the sand and blood from himself like frosting from a cake.

			“Whole.”

			Barely comprehending what the Reaper was saying, Sonny started to realize that his fading eyesight was less a result of grief or puberty, but something much deeper. Something spiritual. The sand beneath him was as ash, the sky a dusky white, and his hand a bland, neutral shade. 

			“What’s happened to me?! I can’t see color at all! Why can’t I see color?!” Sonny said as he started to shout, frantically rubbing his eyes hard with his cold knuckles. He’d noticed colors beginning to dull earlier this summer, but accounted it as part of the grieving process or something. 

			“It’s part of the process, Sonny. The reality of death is that one only sees things as black and white. There is life, and there is death. There is bleakness, and there is hope. There is hate, and there is love. You’ll sadly grow used to it, and forget what color is altogether,” he said nonchalantly, distractedly unwrapping a Twinkie he pulled from the depths of his robe. The cellophane was loud between his fossilized fingers.

			“Bite?” 

			“Wha? No, I don’t want a Twinkie.”

			“Your loss, these things are ri-dic-u-lous,” he grinned, as if he had cheeks to smile with. 

			“So why are you still here, if I’m the new Grim Reaper?” 

			“Because you’re not. Well, not yet that is. You must be trained. An initiation of sorts.”

			“Wait, you didn’t say anything about this before. What happens if I don’t pass?”

			“Well, then,”-words spewing between soft cake and whipped chemical-laced cream-“you…cease to live.” 

			“What?! Are you behind this initiation?”

			“I was not given a chance, I was not educated in the ways of life and death. Choices were taken from me. I am not a free man. No, Death truly is. It is your willful choice to enter into this enslaved existence, and because I care about you, I will give you what I never had…guidance.”

			Then, Sonny watched as the Reaper squeezed the white cream from the Twinkie with a tightening grip.

			“Reaper, I don’t think—”

			“You’ll pass dude!” Reaper snapped back. “I’m here to help you. I want you to pass as much as you do. I do not want to do this for another thousand years, trust me. Every psychopomp must have what are called Light Sources. You must attain three of them to do this job. I want to train you in yours, so you can avoid my experience.”

			“This sounds like Zelda.”

			“I love Zelda!!!” The Reaper squawked with excitement. “Do you have it?”

			“1987, NES, Gold Cartridge,” Sonny said, sniffing a little to play it cool. 

			“Damn, son! Wait, stop. We don’t have much time. We’ll talk about this later. You lit the candle, which means the process has begun. You must retrieve three Light Sources. First, sand to fill your hourglass. Every single thing in the universe is affected by time, even me. Whether it’s a beetle, a human, or your stars above, all things gradually age and eventually decay as time traverses. Don’t be fooled Sonny, time is life’s most precious of gifts. Time is intangible and once it’s gone, it’s gone. The sand to fill your hourglass will never let you forget this. Your hourglass will become your new beating heart, a connection to the living. Second, you will need a pair of scissors.”

			“Scissors! Haha, do I just pop down to the local craft store and buy a pair of scissors, and then we’re good?”

			“Take care to show your irreverence to the Light Sources,” Reaper snapped back with an authoritative edge Sonny hadn’t heard before. “You will need a certain kind of twin blades. A pair which God has deemed special for you and your sentence as Reaper.” 

			The Reaper said this while pulling from a cavity within himself a pair of glowing cutters. The shears went from pink to orange, and they sizzled as the Reaper’s fingers ran over them. Even though Sonny couldn’t see their colors, he still felt a sense of amazement at their light and heat. 

			“Why do I need scissors?”

			“To die is to release one’s spirit into the eternal. To do this, reapers must cut away the skin, the soul’s fleshy prison, and see to it that they arrive safely to the afterlife.”

			“Disgusting.”

			“And finally, you must capture a death-rattle.”

			“A what-now?”

			“Sonny, pay close attention. When someone has entered the dying process, they are no longer able to swallow; their throats become reservoirs, their saliva builds like a water well, so their last dying breath, their final noise, their trumpeted proclamation of the end…is a deep rattle in the back of their throat. You must capture this.” 

			“...how?”

			“Since you will not be dying, you must pay the debt with another’s soul. You must choose a person to release into the eternal, and with their dying breath, you must inhale it far into your being. Then, once this happens…You will become whole. You will become Death.”

			“I have to choose someone to die?”

			“Yes, and I know this will be very har—”

			“I know who!” Sonny said, interrupting Death. 

			The Reaper slowed himself and faced its black pitted eyes at the boy. The Reaper didn’t say a word, it didn’t move, it just stared. 

			“Is it…” the Reaper didn’t even need to finish its sentence. 

			“Yes.”

			“Very well. We now have seven days.”

			“Wait, where do I get the sand and scissors and—”

			“You don’t. They come for you.”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			And like that, Death splashed upon the sand beneath Sonny like black paint, staining the ground and bubbling like tar. Sonny sat motionless, still tired from the night before as he tried to bring himself to his feet. Then, a rotting smell like a plague filled the coastline. A pungent stench like that of a thousand wet dogs so overwhelming he had to plug his nose to prevent gagging. 

			He hurried away from the area, but as he looked back at Death’s black liquid stain on the sand, he noticed something, or rather someone, coming out of the sea. He could barely make out the individual, but it walked slowly from the grey Pacific, fully clothed and headed straight towards him.
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			abraham pulled up rather close to the mailbox, and from his pocket pulled a small leather-bound Bible. Although it was just the Psalms and New Testament, he bent the pages with his thumb allowing them to flutter between his wrinkled fingers until they landed on the book of Philippians. He took a red pen from his coat pocket, and shakily circled its 21st verse: 

			“For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”

			He wrapped the Bible in a newspaper and wrote on the package in large lettering, “For Sonny. May you see your new life with new eyes! Let me know if you ever need anything.” Then placing it in the mailbox, he turned and started back toward his parish, cranking Bob Dylan back up on his cassette player…

			Too late, to late

			You’re too late

			I’ve waited oh so long,

			But you never did come home.

			Now you just go on alone,

			You’re too late

			As the priest set course for his road trip with one hand on the wheel, he had another digging through the Cadillac’s glove box. There, veiled by vehicle documents, nested his silver bodied flask. Its innards were a holy water of a different kind to Abraham as his lips sucked at the chrome tit. Finally, and for a little while, Abraham could abandon his false self and be what he knew he was. 

			A sinner. 

		

	
		
			“what should such fellows as i do,
crawling between earth and heaven?”
-amy levy
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			sonny raced home, trying to gain some composure before God knows what might come with the Light Sources. He opened the back door to the house quietly to avoid his mom, who would be wondering where he’d been all night and why his clothes were soaked. 

			Or more likely she wouldn’t care.

			He showered, the once yellow tub now fully grey to his new pair of eyes. Catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror, he was taken aback by how much weight he’d lost. He could count every rib clearly and his collarbone poked so harshly you’d think his bones were blades. 

			Once he was out, he heard a sound in the living room that made his stomach squirm like a snake. It was the sound of a crying child-whimpering even. Sonny stood there, naked, too terrified to move. 

			Was this my first test?

			He got dressed and slowly opened the door. The whimpering was louder now, and the pitter-patter of feet was coming and going in the living room. 

			“Sonny! You’re home! Gosh you look sick, are you okay?” His mother shouted, seeing him from the couch. Sonny stepped out, confused, only to have his mother introduce him to Terry, Eugene’s six-year-old son. Terry had a bowl cut, eyes that were too far apart, and the apparent genetic gap in his teeth like his father. He stopped his whining and ran over to Sonny and shouted, “T-E Arf-Arf-Y!” 

			“Oh, hey kid,” Sonny said, bothered by the whole situation. He immediately felt a wave of sympathy wash over him. Terry didn’t have a choice in who his father was. Sonny’s dad may be gone, but at least he was a good man. 

			“I didn’t know Eugene had a son,” he said looking around wondering where the brute was. 

			“I’m bored,” Terry interjected. 

			“Your dad will be here shortly, sweetie,” his mom replied.

			Sweetie? Sonny thought. Gross.

			“Sonny, listen I’m glad I have you while it’s just us,” she said softly, patting the couch for him to come over. “I’m just going to come out and say it. Eugene has asked me to marry him, and I said yes.” Her words were coming rapidly now, as if she wanted to get everything out before Sonny had a chance to respond, or comprehend the situation. “I know you don’t like Eugene, and I don’t need you to. But, I can’t do this alone. I need—I need—,” she struggled to find words that wouldn’t give her enough rope to hang herself with. 

			This isn’t real, he thought. There is no way she’s being serious. 

			Sonny felt as if a giant had picked up his home and was turning it over in its hands. Nothing was up, and nothing was down. His mind slipped in and out of blurry and clear. His ears were ringing from an inner wrath, a reaction he’d never felt before, a brewing from hell. Explosions of images of his father broke his mind. 

			Then, a surprise to both Sonny and his mother. 

			“Are you fucking kidding me?!” he shouted as he pulled away from his mom’s pathetic attempt at breaking the news to him gently. Terry sat up, staring at Sonny like he just decapitated Mickey Mouse.

			“He’s a monster, a-a-an an abuser!” he said, placing his hands over his head like it was about to burst, the moment so deafening that he hadn’t even noticed the vibrating noise beginning to swirl around their trailer. 

			The daylight was beginning to be choked out by darkness as his voice raised in anger, the fury burning hotter within him, moths splatting against the windows like black shit. He couldn’t even believe what he was hearing, and couldn’t wrap his mind around the concept, let alone gather his thoughts enough to form complete sentences in his mind. 

			Why would she even…

			What could possibly be the point of…

			How are we ever supposed to fix us, if…

			“Sonny! Stop!!! I don’t know what the hell this is, or what the fuck is going on, but you’re scaring me. You’re scaring Terry!” his mother shouted, grabbing Terry who was wailing. And just like that-the humming, the darkness-was gone. Only a few remnants of twitching discarded wings stuck to the screens remained. 

			“How could you do this to Dad?” Sonny said in a lower tone with a bit more composure as he watched Eugene pull into the driveway. Fear began to drum within him. 

			“Stop it. We’ll talk about this later. Go outside for now,” she demanded.

			“I go outside too?!” Terry shouted.

			“No,” Sonny popped back.

			But it was too late; Terry was out the door, skipping with enthusiasm. 

			Dammit.

			***

			“So why does your dad suck so much,” Sonny asked half-joking. 

			“What?”

			“Nothing, never mind.”

			“I love my Dad.”

			“Greaaat,” Sonny said trying to ditch the brat. 

			“Do you love my dad?”

			“Let’s do something else!” Sonny interrupted. 

			“Like play hide and seek?!”

			“Sure dude.”

			A smile like a slit in his face began to grow. 

			Sonny counted to fifty as slowly as he could. Anything to get some relief from babysitting the spawn. 

			“Are you coming, Sandy?” Terry shouted.

			“It’s Sonny ya little shit,” Sonny whispered under his breath. He started to search, moving shrubs and checking under his mom’s car, but nothing. 

			Wow, Sonny thought, this kids’ pretty good.

			As the minutes grew, so did Sonny’s impatience.

			“Terry, where are you?! I’m done—” but from the woodshed-coughing-a light choking. Its large wooden door opened slightly, revealing only a peek of its dark belly. Sonny eyed the woodshed like a looky-loo driving by a car accident, a place of pain for the boy. 

			“Ha! Terry, I found you, come out of there, I don’t wanna play anymore.”

			The door was swaying slightly left to right, as if the shed was trying to tell a story. At that moment, Sonny found himself genuinely scared. He was unsure if it was from his recent abuse or the way the shed felt like it was alive, aware of his presence. Either way, his skin turned to goose flesh and he had the sudden urge to run.

			“Terry, this isn’t funny. I found you, get out here!”

			The swinging door swatted away his command. 

			“Fine, I’m done. You win,” he said as he began to make his way back towards the house. Then he was met with a most chilling sight: it was Terry, inside the house. He was just sitting at their dining room table, laughing with his mother and Eugene. For a moment, and only a moment…Sonny wanted to be a part of that intimacy. From outside, they looked happy, put-together. Normal even. 

			But…If Terry is in there, then who’s in our woodshed? 

			Its doors were now open wide, like a mouth ready to swallow, then from its belly, it spoke…

			“10…9…8…”

			A voice like fingernails on concrete. The horror of the moment fused Sonny’s legs to the warm dirt beneath. He couldn’t move. 

			“7…6…”

			“Who’s there?!” Sonny cried. 

			“5…” 

			“Who’s there, answer me!” Another shout.

			“4…3…2…1,” came in rapid succession.

			Sonny’s heart was swelling within his chest. Then it bellowed with a voice like what Sonny imagined the devil himself might bear. 

			It roared, “Ready or not, here I come!!!”

			Sonny didn’t even notice that his legs had started running towards the back door, his throat burning as he screamed, “Mom!!!” His hands were beating on the door like an ape. No matter what distance or disrepair their relationship was in, Sonny still found himself looking to her for safety when shit hit the fan. It was out of his control. Maybe it was because he was still young, or that deep down, he still wanted to need her. To have a mother. Whatever it was, he desperately hoped this time she would hear his cries for help. This time she would jump to his aid. The world around him grew louder and louder, that low buzzing he’d come to know invading his screams.

			“Mom!!!”

			“Mom!!!”

			“Help!!!”

			“Sonny!” Death shouted.

			Sonny turned as the world went silent, eyes wet and hands bloody. 

			“It is time. This is your first challenge to retrieve your Light Source,” he said, pulling an empty hourglass from his insides. The hourglass was bulbous and haphazardly wrapped in what looked to be the same cloth as the Reaper’s robe. Its shell was cracked and twisted together, giving it a shape from hell. 

			“It’s waiting for you in the woodshed,” Reaper whispered.

			Of all the places, why this woodshed?

			Sonny gingerly cupped the hourglass in his abnormally pale hands and headed into the belly.

			He was scared, but more frightened to pass up the Reaper’s offer. He couldn’t miss the opportunity to once and for all escape. 

			“We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind,” the Reaper said. Sonny turned to look back at him, secretly hoping he would change his mind and move the quest to somewhere else.

			“Winston Churchill. Surely you know Churchill?! Gosh, maybe I should pay a visit to the superintendent of your school after this. But, that doesn’t matter right now. I’ll see you on the other side!”

			Then with a light shove, Reaper shut the boy in completely, sealing him from the outside world, into the darkness. 

		

	
		
			“is it the sea you hear in me,   
its dissatisfactions?
or the voice of nothing, that was your madness?”
- sylvia plath

		

	
		
			ch. 28

			jess walked through her front door, propping it open with her elbows as the brown paper bags holding the groceries were beginning to burst. Usually the house was quiet, as her father was off preaching at another church, and her mother-bed-ridden. Only today the house was quite loud. A low ringing sound reverberated from upstairs as if someone was vacuuming or leaving a car idling. Jess quickly put the groceries on the counter and went up to investigate. From room to room, she searched for the source of the sound, only to discover the strange buzzing was coming from her mother’s bedroom. Jess opened the door, mostly to keep from frightening herself, but then she saw it. 

			A large black moth.

			There it roosted, directly across her mother’s face, its long hairy legs like knives pushing her mother’s lips and tongue around as if performing surgery. Jess could hear her mother’s saliva mixing and thrashing from the insect’s scurrying within her only to then be drowned out by her own shriek. 

			 ***

			The sound of distant waves, the swells of the breaking, and singing birds high in the heavens-it was all Sonny could hear, with the occasional splash of foamy salt water against his bare ankles. 

			This isn’t the woodshed, he thought, standing on the black shoreline, his Converse soaked and covered in grey sea sludge. The entire beachhead was dimly lit by the flaming moon above. 

			Then his fear returned to the forefront and promptly reminded him of his purpose…Fill this hourglass with sand. 

			Sonny loosened its top, squatted, and began to scoop the silvery sand in with his hands. Then he waited.

			Nothing. 

			Nothing happened. 

			His hourglass was full of sand, and he stood there waiting for some magical transportation back to the real world. Knowing full well that there had to be more than this, but also hoping there wasn’t. Waiting in the water, Sonny saw a spark of light flicker a few feet off shore, like pearly fish scales. Its glistening quickly intensifying, Sonny decided to wade over as quietly as possible to make sure his presence stayed unknown, and pulled out from the black sea a worn watch. 

			His father’s watch. 

			Why in the world is my father’s watch here?! 

			Sonny could taste his own beating heart as it pounded high into his throat.

			The smell.

			The same smell from the Tillamook coast where he awoke that morning. The stench was so sour, Sonny instantly began to wretch into the ocean, and soon his own puke was swelling and mixing around his ankles with the tide. He pulled his shirt over his nose and tried to find where the sea met the shore. His footfalls were louder now as he needed to pick up speed to find a way out, back to fresh air. After a few minutes of running in the ankle-high water he stopped, realizing it was pointless, the stench was everywhere he went, enveloping his senses. He stood still in the wake, but the sound of treading water didn’t. 

			Someone else was there.

			The footsteps grew closer and closer. Sonny was unable to see anything in the distance, but it sounded like it was coming from his left, then his right. 

			The splashes intensified, and then, with as much strength as the boy could muster, he shouted, “Who’s there?!” His shout echoed far across the fog-ridden sea. 

			The splashing footsteps stopped abruptly. 

			Wait, the watch!

			“Dad! Is that you?!” Sonny strained his eyes desperately, hoping both for a way out of this salty hell and a chance to see his dad once more.

			Silence. 

			Suddenly, a song was born in the darkness, from a gurgled voice and jagged throat…

			As the songs of the dead fill the space of my ears,

			Their laughter like children, their beckoning cheers,

			My heart longs to join them, sing songs of the sea,

			I remember the fallen, do they think of me?

			When their bones in the ocean forever will be.

			The grip of the sea on the boy’s legs started to boil and swirl, like a draining bathtub, and from the very center emerged a ghost of horrifying proportions. Its barrel chest was blanketed in a large and dark pea coat, with large orbital buttons like the moon. 

			Its skin was a faded blue, but its face…Something is wrong with its face. 

			When Sonny finally locked eyes with it, he knew exactly what he was looking at. 

			Jawless Jack, the legendary specter that haunts Terrible Tilly.

			Its face was horribly bashed and mangled, an eye where a cheek should be, open cavities where a nose and lips once dwelt. Small crabs were affixed to its head, ramming their claws in the hollows of the ghost’s face and neck, pulling small pests and feeding on the ghosts’ fleshy bits. Sonny could hear its stringy blue skin sway and flap together in the whipping sea breeze.

			Arfgh!

			Arfghhh!

			Next to it was its infamous demon dog. It too was missing the tip part of its snout, making its white dangling tongue flaky and swollen. Both eyes were swinging from their holes, like coins in a sock. 

			Sonny dropped the hourglass, gripped his father’s watch tight, and took a swing at its face. 

			His fist sunk into its slimy, jelly jaw, but he couldn’t pull it back. Lodged in its face it stuck, until the ghost put its shovel-like hands around Sonny’s already tender neck, and yanked him to the sandy shore, squeezing life from him.

			***

			Jess slowly and shakily walked into her mother’s bedroom. The moth wasn’t the only thing that greeted her, as the strong smell of piss and dust mites kissed her face. 

			The moth, unwavering and still as stone, rested upon her mother’s face.

			“Shoo! Go!” Jess whisper-shouted. It was all she could think of at the moment.

			The moth’s humming was constant, only growing louder.

			Then from a dead stillness, Jess’s mother sat up like a straight-laced vampire and faced her daughter, the moth phlegmatic as if its own eyes were her mother’s eyes. She tilted her head as she looked at her little girl, turning like the hands of a clock, her neck ticking as if she was a bomb about to go off. 

			“Mom?” Jess came close, but hesitantly. “Mom, can you hear me?”

			She could hear her mother mumbling something beneath the humming over and over and over, but she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

			“Brrrr…”

			“Brrrrring…”

			“Bringgg mmmmm.”

			“Bring mmmmeeeeeeeee.”

			“Bring me.”

			“Bring me.”

			“Bring me.”

			“Bring me.”

			“Bring me.”

			“Bring me Sonny!!!”

			***

			The monster gagged the boy with a serpentine grip. For Sonny, everything in his heart of hearts was enraged to be in another monster’s clutches. Within only hours, the abused boy, tormented and stripped of what was already a fleeting humanity, was in death’s grip once more. He could feel it in his hands, a hot wrath that ran from his knuckles to the back of his skull like electrical wire.

			Using what little energy he had available, he spewed obscenities and threats to the ghost through choked breaths and spit. The monster and the boy’s eyes locked, unblinking, unflinching as the two in a brief moment became one. An understanding even. But then the flesh on Jawless Jack’s face began to become undone. Its body grew loud as it began to churn out these wet, squelching, sloppy noises. Popping and flapping, like the sound of a butcher deboning a chicken as the connecting tissue started to join other ligaments, and soon the face became anew as the battered face of Eugene. From its throat came Eugene’s voice shouting, “Smile, smile, smile!”

			Sonny was falling in and out of consciousness as Jawless Jack’s hands were like irons around his neck, but its face was like creamy mush as it transfigured from Eugene to Sonny’s mother. The bright blue crabs, scurried to rearrange the loose flesh, which then morphed into Sonny’s dead father. The boy shouted and screamed, and then finally…the flesh sculpted into Sonny’s own face, grinning wider than Sonny ever could. Sonny’s anger was stronger, but his body was weakening. And the more he kicked and thrashed, the tighter Jack’s grip became. Sonny was dying. 

			As each wave of adrenaline hit, Sonny would punch him in the ribs, and then Jawless Jack would deliver the same blow in the same spot. 

			Sonny would shout, and then he would roar. 

			He could feel Jack was warming up, as its shredded face, dripping blood, and butchered flesh felt even hotter as it plopped onto his head and chest. Everything Sonny did, it mirrored with intensity. 

			Then, he had an idea. The only idea he could think of in his final moments.

			If it’s matching my fear, my anger, my fury…would it match my stillness?

			With all of the strength he could muster, he went limp. Half of his head fell into the water, ears covered by ocean, allowing the gift of deafness to the moment, a rag doll to the ghost’s heavy breathing. Closing his eyes, he released any and all wants to run or fight. True to form, the heavy-handed clamp on his neck slowly loosened. 

			Sonny opened his eyes as the enraged dog’s incessant barks ceased. He could see that the ghostly mariner on top of him was indeed staring back, waiting for its next directive. One eye blinked, then another, its head cockeyed, the cavities in its face black and oozing, but for a moment the ghost was harmless. To Sonny’s right, the hourglass waited. 

			He reached for it slowly as if not to spook the ghost. Jawless Jack didn’t lose his fixation on the boy. 

			Sonny came out from beneath him, nauseated and dizzy from a lack of breathing. The rancid smell smoked from the ghost’s lacerated face. The battered dog sat unmoving, but was poised to attack, given the chance. Sonny could see the hourglass had cracked, and consequently, had lost its sand. Steadily, he scooped up more from the sea, with bits of flesh, puke and blood in it. 

			A cocktail from hell. 

			He watched utterly bewildered as the bleak eyes of the mariner began to leak, and then with a pop, they ruptured. His undoing was piece by piece, finger by finger, clabber by clabber, until he and his demon dog were no more than chum for the fish. 

			Purple and black from his latest beating, the broken boy fell to his knees and began to wail. Even the exodus of his tears was painful against his swollen face and eyes. He punched the sand beneath him and moaned a broken moan. He pulled his father’s watch from his pocket, its glass cracked but still ticking. Falling back into the water and reopening his eyes only to see that the evening sun was back before him, he could do no more than to stare up at the sky. 

			And just like that, he was returned to the Tillamook coast, the same place he was that very morning, his “termination station”. Noticing the change in atmosphere, he turned quickly to see the Reaper sitting there cross-legged, calmly smoking a cigarette. A complete juxtaposition to what he’d just gone through.

			“Took you long enough,” the Reaper said, with a light chuckle. 

			Sonny delivered him a well-deserved, “Fuck you,” with a bloody smile of relief, only to receive one back from the Reaper. “Fuck you too, buddy.”

		

	
		
			30-1

			brownie hung up the phone with his buyer and twirled the cord around his soft fingers. Smelly sweat drained from his head and pits as his eyes darted from object to object. The final words of his phone call echoed in his mind, “Do what you have to, or we take everything back!” Without Brownie realizing it, his fingers turned the color of violets as the phone cord strangled them tightly. Brownie knew what had to be done, and marched to his new tenant’s home. He jiggled the handle of the trailer, then caught himself as he remembered he could no longer just walk into the once-vacant rental. 

			After a few heavy knocks, Sonny’s mother answered with curlers in her hair. The two of them hadn’t spoken since the move-in. Sonny’s mother found him quite uncomfortable to be around. But that didn’t stop Brownie from treating her like she was an old hat. 

			“I thought I’d check in on ya, and how the house is treating you,” he said, itching his underarm.

			“Oh, that’s very kind of you. Yes, yes we’re very happy so far.”

			“That’s wonderful to hear. Listen, I don’t mean to be a bother. But your son Lonnie—”

			“Sonny,” she said, correcting him.

			“Right, Sonny. He didn’t show up with my shrooms the other day and Jessica said she hadn’t seen him in a few. So I thought maybe he had a bucket of em’ lying ‘round here?”

			“Really? That’s odd, I haven’t seen him since this morning, and I assumed he was with Jess all day. I’ll find out why he didn’t show up for work and send him over to apologize the moment I see him.” Sensing an opening to end their conversation, she began to respectfully close the door.

			“No, you don’t get it lady,” Brownie said, a different tone taking over as he stuck his muddy boot between the door and its jam. His black eyes were owl-like as he glared at his tenant. “I’m losing clientele because your son failed to make do on his commitment. This needs to be fixed—financially. Or there will be consequences.”

			“Are you threatening me, Mr. Brownie?”

			“Just Brownie…and this is only a threat if you fail to make good on your child’s commitment. You’re not that kind of mother are you? I don’t see the boy’s father around, so it seems it’d be dangerous at night if something or someone were to come around here.” And with that, he removed his boot, allowing her to close the door, hands trembling, her thoughts swirling.

			“Dammit, Sonny.”

		

	
		
			“ev’ry man, has a flaming star,
a flaming star, over his shoulder,
and when a man, sees his flaming star,
he knows his time, his time has come.”
-elvis presley

		

	
		
			xxx

			sonny collapsed in an exhausted heap next to the Reaper, letting the hourglass fall hard from his hands onto the sand.

			“Corn Dog?” Reaper said, offering a bite as he licked mustard from his chalky fingers. 

			Sonny took the breaded meat and chewed it as if he hadn’t eaten in months. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was. Getting the life squeezed out of you on a regular basis takes a toll on the ol’ stomach. 

			“How bad was it?” Reaper asked remorsefully. “You look like poo-poo.”

			Sonny rubbed his sore throat, and then wiped dry sand and blood away from his face. “Why was it the ghost from Terrible Tilly?” he asked the Reaper, who was lighting another cigarette while looking at the distant haunted lighthouse. 

			“It’s whoever your true self needs it to be. The point isn’t the entity, it’s what it represents.”

			“I don’t understand…What does stupid Captain Jawless Jack represent?”

			“An ending.”

			Sonny bit off the crusty cornbread bits of the wooden stick and threw it into the shoreline. The Reaper could sense the boy’s annoyance with his mystical explanation. The vagueness was unnecessary, but it gave him joy to hold Sonny on a string. 

			“Sonny, you’re not just taking on a new role like you would a new hat or underwear, you are becoming something new. That something can only be met in emptiness. So everything you are now, meets an end, and welcomed resurrection.”

			“I don’t understand, I’m giving you everything…My time, my future, my life. What else could you possibly want?!”

			“Your hate. Your misery.”

			Sonny could feel his hands transforming into fists again.

			“That’s what I want from you. This fire you are trying to hide…To me, it is your tethering. When your control ends, when your hate ends, when your fight ends, when you hand over your misery, you end. I don’t know why the ghostly mariner was your first encounter. Maybe because you hate this place, maybe because it represents a life shipwrecked. But, it came because something about it burned within you enough to do something about it.”

			Sonny lowered his face into his sandy hands in an attempt to hide the tears that were inevitably about to flow. 

			“This is killing me. I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this.”

			“It’s supposed to kill you, Sonny, that’s how you know that the right parts of you are dying. Do you see the peaking stars above?” Reaper asked as he set his cigarette out in the sand next to him. 

			Sonny nodded, wiping his tears with a blood-soaked sleeve. 

			“Hope punctures holes into our black sky to tell us that this ever present darkness is only for a short while. There is a light Sonny, and it’s breaking in piece by piece. I have given you darkness, but in time you will see its stars. In time, light will break through, but for now, the killing in you has begun. I know it hurts, I know its voice too, but what I know more is that all of your dying will lead to life. What feels like death to you is the side of you that needs to die.”

			The Reaper reached far into his cloak, and from its void pulled out his own hourglass. Pale, small bones held it delicately together. It seemed all of the ancient truths of the world were stored up within its glass walls. Sonny watched as its topside sand fell fast, from heaven to hell. 

			“Sonny,” he said, tapping the hourglass away, “there isn’t much time before the transfiguration will be complete. Your next test is on its way. Even as we speak it hunts for you. When tomorrow’s moon is out, I will find you again.” The Reaper placed its skinless hand on the boy’s shoulder and gave one final word. “Remember, light is breaking in.”

			Then with silence, the towering Grim Reaper stood from their ocean view and walked gracelessly into the sea. Sonny could hear his inner chains and rattles that once frightened him, clanking about inside, but now, he noticed, they became more like the bells of comfort. 

			“I’m terrified, Reaper!” Sonny shouted almost playfully, but with more truth than he cared to admit. He was hoping that he would stay. Hoping he would have just a few more minutes of security. 

			The Reaper stopped and looked up into the night clouds sailing above. 

			“Don’t waste your terror.”

			And like that, the sea carried him.

			Sonny was alone. 

		

	
		
			“…i will exile my thoughts if they think of you again, and I will rip my lips out if they say your name once more. now if you do exist, i will tell you my final word in life or in death, i tell you goodbye.” 
- knut hamsun

		

	
		
			chapter thirty-one

			sonny hobbled into his house, his body aching, his heart drained and his mind utterly exhausted. He made sure to stay out of the house until he saw his mother’s bedroom light go out, as to avoid any conversation about his current broken state. But, as he walked past her room, a noise unnerving to any child began to emerge from beyond the door.

			She was crying. 

			Sonny hadn’t heard his mother cry like this since the death of his father. It was a guttural, broken, and desperate sob, somewhat muffled by what Sonny thought might be her hands covering her face. With his eyes closed, and ears open, he could feel the balls of his eyes dart back and forth as if searching in his darkness for any sort of empathy or compassion. His hand reached for the knob, but he pulled it away just as quickly as if it were hot. For the first time since he’d said yes to the Reaper, he’s considered what his vanishing as a successor to Death might do to her. 

			The black feeling of remorse plagued his heart. 

			“Shit,” the boy said underneath his breath. 

			“Sonny, you home?” Sonny’s mom asked, clearing her throat. 

			“Yeah Mom, you okay? You need anything?”

			“No sweetie, not right now, but I would like to speak with you at breakfast if we could?”

			“Um, sure, yeah breakfast it is.”

			“Sweet dreams, Sonny.”

			***

			A terrified Jess rode her fire red Continental Schwinn bike 3.7 miles west towards Sonny’s house. Her legs pumped hard up and down the hills as she rode, as if the harder she pushed, the closer she would get to answers. As if the shortening distance was in turn shortening her ignorance. She felt angry, but not at her mother, not at what her mother wanted, but a heated irritability at why this was even a thing. Annoyed for not knowing what Sonny, the new kid, and her sick mother had in the way of a connection.

			Even though Jess only lived a few miles off the causeway, this particular ride felt like a thousand hours, and as she pedaled through the hot summer night, she found her thoughts distracted by what she remembered in her English Lit summer school class: Dante’s Road to Hell. 

			***

			Sonny floated onto his bed while gripping his hourglass. His fingers ached as he realized he’d been gripping the thing since he left the beach, fearful that if he let it go, his future would go with it.

			The clock on his nightstand was flashing 12:12, bright and red like a warning. The house fell silent, leaving Sonny’s ears to ring. But, from across the room, something waited in the night.

			From beyond his closet door it stood. Opaque, yet slick looking skin that had some sort of oily film blanketed upon it. Sonny’s eyes darted from limb to limb with disbelief, losing his breath over what he saw. Its eyes were moon-white, bulging and staring at the boy. Yet, it didn’t move, it didn’t lunge, it just whispered with its lips clinking together like they were made out of glass, saying over and over…

			“Purge Jess.”

			As quickly as he closed his eyes, he was ripped from blessed unconsciousness with an enthusiastic Jess banging on his bedroom window with her fist. What felt like days of sleep was only mere minutes. Sonny was ripped from his sleep and dream, to be met with her big and expectant eyes.

			“Sonny! Get up, I need your help,” Jess yelled. Sonny awoke, startled as if resurrected on the operating table. “Geez, sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“You didn’t, I just was having a nightmare about—” Sonny caught himself remembering his nightmare’s words.

			“It doesn’t matter, I know the last time we hung out it was weird, but—” she whispered as angrily as she could. 

			“Yeah, sorry about that.” 

			“Me too, but like, where have you been?”

			“Yeah, I’ve been with Grim—Jim,” Sonny said.

			“Jim? Who the heck is Jim?”

			“Some loser kid I met. What’s up?” 

			“Can you come over to my house?”

			“Now? It’s really late.”

			“Yes, now. I need you to trust me.”

			“Can it wait? I haven’t really been sleeping a whole lot these days.”

			“Not really, something’s up with my mom and well…I just need you to come.”

			“Fine, let me get dressed. Give me like three minutes.”

			“I’ll grab your bike and see you out front,” she said, shutting his bedroom window. 

			Sonny threw the hourglass under his bed, and did the ol’ smell test for some clean undies from the floor assortment. Finding the pair that smelt the least like ass, he popped on a hoodie to hide the bruising around his neck. As Sonny ran out of his room, he looked back to check the mirror to be sure he was covering everything, only to notice the clock in the reflection was still flashing 12:12. Just like his dream. Sonny could feel his heart begin to race as he heard his closet door creak open, just like it did in his nightmare. But, before it could fully open, Sonny bolted, not waiting for another vision or moment of an overactive imagination. 

			Other than the distant seagulls mewing and their rubber tires screaming on wet asphalt, the bike ride back to Jess’s house was eerily quiet. Even Jess herself, distant, changing, closed off. 

			That’s okay though, he thought, as his mind was still fixed on the words from his nightmare that he wasn’t so sure was a nightmare anymore.

			Purge Jess. 

			What does that mean?

			Is abandoning this relationship with Jess part of getting my next Light Source? Sonny thought as he remembered the Reaper’s warning to loosen all ties. 

			He shook it off, choosing to give his full attention to Jess. At one point on the ride, Sonny even tried to jingle the bell on his handlebar, to spark a smirk and lighten the mood, but nothing. 

			***

			Her house was the parish behind her father’s church. It looked larger than it actually was, and had beautiful white pillars bounding all the corners. The old red brick and large circular windows made Sonny realize how crappy his place really was, and he could feel an invading prick of embarrassment that Jess had even seen his trailer, cardboard curtains and all. She threw her bike into the front yard and began to race up the front steps.

			“Are you going to tell me what I’m doing here?”

			“I don’t really know what you’re doing here, but you have to be here,” she said, trying to find the right key for the door.

			“Where’s your dad?”

			“On Wednesdays he drives to Salem to teach a bible study and stays overnight. He won’t be back until tomorrow, which is why I need you here even more.” Her voice sounded shaky, broken. Sonny watched as the keys fell from her hand, hitting the ground like cymbals. He wondered what had her so rattled. It wasn’t like her to display such vulnerability. She was a pillar of confidence and optimism. Whatever had her in this state, Sonny couldn’t help but think his own terrible situation had somehow merged with hers, as much as he hated to think it was possible. He hurried to meet her at the top of the stairs. Not knowing a single word to say, he merely slipped his hands into hers. And that seemed to say more than he ever could in that moment. Remnant memories of trying to hold his mother’s hand at the hospital floated in and out of his mind like ghosts. 

			“Okay then, I’m here.” 

			Sonny put the right key in the door, and they both entered cautiously. Jess closed the door quietly and pointed upstairs, her eyes not leaving the door handle. “We gotta head up to my mother’s room, she’s…been asking for you.”

			“What? How? Why? We’ve never even met.”

			“I don’t understand either, but you’re the first person in a long time who’s not dead or made up that she’s asked for. She doesn’t even know my name anymore.”

			The house was dark other than a distant desk lamp. It reeked of old books and coffee. 

			Everything in Sonny strained to be strong, as if to prove his worth for Jess, or maybe for himself. A distant grinding noise came from beyond the stairs, like steel being dragged across concrete. It shot fear into the boy like an electrical current.

			“That’s her,” Jess said solemnly. 

			“What’s wrong with her?” Sonny was instantly embarrassed to speak about her that way, but the shock of the unearthly noise coming from that room took him by surprise.

			“At first I thought it was her dementia, but now I’m not so sure. She’s been like this ever since I met you.”

			Sonny felt as if she was somehow blaming him for her mother’s condition, but he tried hard to push the thought aside. Hand-in-hand, they began their ascent. Sonny pulled his hoodie away from his sweaty chest, not knowing if his increased temperature was from the bike ride or his fear. The moment they reached the top floor, the grinding stopped. Jess leaned in close and whispered with hot breath into Sonny’s ear, turning his skin prickly. “Why are you breathing so hard?”

			“That’s not me.”

			***

			Pastor Abraham wiped the summer sweat from his brow, threw out his cigarette, and rolled up his car window. One hand gripped the steering wheel. It was the only thing in his life he could fixate on in that moment. His other hand squeezed a photo of what his wife used to be. His eyes gazed longingly at the pink flashing neon “liquor” sign in front of him, but it was the red light woman beneath the sign that was his target. After fifteen minutes, he grabbed his wallet from his satchel; he had to dig a little bit as it was buried beneath King James and a few commentaries on Matthew. 

			Abraham passed the woman as he entered the mart with no eye contact and purchased a liter of London Dry gin. He gave the clerk a twenty and disregarded the change and receipt, then darted to the front seat of his Cadillac, unscrewed the lid, and drank the bottle’s crystal poison. 

			He downed half the bottle in a single swig, making his throat burn like that of a dragon.

			His breath was erratic and his veins pulsed. Abraham couldn’t tell if this was the same gin he was addicted to for so many years or if its flavor had changed, but it tasted less sweet and more salty. Then, he wiped the tears from his eyes and nose, realizing it wasn’t the gin that was salty. 

			Another swig, and Abraham began his prayers. 

			He rolled down his window and called at the woman in the shadows. Without a word, she walked over like a cat, leaned on the hood of the car and waited for the customer’s demands. 

			“Get in,” Abraham whispered. 

			The two drove in silence until Abraham found a spot dark enough that even God himself would have trouble finding them. He hoped. As he placed the car in park, the woman began unstrapping her leopard print top only to be seized by Abraham’s large hands. 

			“Don’t,” he said. He laid his heavy head on the woman’s lap, put her hand on his hair as a child would do to their mother, and closed his eyes. 

			“Pretend that you know who I am, pretend that we’ve been in love,” the customer tearfully whispered. The prostitute slanted her head in confusion, but was overwhelmed with a sense of sympathy for this clearly broken man. So she gave in and embraced the drama. 

			***

			Sonny’s mother arose earlier than normal. She whisked the eggs with cinnamon and vanilla, laid out the thick wonder bread, and began to pan-fry each slice with care. She poured herself coffee mixed with hazelnut creamer, swirled chocolate milk, squirted some whipped cream on the sugared toast, and called Sonny’s name. 

			“Sonny, breakfast!”

			No response

			“Sonny! It’s getting cold.”

			Nothing.

			“Fine, more for me. Yum, yum, yum.”

			After a minute or so, she opened the door. 

			“What are you waiting for? I’ve been calling you,” she shouted to the figure in the room. 

			There, in the middle of Sonny’s room, with its back facing her, stood a naked thirteen-year-old boy. 

			“Geez! So sorry, Sonny!” she said, giggling as she covered her eyes. 

			Its face, bone structure, cheeks, eye shape, and finger length all resembled Sonny slightly, but not in a way you would imagine. The false boy looked like it had been sculpted from porcelain, as if molded by someone who had only been orally described Sonny’s features, but never seen him. Like an alien pretending to be a human, or a shitty police sketch.

			Sonny’s mom shut the door, and waited for her dressed son’s arrival in the kitchen. The glass doppelgänger walked into the kitchen, its feet clinking slightly on the floor with every step. It was still not dressed, with an expression indignant and furious. 

			“Sonny, Jesus, what are you doing?” She bursted, shielding her eyes. “Sonny? What is wrong wi—oh, God.” She could barely scream before the figure grabbed her by the face, opened its jaws wide, wider than humanly possible, and screeched, “WORTHLESS!!!”

			***

			On the other side of town, at the same moment, Jess’s mother came up from behind the pair in the dark hallway. Her body was bent in half, but her arms were high behind her, like she was a pecking chicken. Her gown was ragged, and the bottom half stained a golden brown from what could only be her piss and shit. Sonny fell back on his ass as Jess tried to console her mother to stand and resemble something of what she used to be, gently guiding her back towards the bed.

			“It’s okay mama, I brought you Sonny. See?! He’s here, now will you calm down?” Jess said, whimpering between words. 

			Jess’s mother tilted her head towards the fallen boy, her hair, matted and greasy, waved back and forth like the arms of a grandfather clock. Sonny watched as her eyes went from soulless to alive, and her cheeks peeled into a smile. She fell at his feet, grabbing his ankles.

			“End me my angel…end me!” Sonny could barely stand it when his own mother touched him, let alone someone else’s. He recoiled from her grasp.

			“She thinks you’re an angel. It’s the dementia. She’s confused,” Jess said, trying to tether the absurdity of it all. “But, that still doesn’t explain how she knows who you are.”

			“It’s not Alzheimer’s, Jessica,” her mother roared with a strained voice. “This is the Angel of Death, I was told of his coming. He can take away my pain. He can take away your father’s pain. Your pain,” Jess’s mother snapped back as she continued to collapse on the floor, joints bending and sharp. 

			Jess finally got her mother to release Sonny’s feet and guided her back to her bed. Sonny followed, gripping his elbow as if there was a chilling breeze in the room. His mind was racing. 

			Does she really know what I’m becoming?

			Can she see me, as I saw the Reaper at the hospital? 

			Should I tell Jess? 

			She’ll think I’m insane! 

			Purge Jess? 

			Is this what it means to finally remove myself from knowing her, as a way to protect her?

			Sonny helped raise her mother’s swollen feet onto the bed, laying the quilted blanket over her veiny legs. Although everything in him was telling him to get out of there, Sonny sat on the bed next to them. 

			“Jess, listen to me for a second. I’ve gotta go.”

			“Wait, really? You just got here! I need your help. My mother hasn’t been this calm in days and I think it’s ‘cause for some weird reason, you’re here.”

			Sonny watched as Jess’s mother started to nod in and out of sleep, eyes locked on Sonny, black pupils shuttered beneath purple lids. 

			Then Sonny did the only thing he knew how to do: cut people out. And with his scissor-like words he lacerated everything Jess had been to him. For his own protection. For hers. For everyones.

			“Jess, I don’t think it’s smart that we hang out for a while.” He hated himself as he heard the words leave his lips. But, Sonny justified it, just like he always did. He could either hurt her now, or later when he disappeared for good as Death. 

			“Sonny, stop. I need your help. I don’t have many friends. I can—”

			“Just stop, Jessica!” Sonny shouted, wanting to decapitate her words before they made him lose his nerve. 

			Standing from the bed, shaking the floorboards beneath them, he gave another slashing, “I don’t like you or your crazy family, please leave me alone! I’ve got enough shit to deal with on my own than to be dragged into your issues.” 

			“I don’t know what you’re doing, or why you’re doing it. But you will forever regret this, Sonny Richards. Get out,” Jess said as she buried her swollen face into her hands.

			There, purged, Sonny thought.

		

	
		
			chapter 32

			sonny sped the three miles back to his trailer, not allowing himself to think about what he had just done. Butchering had always been easier than embracing. Sonny focused on the road ahead, figuratively and literally, as the morning sun blinded him from beyond the greying trees, making it hard to see the outline of Eugene, patiently waiting for him. 

			“I saw you a ways back, and thought maybe you’d want a ride?” he asked, sipping his usual morning Dr. Pepper.

			“Uummm, sure,” Sonny responded, wiping his eyes. As much as he hated the guy, he was genuinely exhausted and wanted nothing more than to be back in his bed. 

			“Throw that thing you call a bike in the cab.”

			Eugene’s radio was playing Garth Brooks, The Thunder Rolls. Sonny hated country music almost as much as he hated Eugene, but he didn’t have the nerve to ask for a radio change to classic rock. Country music, he decided, was better than silence with the devil. The windows were rolled up tight, trapping Eugene’s cigarette smoke like a wild animal, leaving Sonny to watch and wonder why in the world his cigarettes were always lime green in color. He was about to ask when Eugene turned down the radio. 

			“What were you doing out so early?”

			“I was just helping Jess with some stuff.”

			“She’s cute.”

			“You think a lot of thirteen-year-old girls are cute?”

			“Nothing wrong with looking at the menu, but going home to eat. Am I right?” Eugene laughed with puffs of smoke. “You with her?”

			“Nah.”

			“I figured, she seems out of your league. Don’t you think?”

			“I guess.”

			“You guess? Shit, look at her, and look at you. She’s a 10, and you’re 4 on a good day, haha!” he continued as he spit something brown from his fishy lips. “Listen, your mom told me that she told you about my proposal.” 

			“Yeah, she did.”

			“She also told me you weren’t too excited about it.”

			Sonny bit his tongue hard enough to break the skin and started to count the passing pines. Eugene grabbed Sonny’s wrist with his blackened mechanic’s hand. “I’m talking to you, dipshit.”

			Sonny tried to rip his arm free with no success, “Yeah. I don’t need a new dad.”

			Eugene burst with laughter, “You think I want to be your damn dad? I want nothing to do with you boy. Well, come to think of it…neither did your real dad, apparently. So I guess I’m more like your dad than I realized.”

			Sonny, with his head leaning against the window, could see his reflection, his eyes turning a darker shade. He couldn’t tell if it was from the pain of the grip on his wrist or the fact that Eugene was telling the truth. He considered wiping his eyes as they pulled into the dirt driveway, but abandoned any thought that might show that Eugene got to him. He quickly exited the truck and tried to hurry inside, but was stopped by a fast approaching Brownie.

			Crap, Sonny thought watching the fat old man in this silk robe waddle over.

			“Sonny,” he said, with displeased amusement. 

			“Hey Mr. Brownie.”

			“Where are my mushrooms?”

			“Sorry, yeah, I wasn’t able to get them. I thought maybe Jess would tell you?”

			“First rule of business: Don’t rely on women.” Sonny could hear Eugene laugh from the cab of the truck. Brownie had come quite a bit closer, close enough that Sonny could tell exactly what he had for breakfast, fish and eggs. He leaned close to his ear. “You owe me, kid.”

			“I don’t have any money.”

			“Find some, or you and your large-ass mother will not enjoy your stay at Casa Browntown. Do I make myself clear?”

			Eugene skidded out of the driveway as he began to reverse, making clouds of dust. He leaned over from his side of the cab, rolled down the passenger window, and shouted, “Tell your mother I’ll see her tonight, and tell her I have a surprise for everyone, even you, Lover Boy.” He drove off, leaving Sonny with the landlord. 

			“I gotta go see my mom,” Sonny said, stepping back from the greasy mutant of a man. 

			“You do that. And tell your mother to keep her shows down this early in the morning too.”

			“What?”

			“I heard yelling and commotion coming from the house early this morning. I thought she was yelling at you, but seeing that you weren’t here, it must have been her boobtube.”

			Yelling? Sonny thought. Crap, the Light Source.

		

	
		
			“thou canst not think worse of me than i do of myself.” 
- robert burton

		

	
		
			33

			sonny walked into his house with great caution, the root cause being either a mother who he angered due to missing breakfast or his latest predator, he wasn’t sure. The house was quiet and seemingly abandoned. Cold, soggy toast, tepid coffee, and a broken bottle of syrup lay shattered on the floor. The syrup sprayed like blood on the surrounding furniture and linoleum. Sonny knew what this was. He knew this was his fault, and he soon found himself rubbing his arms from an icy breeze. He looked around for an open fridge or window, thinking possibly the intruder broke in, but even then it was summer, and nothing was this cold right now. 

			Sonny followed the chill to his bedroom, where he noticed his closet door wide open and could hear the wind whistling from within its chamber. There, like the woodshed, would be his arena. His own personal portal to hell.

			If she’s anywhere, she must be in there, he thought. In the past, he would have never even entertained the thought of portals and mystical winds that had no source, much less that his mother would be stuck in one. But that was “the before”. And like most things in Sonny’s life these days, things contained in “the before” were increasingly drifting off and being replaced by whatever this new life held, whether Sonny wanted them to or not. 

			Bringing his hoodie to his brow, he grabbed a flashlight and let the closet door slam behind him, banging loudly like a starting pistol. He let out one giant exhale and marched forward into the underworld. 

			***

			Eugene removed the bolts that attached the bell housing of the engine block and slid the transmission straight away from the engine carefully, exercising more care than he took with most things in his life. His blackened, fat hands gingerly caressed the torque converter as he chained the heart of the vehicle. He stepped back from his greasy operating table, taking a cigarette from his pocket and a neon green highlighter from the workbench. He colored the cigarette green, painting it back and forth like it was an artist’s canvas. Making the most of his own self destruction. 

			“Gene, I need you to get to that Lincoln when you’re done here,” Eugene’s boss shouted from the second floor office. 

			“No can do, I’m heading out early today, remember? You already approved it.”

			“Lucky S-O-B. Where you headed?” Chip, another coworker, asked from across the garage. 

			“Eagles Edge.”

			“The hell’s that?”

			“A boys military discipline summer camp program, up at Lake Christopher. My fiance’s son has become a real pain in my neck and I thought this might be a good way to teach him some manners. I’m going up early to put the deposit in for his eight-week luxury stay,” Eugene said with bouncing eyebrows. 

			“Shit Gene, you cold.”

			Eugene lit his cigarette, watching as the flame consumed its paper prey, and winked at the other mechanic. 

			***

			The flashlight cast enough light to see only a few feet in front of him, but what Sonny saw bewildered his teenage mind. Unlike the last Light Source, there were no black waves, salty shore, or wolf’s moon. This domesticated passage was littered with forgotten toys and aged wallpaper with smiling tugboats and plump, cherry-colored puffs of smoke. The cartoon faces were watching Sonny’s every step, as if the white of their eyes followed his movements. Even with the wallpaper’s torn edges flapping in the arctic wind, Sonny could hear the mysterious demand between the gusts…

			“Purge Jess.”

			“Purge Jess.”

			Soon, Sonny took his pacing from a cautioned walk into a run. The tugboat’s eyes darted to keep up with him. He felt stronger after the ghostly mariner battle. He felt more ready now to face whatever was at the end of this hallway. 

			“Purge Jess.”

			“Purge Jess.”

			The charred and bedraggled toys, stuffed animals, and Jack-in-the-Box’s beneath his feet piled higher and higher, making it harder to keep going. The toys’ broken plastic arms and moldy teddy bears began to reach up from their graves, grabbing Sonny’s ankles. Sonny could hear them giggling and whispering to themselves, but the distant calling was louder.

			“Purge Jess!”

			Sonny pressed forward, but after about a half-hour of this, he still couldn’t see an end to the hallway. He stopped to reconsider his options. Remembering that he was the hunted one, not the Light Source, he decided to make the unknown come to him, to let them know he was there. 

			“Come and get me!” Sonny stopped and screamed. 

			The outcry to purge still bellowed in the distance.

			“I said, come get me!”

			This time, the shouting to purge grew a little louder. 

			Then a little louder.

			It’s working, he thought.

			But, as the sound came near, so did his realization…it wasn’t saying “purge jess,” it was crying “worthless” over and over and over. Whoever was saying this was frantic. The voice was as high and penetrating as it was emotional.

			Sonny could hear something running at him from far down the hallway. In the void of light shrouding the hallway with darkness, he saw fast movement. The flashlight was unhelpful as the figure was too far away. He thought he saw an appendage whipping in the dark from one side of the hall to the other. Something impossible to identify, maybe a person. Maybe.

			Then, in the darkness, a form moved closer until the yellow sliver of his flashlight defined the contour of its shape, coming closer and closer. Before his eyes, the flashlight unveiled a porcelain boy. A poor fragile imitation of Sonny, crackling with glass and shining from the reflection of the flashlight. Its arms and neck were longer than they should be, slender legs protruding in various places like peaks and valleys. An undersized head remained veiled in the shadows, and the whole body moved like a Daddy-Long-Leg spider, with wide-sweeping and erratic steps.

			Sonny stood paralyzed in disbelief, repulsed more by his own face on this being than the mutilated one of a Jawless Jack. 

			One side of his brain sat stunned and the other was developing a plan of attack. But, this Light Source didn’t aim for his throat like the last monster, this one had its jaws open wide, like a feeding reptile, thundering, “WORTHLESS!!!”

			Deciding to not wait for its attack, he raised his heavy gunmetal flashlight and brought it down upon the porcelain boy’s feeble face. The porcelain boy lost part of its ceramic skull, and in the shattering, fell to its knees. The misfit toys littered beneath could be heard booing Sonny with devilish chants. 

			Shocked but smiling from his quick victory, he knocked the boy to the ground with the bottom of his shoe. 

			“Where’s my mom?!” he shouted. 

			“Worthless,” the porcelain boy whispered. 

			“Where’s my mom?!’’ Sonny yelled again, this time kicking a hole in his ceramic chest. The porcelain boy pointed towards the closet door from where Sonny had come. 

			She must have gotten away. 

			***

			Sonny ran like hell back to his closet door, slamming it behind him. With a remnant of strength he dragged his dresser in front of it and fell backward to catch his breath. He collapsed on the bed, realizing the porcelain boy didn’t give him what he wanted, even though Sonny was the clear victor. 

			What the hell? 

			Sonny didn’t wait for what might or might not come, he reached for the Oblivion Candle from his window and lit it again to call upon the Reaper. In a matter of seconds, Sonny could hear the approaching moths outside his window and knew that the Reaper was close. To his left, he heard the noise of something scurrying through his walls, like a colony of hungry rats trying to break in. Sonny watched as the wood paneling began to boil in tar-like substance and the Reaper’s form began to take shape, using the black mud as its door. 

			“You coulda just knocked,” Sonny said, shutting his bedroom door. 

			“What happened?” Reaper said anxiously, clearly in no mood for jokes. 

			“Relax, I handled it,” Sonny said, confidently, “I didn’t see any scissors, so I assumed—”

			“What do you mean?” Reaper lashed back.

			“Well, dude, I dominated. I got up all close and bashed its skull in! But then nothing happened, so I thought maybe you had them or something?”

			“Who told you to bash it?!” Reaper said, raising his voice in disbelief. 

			“Well, I just—”

			“You just what, Sonny?!”

			Sonny aimed his eyes for the dirty purple carpeting beneath his feet, avoiding the Reaper’s cosmic gaze. 

			“These aren’t invitations for you to become violent, Sonny. These are initiations to remove that very disorder from your life. You’re not Eugene, you’re not your landlord…hell, you’re not even me. Did you win the Light Source from Jawless Jack by bashing its face?” 

			“No,” said the boy, embarrassment quickly replacing his victorious pride. 

			“Then what made you think that was the way to victory here? Becoming Death is not about pain, it’s about the removal of pain.”

			“I’m sorry,” Sonny said, “I was wrong. I screw everything up. I’m not very good at this, come to think of it, I’m not very good at any of this, Reaper. Fuck.”

			The Reaper let out a sigh of dead air and sat cross-legged down next to the distraught boy. He lit a cigarette by touching the tip of his finger to its end, breathing in deep. Sonny watched from the corner of his eye as the smoke billowed up from beneath its robe. Minutes of silence were deepening the chasm now between the two beings, like the sun and moon, heaven and hell, life and death.

			“I once heard a priest tell a freighted nun hundreds of years ago—”

			“A nun?”

			“Yeah, she was hilarious. She used to tie earthworms into knots and watch them squirm. Anyways…that’s not the point. I once heard this priest tell her to give a fig to all the devils.”

			“A fig?”

			“Yeah, it’s a saying. Like, to give your demons the middle finger. To give someone a fig centuries ago was a figure of speech for controlling the situation with—with—fearless vigor! You know what I mean?” the Reaper asked, ashing his cigarette into one of Sonny’s old sneakers. 

			“Not really,” Sonny said, starting to smile again. 

			“It means you can and you should hate this process. It shows you’re real. You must be bothered by what goes bump in the night. But, that doesn’t mean it has to beat you. Hating a process should never equate to hating yourself. Victim or victor. It’s for you to decide: you either eat the fig or give a fig to all the devils,” the Reaper said, handing Sonny his flashlight and waving his decrypted hand to open the closet door once more.

			“I have to go back in there?” Sonny said standing, moving the hair from his face. 

			“Yes, but not without these.” The Reaper then pulled from his mouth a bladeless scissor slate. “Now, give a fig to all of your devils,” the Reaper said, flipping Sonny off. 

			Sonny raised a cheek, and with a slight chuckle, gave one right back to the Reaper. Then he watched the closet door close slowly in his face, leaving Sonny in the icy hallway alone. 

			***

			“Hospitals across the state seem to be in a state of panic as a string of unexplainable occurrences persist. Patients with zero fatal symptoms are found dead, while other DOA are found breathing and pulsing with life. No news yet as to why or if this will be a national or global phenomenon, but as of now, Oregon is a place of miracles for some and an apocalypse for others. This is Brooke Kennedy reporting for OPB on 91.5FM.” 

			Abraham turned down the radio as he pulled into his driveway, quickly sliding the glass bottle of his shame underneath the driver seat. He stared at the front door of his home, breathing in and out like professional divers before they jump off the boat. 

			“Jess, I’m home,” he shouted, throwing his satchel on the chair and popping a piece of gum in his mouth to disguise his sour breath. “Jess?”

			“Daddy…” Jess whimpered from the top of the stairs. “She’s gone.”

			“What?”

			“Mom…she’s gone. I went in there to check on her, and she must have died early this morning, I think? She’s been acting really strange, and I didn’t know what to do.”

			Abraham ran upstairs and wrapped himself around his daughter so tightly that Jess was in pain, as if maybe he could squeeze her so tight, he could turn back time.

			“Go downstairs and wait for me.”

			“Daddy, I put a blanket over her face.” 

			“I’m so sorry, that’s good that you did that, it’s not a bad thing. People do that all the time out of respect—”

			“No, I did it because…”

			“Because, why?”

			“She was staring at me.”

			“Staring at you? What are you talking about?”

			“I don’t know, it’s like she didn’t die correctly? She wasn’t moving or breathing, or, or….but as I felt for her pulse, her eyes kept locked on mine even though I think she’s dead. I don’t know!” Abraham’s spine shook as his daughter explained the horrifying ordeal. 

			Her father released the squeeze and took a step back in disbelief. Surely, she’s in shock, Abraham thought. “Go wait for me downstairs. Better yet, call Laura or Tiffany to see if you can go be with them while I handle this. Okay?”

			“I want to stay with you. I need to be here,” Jess cried. “Dad!”

			“Jessica, now, listen to me!”

			“NO, it’s about time you start listening to me!” Jess shouted with heroic bravery. “I know you’ve been hurting since mom’s been getting worse, and so have I. But you know what I have been doing with all of this pain? I have been with her. Taking care of her. Taking care of myself, taking care of everything!” Jess shouted with feet planted. “I’m not the adult, Dad. I’m not supposed to be doing this on my own. Where have you been?”

			“Sweetie…”

			“Don’t. You don’t get to pretend we’re close! I mean, Jesus, Dad, I can smell the alcohol on your breath!”

			The blood left Abraham’s face, leaving him as white as a blank page and without words. Embarrassment possessed his body like a ghost, causing his eyes to burst with tears, and just as he gathered enough courage to parent his daughter, Jess gave a final blow…

			“You’re so busy dealing with everyone else’s problems in the church, you’ve stopped dealing with your own, or ours. When did the church family become more important than your own?! No more. I’m sick of pretending. I already lost a mother, and I won’t lose a father too.” And like that Jess walked downstairs, allowing the cathartic release to wash over her. Her heart, broken, but her mind, set. Knowing what she had to do so she didn’t lose both parents in one day. 

			Abraham, now a new widower, was confident he could mend his relationship with his daughter, but in the meantime he went to his bedroom. Before reaching for the handle, he rested his sweaty forehead against its frame. Part of him was relieved, and he hated himself for it. The other part of him was left destroyed. His insides burned while his head throbbed, as if someone was washing his front lobe with a wire sponge. 

			He opened the door cautiously, trying to lessen the blow of what lay behind it. Delaying the inevitable for just a few seconds longer. The creaking of his small parish door was louder than a brass quartet as it announced her death, and then Abraham saw her. 

			The love of his life, the worst part of his most recent existence, his everything, his undoing, lay there stiff, tucked in her cotton coffin. 

			He tried to get out a word, but only moaning came. 

			He ran to her side, weeping, and pulled the cloth from her face, just as he had on their wedding day. 

			And just as Jess had said, her eyes were open, bulging and big. They were so large and dark, Abraham almost thought they were missing. He turned his head in discomfort. “Oh my love,” he whispered, standing from the bed to retrieve the blanket he had dropped from her head. Looking back, he realized with horrendous disbelief that his wife’s head had followed his movements. Her eyes were insect-like, drifting and darting about the room with some invisible intent.

			Abraham, filled with instant hope, quickly checked for a pulse, his hot fingers finding her neck cold to the touch. 

			Her eyes still locked into his as he waited for the reassuring pumping of blood. But, nothing.

			Then, Abraham, knowing she was truly dead, but unable to explain the eye movements, put the blanket over her face just as his daughter had. He sat there a moment longer, bothered, confused, and then dialed the local police asked for the coroner. 

			***

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.” 

			“Worthless.”

			Sonny could hear the somber outcry from the porcelain boy. 

			This time there was no rush in his steps, or a hurried need to discover just what was beyond his closet door portal. Now, like a death row inmate, Sonny knew what this walk led to. 

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			The voice sounded more somber, leaving Sonny confused. 

			If I’m not supposed to destroy it, then what? 

			Sonny’s flashlight eventually lit the entity. Right where Sonny left him, its glass head scattered all over the floor like a dropped bag of Halloween candy. 

			“Worthless,” it whispered through cracked lips. 

			Sonny sat next to it, listening to it between the gusts of wind. 

			Turning off the flashlight, he stared at the porcelain boy’s face, his face. Time passed, he didn’t know how much, but after a while, he couldn’t help but to repeat the cry in rhythm with himself. Soon, the voice became a chant, as Sonny found himself speaking the word to himself. 

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			“Worthless.”

			Tears followed.

			Fully unaware, he hadn’t realized he was now the only one speaking the accusation as the split face porcelain boy was sitting up, silently staring into him, smiling with glass teeth, its body like a disregarded puppet. 

			Overwhelmed by the porcelain boy’s sermon, he cared not if Jawless Jack, Eugene, or the devil himself walked down the hall. His heart and mind pulsated with flashes of his mother standing there while she let a man strangle him. 

			“Worthless.”

			His father choosing death over life with Sonny. 

			“Worthless.”

			Eugene’s hands squeezing the innocence from his own life. 

			“Worthless.”

			Sonny could feel his skin starting to harden, watching as his fingernails began to shine like crystal. His tongue grew heavy, bringing with it the taste of iron. Sonny was becoming the porcelain boy. An Un-Sonny.

			The porcelain boy tilted his head and nodded along with the boy’s chant as it clapped its glass hands together rapidly, breaking them in their collision. 

			Wait, is this what it wants? Sonny thought. The two sat there, each boy’s eyes bewitched by the other. And as Sonny glared at the porcelain boy, he saw his reflection in its naked chest. For the first time, he had empathy for himself. He felt saddened by what had happened to him more than enraged by it. A deep sense of injustice swirled its way to his heart. 

			“Wait, I’m not worthless,” he said to the entity. “You’re not worthless.”

			“I’m Sonny….you’re Sonny,” the boy said as his finger began to soften, his skin almost rubber-like. 

			“I’m Sonny.”

			“I’m Sonny Scott Richards.”

			“I’m Sonny.” 

			“Sonny!”

			“Sonny!”

			“Sonny!”

			“Sonny!”

			“SONNY!!!”

			Before long Sonny was standing and shouting as the porcelain boy watched in amazement. And then, with a bright burst, the porcelain boy exploded as ceramic shards sliced through the air. Like sharp snow, cutting Sonny’s skin and clothes. The real boy fell back in wonder, as blood dripped down his chest and cheeks. He stood not moving, present to the moment, allowing his eyes to fall where the porcelain boy sat, and amidst the rubble of broken glass and porcelain lay two long, large glass blades. 

			Sonny reached for the scissor handle in his back pocket and placed the two blades aggressively on top of the handle. While glass cut his palm and fingers, he watched as his blood mixed with iron in the scissor grip and formed around the blades like it was hot mud. 

			“I did it,” he whispered to himself with a slight chuckle. “Holy shit I did it.”

		

	
		
			xxxiv

			hallucinations are the brain’s way of compensating for a drop in function. If something goes missing from the mind’s emotions, logic, or sensory motors, the brain will offer a surrogate to its host to protect itself from disorder. Hallucinations are often a warning of underlying trouble with how your mind processes trauma, fears, and uncertainty. Auditory hallucinations are when someone hears something that is not there. Then there are the infamous visual hallucinations, which commonly cause someone to see something: a person, ghost or animal that isn’t there. Similarly, olfactory and gustatory hallucinations allow the host to smell or eat something that is not there. Yet another sense manipulated in tactile hallucinations deals with phantom feelings of touch.

			The main question one is faced with is…is what they are seeing truly real, or is it just a hallucination? 

		

	
		
			“human madness is oftentimes a cunning and most feline thing. when you think it fled, it may have but become transfigured into some still subtler form.” 
- herman melville

		

	
		
			chapter thirty-5

			sonny could hear his mother’s soft voice from the living room as he shut the closet door. He wiped the blood from his face and hid the scissors in the top drawer. Then he made his way carefully to the living room, not knowing what kind of state she would be in after what may have happened earlier. On his way, he passed by a curious Terry. 

			“What’s wrong with your face?” Terry asked bluntly, as children often do. 

			“Nothing, what’s wrong with your butt?” Sonny whispered back, trying to get by him without evoking any sense of alarm. 

			“Thank you, Doctor,” he heard his mother say, stopping Sonny in his tracks. 

			“You’re very welcome,” he heard the man say back. His voice was cool and watery to the ears. 

			“And will there be any side effects that I should be aware of?” she asked. 

			“I’ll know more once I examine him, when do you think he’ll be home—” 

			“Mom?” Sonny said delicately from the hallway. Terry shoved Sonny out of the way with his box full of toys and planted himself next to what Sonny could only cipher as the doctor.

			“Sonny!” she said, backing away as if he were an approaching lion. 

			Sonny knew something was more than wrong. He could see it in her eyes. It was like a switch had been flicked. “This is Dr. Cudworth, a visiting physician here in town. I asked him to come by to see you.”

			“What? Why? Mom, can we talk?” the boy asked, hearing the noticeable tremble in her words. 

			“Sonny, listen, don’t get upset, but I’m here to help you,” the doctor said standing tall. Sonny couldn’t quite place it, but something about this man, this moment, felt wrong. Sonny noticed that the doctor’s fly was down, and he had visible dirt beneath his long fingernails. He wasn’t around doctors that much, but he at least knew they should have an air of professionalism and proper hygiene.

			“I’m fine, I don’t need your help. I just need to talk with my mother,” Sonny said, deepening his voice. 

			“Something’s not right with you. It hasn’t been since your father died. And that’s to be expected when a son loses his father, but I think you need to be on some kind of medication. And Dr. Cudworth agrees with me.”

			“Listen, I know some weird stuff went down but—” Sonny blurted.

			“I’m talking about what you did! I’m talking about why you did it!” 

			She must have seen the porcelain boy, Sonny thought, it must have been worse than he originally knew. 

			“Listen, Mom, I can’t explain right now, but soon—”

			“Sonny,” the doctor interrupted, “why don’t we do a quick examination?”

			“Eat me.” 

			“Sonny, stop!” his mother interjected. “You’re missing work, you’re barely home, you’re always covered in bruises and scrapes, you’re the thinnest I’ve ever seen, and I think it’s affecting your health. Have you seen your eyes lately? Jesus Christ, they look red all the time. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re on the cocaine. Plus, you’ve been talking to yourself in your room. Even Eugene has made great efforts to try and connect with you and you’ve—”

			“Holy shit, Mom, are you fucking kidding me?”

			“See! Right there! When did you start cursing? The doctor thinks you have situational depression, and I think you might as well.”

			“Ugh!” Sonny said, pouring a glass of much needed water. Tastes like metal, he thought.

			“Sonny, listen, grief can sometimes be masked as coping through hurting yourself, outbursts, and hallucinations,” the doctor said sympathetically. 

			The word stuck like a hook in the lip of Sonny’s attention. “Hallucinating?” Sonny’s eyes rose to meet the doctor’s. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, imagining your father is still here, or that you’re chatting with him, or making up…It’s hard to say exactly without a proper assessment, but imagining people or visuals to replace your father’s presence is very, very common.”

			Sonny placed the cup of water on the counter, his eyes burning as he realized he hadn’t blinked in a while. Frantically and furiously, Sonny marched towards his room. 

			“Sonny, get back here, we’re not done talking!” his mother shouted. 

			Ignoring her orders, he slammed his door shut and moved rapidly to his closet. He opened it swiftly, pushing hangers and flannels to the side looking for the portal, the porcelain boy, anything, only to be met with fake wood paneling. 

			The scissors! 

			Opening his underwear drawer, he began tossing his clothes over his shoulders, searching. 

			No scissors. 

			No hourglass. 

			No Oblivion Candle. 

			“What the hell is going on?!” 

			***

			“Our mission at Eagle’s Edge Academy is to empower each individual, through strict discipline, to take responsibility for their past and challenge them to be accountable for their future. Through our regimented military teen training, we help outcast, troubled, struggling teenage boys reclaim their lives and become the men they were born to be,” the Colonel said, handing over some light literature and a manila envelope of differing documents which needed signing. 

			“And it’s all on-site, correct?”

			“Yes sir, this is an eight week in-house advancement program.”

			“When does it start?”

			“It runs all year, on a continual admittance,” the Colonel said, shifting his weight. “There is no start date or end date for the camps, it’s just eight weeks for your teen boy. He’ll jump right in with the curriculum at any point. Tell me a bit about him, what’s got him needing a program of this nature? JV? Drugs?”

			Eugene cleared his throat, and took a sip of his Dr. Pepper. “Yeah, not so much drugs. The kid is a loser, with no goals, no discipline, and up to no good. His mother and I are terribly worried about him.”

			“Interesting, has he experienced any trauma recently? Anything out of the ordinary that might have spiked the change in behavior?”

			“Uummm, nope, just a bad seed,” Eugene said, darting his gaze from the Colonel. 

			“Well, for someone like that, we recommend a lighter course. This is really for teens who are criminals or a danger to society. The program is so behaviorally correcting, that we really only accept and discipline boys who—”

			“What’s the cost for the heavier course?” Eugene interrupted. 

			“$2,500 for 8 weeks.”

			“Done”

			“Sir…?”

			“Listen, I know this kid very well. I am beyond concerned that he will be a danger to himself and his mother at some point. We’re terrified. What’s the harm in him going through this course, if it saves him from ever doing drugs in the first place? I’m trying to be preventive, can you guys help me with that or not?” He pulled out his wallet.

			“We take checks or cash,” the Colonel said, shaking Eugene’s hand, matching his intensity. “When do you think your son will be joining us?”

			“I’ll be bringing him up this weekend,” Eugene said, reaching for his checkbook. His smile revealed his two buck teeth like ivory horns. 

			***

			Knock 

			Knock

			The doctor let himself in as Sonny prepared himself to leave.

			“Sonny, wait,” his mother said in the shadow of the doctor. 

			“Your mother said it would be alright for a quick examination,” the doctor said, putting on rubber gloves. 

			In a moment of propitiation, Sonny relented. “Fine, can we make it quick?”

			“Why don’t you give us a moment,” the doctor asked firmly to his mother. Sonny watched with a twist in his stomach as the doctor’s eyes targeted his mother’s ass as she walked away. 

			“Why don’t you lie on your back, here upon your bed, and lift up your shirt.” 

			Sonny moved slowly, with skeptical motion. 

			“Your mother has filled me in on what’s going on, and if you want my professional opinion…” the doctor began to whisper, pulling the latex from each finger, denuding his fresh gloves from his hands. 

			“You’re very, very sick,” he continued, as he began to rub Sonny’s stomach and chest. Sonny turned his eyes towards the wood paneling, disturbed. 

			“I’m going to recommend Olanzapine, and that should clear your visions right up, how does that sound?” the doctor said as his fingers circled Sonny’s belly button. Sonny’s face began to grow hot, and in a flash he pushed the doctor aside and crawled out of his bedroom window, searching for his bike. If he hurried, he could be at Jess’s house in less than fifteen minutes. For some reason, he knew that she would be the only one to talk some sense into him. Ground him. Help him.

			He needed her, and knew he had some apologizing to do. 

			The summer sun was hotter today than in recent weeks, and Sonny was already sticky with his own adolescent juices. The ride was eventless, but a circus was playing in Sonny’s mind. When he arrived at Jess’s house, he was startled by an ambulance and a white van with the word ‘coroner’ splayed across the side. 

			He banged on the door to be greeted by Pastor Abraham. Sonny forgot how tall Jess’s father was, and found himself immediately humbled by his presence. 

			“Hey Pastor Abraham, is everything alright? Is Jess home?”

			Abraham left the door open and began to walk back inside without acknowledging the young boy’s presence. Sonny followed him in, remembering vividly his last visit to this house. Abraham then called, emotionless, from the kitchen, “Water? You look thirsty.”

			“Um, sure. Where’s Jess?” Sonny said, stepping into the dark parish. The house no longer reeked of urine, coffee, or old books. It was a familiar smell to the boy: tobacco. It brought with it a small wave of relief to him. At least at this moment, he wasn’t hallucinating. 

			“She’s at a friend’s house.”

			“Oh, are you okay, I saw the ambulance…” Sonny asked, rounding the corner into the kitchen. Only to be greeted by Abraham lighting another cigarette. 

			Shit, Sonny thought.

			“No, my wife passed away last night. Not sure if Jess told you, but she was very ill.”

			“Oh god, so sorry. I actually met her yesterday.”

			“You did what?” Abraham asked sternly, stopping the faucet, the cigarette still perched in the corner of his mouth. 

			“Well ummm—” Sonny was quickly realizing how unusual his comment sounded in light of the situation. 

			“Jess was scared because your wife was acting a bit strange, so she had me come over to-to-to keep her company,” his eyes separately searched for anything else to lock onto than Abraham’s swollen pupils. Sonny wasn’t sure if he was going to go to hell for lying to a priest, but he thought hell might be safer than trying to explain what really happened yesterday. If it happened at all, he thought.

			“Oh, that’s mighty kind of you to comfort her while I was away. Something I know I’ve been poor at these days. So I’m glad she has you,” he said as he turned the faucet’s squeaky handle. “It’s better that her mother go and be with the Lord. She’s been suffering for a while now. We all have. Death is a funny thing, Sonny Richards.” He crossed the kitchen and handed him a glass of lukewarm water. “I believe when I die, I will have an upward escape, a better, more vivid existence filled with un-stolen joy and ever-present hope. For me to die is to gain, yet…I fear death above all else. My wife feared death above all else. Do you think that makes me lack faith?” Abraham asked. The question was an honest one. Not one of those rhetorical mumbo-jumbo ones that adults use to make kids feel like their opinion matters. This man was searching. And the bluntness left the boy startled by the mature nature of it. 

			“I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask this kinda stuff to.”

			“Sure you are, you have no real ties to me, thus nothing to gain or lose. You only know me as a man who believes in a higher power, yet I doubt that higher power’s goodness. I’m afraid of the vehicle which will take me to Him. Does that make my faith…defective?”

			“No, I don’t think so,” Sonny said, taking a sip. “Well, to me, I think it makes your faith more real.”

			“How so?”

			“Well…When my dad died, I became afraid of everything. My mom, myself…this world. But, then I realized fear is good. Like a police siren, it warns you when you have to step up. It’s when we run from fear that it becomes bad. Fear makes us value life. That’s all you’re doing Pastor Abraham, valuing life.”

			“That’s quite wise, Mr. Richards,” Abraham said, smiling and wiping a tear from his eye. “Who told you that?”

			“The Grim Reaper showed me that.” 

			“Ah, yes, death is the greatest life lesson of all.” Abraham took another long drag. 

			“Yeahhh, I guess it is,” Sonny said, tilting his head towards the kitchen window and watching as the clouds sailed through the ocean sky. “Can I ask you something?” 

			“Anything.”

			“How do I know what I’m seeing is really there?”

			“Like a vision?”

			“Yeah, or like a hallucination? Or…?”

			“Ah!” Abraham said, pointing his large finger skyward. “That is the greatest question of faith’s purpose. Is what I feel or see real or a delusion. That is what you’re talking about, correct?”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“Sure, I could just say that all delusions are false beliefs, and all hallucinations are false perceptions. But that doesn’t answer what you’re trying to know within. Here is the question you need to answer most in order to discover whether it’s real or not. Has it changed you?”

			“Has it changed me?”

			“Yes, if it’s made you better than you are. If your situation is better, your hope purer, your gratitude deeper, your fear weaker, your love richer…then yes, it’s real. If it hasn’t, then it’s a hallucination.” 

			Sonny rubbed his eyes, exhausted and now processing as he stood from the table. “Thank you, Pastor Abraham. And I’m really sorry about your wife.”

			Abraham stretched his arms around the young man and held him. Sonny was acutely aware that this was the first time a man had embraced him since his father. He allowed himself to reach his arms around Abraham. Sonny loved this moment, but was afraid to show it and pulled away quicker than he wanted to. 

			“I too am sorry about my wife, thank you for reminding me of how precious life is. I hope you never forget that.”

			Sonny gave a crooked smile and nodded. 
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			“i promise you, this will be better than any sort of medication, therapy, or fucking shock treatment. This will not only help his past, but it will set him straight for his future. Let him make friends, and be around other men. I wish I had something like this when I was his age,” Eugene said, spilling the troubled teen literature all over Sonny’s mother’s lap. 

			“I’m just not sure this is the right path for Sonny, I mean…”

			“You might be right, but what harm can eight weeks truly be? Just til’ the end of summer. And I tell you what, if he hates it after a couple of weeks, I’ll drive up there myself and pick him up,” he said, scratching his brow. 

			Eugene always rubbed his eyebrows when he lied, but Sonny’s mother was too aloof to realize. “Plus, if he’s gone we can finally plan a wedding and plan a life for ourselves. Maybe even do a getaway? A week in California driving down the P.C.H.?”

			Sonny’s mother cracked a smile at the thought. Even when Sonny’s father was alive and working, they didn’t have enough money to vacation, but now she had a chance to experience something she’d always wanted. Pleasure, travel,  and a bit of freedom. Something that having a child had stolen from her so many years ago. 

			***

			Brownie opened the filing cabinet marked “E” and went straight to the back, letting the drawer slam open. He pulled out the folder, removed a few staples, and filled out the requested information. From there he put on flip flops over his grey socks and walked feverishly over to his tenant’s front door. 

			He licked his finger, spread out a few pieces of paper, and stuck the gummy side of the eviction paperwork to the door. 

			Sonny’s mother and Eugene were inside watching from beyond the window and knew exactly what and why it was happening, and there was nothing they could do about it. 

			Her son, again, has somehow managed to derail her life from any sort of normalcy. 

			“Okay, we’ll drop him off this weekend,” Sonny’s mother said, tapping the pamphlet against her other hand.

			“Already taken care of. Come on, let’s go get a drink and celebrate our engagement properly.”

			***

			That night, Sonny scratched his forehead until it was pure fire and hot to the touch. His fingernails were chewed down to look like baby headstones, and he didn’t remember the last time he ate. He was watching Jacob’s Ladder in his room, trying to regain a bit of normalcy over the last couple of days. Talking with Abraham helped, but in the same way a tourniquet might help. It just keeps you from not dying quite as fast. 

			Sonny couldn’t tell what was real, and what was a delusion. He couldn’t find the Light Sources or candle. Jess’s mother was out of her mind before she died, so he couldn’t hold her sanity with any water. 

			Were these visions of the Reaper and moths just my ways of coping with death? he thought. What if these aren’t bad? What if this is part of the process of healing? The room was silent other than the screams and sounds from Jacob’s Ladder, and he listened as the words from the film’s main character fell from his mouth. 

			”If you’re afraid of dying, and you’re holdin’ on, you’ll see devils tearin’ your life away. But if you’ve made your peace, then the devils are really angels, freein’ you from the world. It all depends on how you look at it.”

			Sonny always found it odd when films spoke to him so intimately, but there was no denying what he felt. 

			What those words meant to him. 

			He flicked the TV off, and just before he readied himself for bed, his mother walked in. 

			“Sonny, I know I’m the last person you want to see right now. But listen, I got a prescription from the doctor for you to be able to sleep. He even says it’ll help with any depression or anxiety you’re having.” From her back pocket came a little brown bottle with a white label that read like scripture.

			“Please don’t fight me—”

			“I’ll take them,” Sonny interrupted. 

			“You will?” she replied with great surprise. 

			Sonny could see pink in his mother’s eyes and a smile of relief form on her swollen face. He was just as shocked by her care towards him in recent days. He tried hard not to mention or bring attention to her recent interest in his well-being, and for the time being, he just enjoyed it. For the first time in a long time, he allowed himself to be cared for by another. Deep in his mind, Sonny was relieved that the Reaper was all a hallucination. He couldn’t imagine abandoning his mother and leaving her with an abusive man. 

			Sonny took two white pills and one green, but to him, they were shades of grey. The grief still desaturated his world. 

			“The doctor said you’ll be out like a light for quite some time, and they should work almost instantly.”

			“Okay, thanks. And listen, I’m sorry if I’ve been acting, well you know. I think I have been imagining things. Pretending things to be different, or at least wishing things were different.”

			“That’s okay, we’re both learning to deal with your father’s death in our own ways. You with yours and me with Eugene.”

			Sonny nodded with a raised brow, and if the pills weren’t already carrying him away, he knew he would have said something snarky to her comment. 

			“Look at that, they’re already working Sonny,” she said cupping his cheeks. “Why don’t you hop into bed?”

			Sonny lay down fully clothed. He could smell himself, and it wasn’t pleasant. But he always slept in his clothes; it brought greater comfort than sleeping in his briefs. He could get up and run at any time if needed. 

			“Oh one more thing, I’ve gotta work a late shift, and Eugene’s sleeping over.”

			“Fine, whatever,” Sonny said with heavy eyes.

			“But, I want you to be more careful with your toys when Terry’s around.”

			Sonny opened his eyes just barely to make sure his action figures were still intact, but was dumbstruck by what he saw next.

			“He’s little, remember,” Sonny’s mother said, bringing in from the hall a wretched looking hourglass, glass scissors, and a black candle.

			“Wait, Mom, Terry had these?” Sonny tried to get out with a shout, but the Sandman already had his hold on the boy. 

			“Yes, and they don’t seem very safe. You get some rest now.”

			His heart began to thump, as he tried to sit back up, tried to wake himself, tried to do something, but alas the pills were stronger than his desire. 

			Sonny slipped into darkness.

		

	
		
			ch. 37

			the common cuckoo bird uses a devious plan in bringing new life to its offspring. A mothering cuckoo bird finds a nest built by a bird of a completely different species: European Starling, Golden Finch, or even the Great Reed Warbler. Any and all which possess a similar egg size and an open nest. Then, with great disregard for her own responsibility, she sneaks into the unsuspecting nest, lays a single baby blue egg, and flies far away, never to return. 

			The other, seemingly more responsible fowl parents accept the alien egg and see to its safe hatching. But here is where things grow in horror. The cuckoo hatches first, and then in its infant stage, pushes the other rightful eggs in the nest out to meet their imminent doom on the ground floor beneath. 

			These birds are brood parasites, who suckle at the tit of everyone else’s maturity and health other than the one who is truly responsible. And if one were to try and remove the parasitical bird from the nest, it would squirt black, rancid tar from its anal cavity as if to block any abduction from its comfort. 

		

	
		
			“son, the greatest trick the devil pulled was convincing the world there was only one of him.” 
- david wong
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			thud.

			Sonny checked his alarm clock, a flashing red glow of 1 a.m.

			His mind was swampy from the doctor’s pills. 

			Thoughts popped in and out of his mind of his father, his stomach full of Ibuprofen. He blinked hard to sever the memory quickly.

			Another thud, this time followed by a scream. 

			“Hit me!” Sonny’s mother was shouting from the living room. Sonny jumped out of bed and cracked his door slightly. There he could hear the echo-filled stomping of footsteps reverberate through the trailer’s bottomless floors. Eugene was storming down the hallway, naked, on his way to her room. Behind him, Sonny’s mother was positioned in a long, oversized shirt (one of his Father’s) on her knees in the living room. Blood dripped down her shirt like she was a sloppy vampire. Her nose looked broken, and her left eye was so purple that it shone like silver as it swelled with new blood. 

			Sonny ran and helped her to her feet. 

			“Fuck Mom, are you okay?! I’m calling the cops!”

			“Don’t you dare, Sonny!” she whirled back. 

			Sonny could hear the distant humming of moths coming near. He knew this was his anger swirling and affecting life around him. 

			“Go back to your bedroom, I’m handling this!” she said as she rejected his help to lift her to her feet, only to find herself stumbling back to the ground. Tears soon fell from her purpled eyes. 

			Her embarrassment was so palpable, Sonny could taste it in the air. 

			“Let’s leave this place, leave that piece of shit, Mom,” Sonny begged loudly, wanting Eugene to hear. 

			“I can’t, I won’t. I’m too…too…” 

			Lost words from a lost woman, Sonny thought. 

			Sonny joined her on the ground, placing his elbows on his elevated knees. 

			Where else could he go, he thought. Other than being in this moment, with her. 

			The two sat in silence, allowing the crickets their song.

			“You don’t understand Sonny. I’m no longer whole without your father. I’d rather have the other side of the bed warmed by the devil, than suffer from the cold. Do you understand? I can’t be alone, you can’t be alone. You need a father as badly as I need someone there.” Sonny’s mother shuffled herself, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “I know he’s awful, but the thought of another man leaving me is too much for my heart to hold,” she said as she leaned into Sonny’s arms. 

			“Mom I—” But no comfort came from the man of the house. 

			No consolation could be spoken, nor did it need to be. What Sonny hated in Eugene, more than the abuse, was that he replaced his father. Yet, that’s exactly what his mother needed…a replacement. 

			Sonny remembered what he heard years ago, that children lose respect for their parents the moment they realize they would make a wiser decision than their parent would. Sonny didn’t respect his mother, he knew that, but he couldn’t help but feel responsible for her. Her brokenness had become his burden. This, too, didn’t feel right. But he had no other choice.

			After Sonny tucked his mother in on the couch, he walked by her bedroom. 

			He could hear Eugene snoring, like a dragon in a lair. 

			He locked his bedroom door and retrieved his Light Sources and the Oblivion Candle from the dresser drawer. 

			He rolled them over in his hands, like an appraiser with diamonds. He knew what he had to do, or rather, what he couldn’t do. He lit the candle and placed it in his window. Within minutes, the room began to grow in temperature, the pressure in the air became thin. 

			He’s close, Sonny thought.

			The Reaper came from within Sonny’s closet. 

			How? Sonny had no idea how his traveling spirit or essence worked, but now wasn’t the time to figure it out. The Reaper walked through, reading an old book and blowing a neon pink bubble between his aged teeth. 

			“Have you ever read Schopenhauer? Holy shit this guy is fierce,” the Reaper said, flipping a few pages back in his large canvased book. 

			“Reaper,” Sonny said, trying to get his attention.

			“‘It would be better if there were nothing,’” the Reaper continued on, ignoring Sonny’s plea for attention. “‘Since there is more pain than pleasure on earth, every satisfaction is only transitory, creating new desires and new distresses, and the agony of the devoured animal is always far greater than the pleasure of the devourer.’ Wow!” The Reaper tossed the book on the bed. “Here, you can have it, I stole it from Schopenhauer’s shelf when he died.”

			“Reaper!” This time with a much sterner tone. 

			Sonny thought he saw the Reaper’s eyes widen. Like they were made of something other than bone. 

			“I can’t do it,” Sonny said, casting his eyes on the floor. 

			“Can’t do what? Read the book? I was just jokin—”

			“No, I can’t replace you.”

			The Reaper pulled a pack of menthols from within himself and lit a cigarette. Usually, the Reaper lit his smokes with the tip of his finger, but this time the cigarette tip burst into fire all on its own, causing a knot to form in Sonny’s stomach. 

			“Horkos,” the Reaper whispered after his first long drag. 

			“What?” Sonny asked with confusion.

			“To make an oath in ancient Greek culture was signing a three-way contract between you, the person you were making a promise to, and the gods above. Do you know what that kind of oath means?” the Reaper asked with another drag. “To make an oath was, therefore, a divine action, an action you could only do in the name of the gods above and below. Breaking an oath was thus a violation against the divine order, and a direct insult to the gods, Sonny. Horkos was the possession of anyone who would break an oath, basically, it’s all of the awful that happens to those who insult the gods. And if you can learn anything from Greek mythology, it’s to never insult the gods. I’m sorry, but you have no choice. I have no choice.” 

			“Reaper, please! I don’t know what else I can do. I have to stay and be here for my mother.”

			“You sound just like your father,” the Reaper said, standing and towering over the boy. He swallowed the cigarette whole and extinguished the fire of the Oblivion Candle on the window sill with a pinch. 

			“What did you just say?” Sonny’s blood went cold. 

			“Your Father, he too broke the oath, and paid the consequences for it.”

			“What are you saying?” Sonny said standing, his hands yanking upon the Reaper’s robe like it was the curtain between him and his answers. 

			“Woe to you, child, fíflingur!” Reaper said with a new tone in his voice. A tone on a different level of sound, an utterance which created static in the room. “Woe to your weak and timid soul, which is divided between destiny and the dull.” 

			The Reaper grew in size, an inferno glow from beyond its eyes came, illuminating the room and leaving Sonny’s face warmed in a fire light. 

			“Torn by passion and remorse, you fear not fate but the judgments of others. O’ how wretched child, where is one’s courage to despise the emptiness of your own feelings, to abandon the delight at the bosom of significance?!” 

			“Tell me Reaper, was my father a successor before me? Tell me!!!” Sonny shouted in fear, at a loss for the Reaper’s fury and confused by his words. Smoke began to wrap around the Reaper like a snake as hot embers popped from his mouth like fireworks. Sonny shielded his head and fell back in the fetal position, clenching his teeth in terror in the ember rain. 

			“Your father, like you, shunned his oath and calling. Taking his own life rather than be the one who takes others. The stress of the calling was too heavy for his weak heart on the day you were born. For years we trained, and for years he grew softer and softer, and now you.”

			Louder and harder the wind whirled around the boy. And then, the thundering ceased. 

			Sonny released his eyes from their shield to see ash particles flying in the air, and as he looked back at the Reaper, he was just standing there, head tilted and gaze fixed on Sonny.

			“Sonny, I’m sorry, but it’s too late. The process has begun. This must happen for you…for me.” His voice was softer now. 

			Sonny’s eyes grew wet as he stood to his feet, coming closer to the Reaper. Then with heavy fists he began to beat his barren chest. Every pound a cannon on his hollow body. 

			“No! You killed him! You forced him to do this! You took him from me! From us! You brought him to this, you brought me to this!”

			Sonny reached around him and embraced him as if nothing else in this world mattered. Burying his face into his ancient robe, he felt the Reaper’s fossilized arms cradle the surrendering child. The second embrace he’d allowed in his life since his Father’s passing. The Reaper, too, was blindsided by the moment, as if he realized he hadn’t embraced another undead individual since his newborn son. The idea was lost on Sonny, but the Reaper knew it intimately: a father in need of a son, and a son in need of a father. The two bonded for eternity, not by their loss, but how the other filled the wounds left by grief. 

			The silence between the two merging beings was more than enough as one let go, and one received. 

			One a prisoner and one liberated. 

			“Can I say my goodbyes?” the shaking boy asked.

			The Reaper looked down, remnant memories of stolen goodbyes sparked within him, then the large skull rocked back and forth with an affirming nod. 

			“I’ve never hated anything as much as I hate you,” The Boy Who Would Become Death said, and flipped the Reaper off with a slow and limp finger. 

			“I know,” the Reaper whispered, “I know.”
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			chapter thirty-nine

			boom!

			He listened from the bathroom on the top floor as the colossal snake flung itself against the walls below. From room to room, the creature tore itself through, searching, hunting. 

			David locked himself in, knowing it to be pointless, but it brought the only comfort he could foster within the moment. The loud blundering continued, shaking the home sporadically, leaving the quieter moments to the slow grinding and impatient moaning the snake would make. David was grateful that his wife was working a late shift at the restaurant and his son was over at a sleepover. 

			“God, help me,” David whispered between breaths. “Please, oh God!” 

			Then he heard his bedroom door crash open, beyond the bathroom door, small moments of hissing. The snake was so large that when it licked the air, he could hear its tongue as it sucked in and out like scratching leather. Its breathing loud and steady. He knew it found him as it was beginning to move faster beyond his door. He opened the vanity beneath the sink, grabbing the only things that made sense to the moment. 

			Bleach and expired ibuprofen. 

			“Daviiiiddddd,” the snake lamented as the door creaked open from in front of him. There, he could see the thirty-foot snake coiled in the dark corner, silent and watchful. Besides the moonlight shimmering against its scales, one could say it was so black, that it looked imaginary. 

			“Thissss isn’t what we agreed to,” the black snake said. 

			“I know, but I can’t do this. I’m so afraid. I was wrong to agree to this. I beg of you Death, if there is another way, please be merciful!” David begged with trembling hands. 

			The black snake uncoiled itself and came through the door. 

			“You made an oath that can’t be undone.”

			“Please, I have a son!”

			“The candle was lit, a life must be given, it is the law of life. If not yours, then who? Your wife? Your son?”

			“No, no, no, no,” David begged with great slobber and tears. 

			“Then you will be my successssssor,” the snake said, wrapping itself around David’s legs. 

			David knew the inevitability of the moment, the sacredness of what was needed and the only choice he had left. Before the snake’s hard body coiled around his arms, he quickly reached for the pills and chased them down with as much bleach as he could before Death could stop him.

			“NOOOOOOOO!!!” Death roared in pain, squeezing his prey tight, feeling him convulse in his braided grip. 

			Death had won. 

			Death had lost. 

		

	
		
			“the future is uncertain but the end is always near.” 
- jim morrison

		

	
		
			30+10

			with only a few hours left until the final, regrettable transfiguration, Sonny tried hard not to give in to sleep. To be awake and soak up what it meant to hold onto as much life as he had left. Before Sonny made his way to see Jess, to beg her for forgiveness, he began writing his mother a note, making sure she knew he didn’t leave him. Making sure he didn’t abandon her, like their father did. 

			Oh, how he would give anything for more time with her now, more time with all. 

			How does one start a letter like this? he thought. Hey Mom, I became the new incarnation of death, sincerely your son. He chuckled to himself at the absurdity of it all. If nothing else than to relieve his inner tension, allowing the tears to fall from his cheeks. 

			“Mom, I can’t explain why I’m gone. but just know it’s not because of anything you did. I’m not like Dad, I’m not leaving you. But, I have to go for a while.”

			A thousand years while, he thought.

			“…And just know, I love you so much-” but before he could finish, his bedroom door creaked slowly open. 

			Standing there in silhouetted form framed by the hallway light was Eugene.

			“Can I help you?” the boy asked, in no mood to spend his final hours with the piece of shit. 

			Eugene looked to be smiling, but it wasn’t a smile Sonny had seen before. It was a horrible big-lipped grin that looked painfully wide. As Sonny called out, “The fuck dude?” and stood from his bed, Eugene stopped smiling immediately, his face twisted into hate.

			“Pack your shit, we’re going for a long, long drive. ”

			“What?”

			“You’ve got an appointment with a new daddy bright and early.”

			“You’re crazy, I’m not going anywhere.”

			“Fuck you are,” Eugene whispered, as he made his way into Sonny’s room. From his back pocket he pulled a trash bag and began rummaging through Sonny’s drawers, dropping any and all items of clothes in it. Sonny watched, violated, confused, enraged. 

			“What the fuck are you doing?” Sonny screamed, grabbing his things from Eugene’s vice grip. 

			With a shove and heavy hand, he pushed Sonny’s head down hard onto his bed, holding him there as if to drown him in bedsheets. Sonny could feel Eugene pressing his body against his. 

			“You’re going away for a while, to go and become a nice good little boy,” Eugene cried out. 

			Sonny’s screams were muffled from the mattress as his arms failed to push himself free. 

			Then with bursts of laughter, Eugene started to spank Sonny’s bottom, as his body was bent in half. 

			“Or just maybe I should make you a good little boy myself, would you like that?”

			Whack.

			Whack.

			Repeatedly hitting Sonny harder and harder. 

			“Stop! Now!”

			“If your father would have done this, then I wouldn’t have to do this.”

			With enough struggle, Sonny released his head from the mechanic’s grip. His face pink and his breath shallow. “Get the fuck out of here before I call the cops!”

			“And tell them what?”

			Then they both heard it, as their argument was cut in half by a faint beeping sound, like a hidden bomb was coming alive. 

			“Turn that off.” 

			“I don’t know what that is, moron.”

			“It’s coming from your pants!”

			Sonny patted his pockets to realize he was still carrying his father’s watch around, and for some reason his father had set an alarm for this exact moment. 

			Sonny saw the clock—12 a.m. 

			It’s time, he thought. “It’s going to happen now.”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Eugene asked, frustratedly picking up the garbage bag suitcase. 

			“The day of transformation. It’s here,” Sonny said as his eyes darted around the room, looking for some sign of the Reaper. 

			“I couldn’t agree more, dipshit,” Eugene said, throwing the bag at Sonny. 

			But, as Sonny began his next episode of absurdities to unleash upon Eugene, he was flooded in a splash of heat. The temperature began to steadily rise around them. Hot enough even Eugene began to notice as sweat rained down upon both of them. 

			“What is going on?” he cried, heading towards the door. The floor beneath began to shake with such voracity it made their limbs go numb. 

			Soon the wood paneling started to peel apart like paper on fire.

			The ground cracked like hot glass.

			Their throats burned from inhaling the searing invisible air, as the trailer around them became inflamed.

			In the midst of them, the Grim Reaper crawled out of the crevice in the ground, like the birth of the devil himself. Pushing his way through as black smoke and forbidding moths followed closely behind. 

			Sonny had never seen a look of fear in Eugene’s eyes before, and he liked it, though he was also horrified at the sight of the Angel of Death.

			“What is happening?!” Eugene shouted.

			The Reaper looked as if he had grown another five feet, pushing the roof up with its hands. Eugene was so hot, and so encumbered by fear, he felt like he was going to lose consciousness, but the Reaper made sure that wasn’t going to happen. The Reaper’s boned jaw cracked open wide, and roared, “Fyrirgefðu!”

			And then slowly, but with incredible precision, the Reaper reached into Eugene’s throat…one hand holding him still, while the other, up to the Reaper’s elbow, searched inside his body as one searches in a garbage disposal for a misplaced ring. And then, Death ripped from his inner being what looked like hot pink sacks, and laid them on Eugene’s chest. It took Sonny a minute to realize that the Reaper had just inverted Eugene’s lungs as they inflated and deflated rapidly, all while Eugene watched what no man should ever see. Sonny began to vomit at the sight.

			“Reaper! No! Please!” Sonny shouted between his puking and gasping. 

			The Reaper lifted his shovel-sized hands, forcing Sonny’s dresser drawers to shake, and from within them came Sonny’s scissors like a bird to a falconer. The Reaper punctured a hole into Eugene’s flesh balloons, causing Eugene to choke harder and louder. He turned his gaze towards Sonny, a look of fury and determination. 

			“Now Sonny, this is your chance. Your only chance. You must come and digest Eugene’s death rattle. It must be now!” the Reaper shouted between the crackling fire and quaking earth underneath them.

			Sonny’s hands went to his ears, as the Reaper’s voice boomed. 

			“Reaper! I told you I can’t!” Sonny shouted over the fire and wind still swirling around them. For some reason, Eugene was still alive, choking on his own insides. Suffocating, losing air, sounding off the rattle. Somewhere inside, Sonny found sympathy for Eugene as he watched his torture. 

			“You must Sonny—I can’t. I won’t do another thousand years, I must go to those waiting for me!” the Reaper said. Dragging Eugene’s dying body, he came closer and closer to The Boy Who Would Become Death. 

			Sonny backed up, distancing himself further and further from Death. Then in a flash, Sonny darted through his open window, falling hard on the hot grass outside. He stood, breathing in clean air, covered in enough soot that his eyes looked like flying orbs. 

			He ran. 

			He ran hard, so hard, that he thought his heart was going to come through his chest. From over his shoulder he could see the trailer glowing from within, with sun-like fire and a cloud of smoke rising into the night. But as Sonny kept looking back, he could see the cloud shifting swiftly. 

			Moths. 

			But, that didn’t stop Sonny from running. 

			From running to her. 

			He had to see her one last time before he was gone forever, before his life was taken from him. Just to tell her how much he loved her, needed her, to tell her what she meant to his life. 

			So the boy ran through fields, streets and trees allowing the stars to navigate.

			Then, he finally arrived…

			 

			 

			The Golden Nugget. 

		

	
		
			41

			“mom!” sonny shouted as he exploded through the door. 

			“Sonny?!” her voice came in return from the other end of the restaurant. She stood surprised in her cheesy getup with a pitcher of water. You’d think Sonny would have made enough of a scene to get kicked out, but seeing as there were only two drunk patrons in the restaurant and a cook in the back, nobody seemed overly concerned at his arrival.

			“What are you doing here? Oh god, look at you, what happened?!” she said, squeezing her boy. 

			“I’m so sorry Mom! For everything! For not being nicer, not understanding, not being stronger, blaming you for Dad, for…for…for…” 

			Sonny’s mother began to hush her child in hopes to calm his beating heart. 

			“Sweetie, I’m the one who has to apologize,” she said, matching his intense tears with her own. Sonny wasn’t used to hugging his mother, but in that moment it was the only thing he wanted in this life. Her happiness, her attention, her love. But, it had to end, as Sonny could hear the engine of moths coming fast outside. 

			“Mom, just listen. Something is going to happen, and I’m so sorry that it’s going to happen, but I just need you to know that I would never leave you like Dad did. You mean more to me, and even though you won’t see me, I will always be there.”

			“What are you talking about Sonny?!”

			The restaurant began to reverberate with seismic shocks. Dishes teetering off and onto the floor. The neon beer signs sizzling, and the temperature rising. 

			“It’s too late Mom. I’m so sorry, I should have told you sooner!” His words buried into his mother as she pulled him in tight. 

			Then, with great force, the world went silent as Sonny went limp in her arms. Like a slow-motion apocalypse. 

			“Sonny!” she screamed painfully. 

			The restaurant doors crashed open, releasing a storm of midnight moths, coloring the inside of the restaurant with obsidian dust. From her grip, the insects tore away her son, carrying his body up and out. Sonny’s mother pointlessly swatted at the bugs, as she scratched the clouded air, leaving her childless and screaming in the blackness. 

		

	
		
			chapter 42

			abraham held his large bible in one hand and the other gripped his wooden pulpit. The pulpit felt like a crutch to the bereaved minister. The sanctuary was bright with speckled colored light that leaked in from the stained glass, making Abraham see his people a little differently that morning than in recent months. Especially his daughter, who stood in the very back. Abraham had trouble looking at her, as she looked a lot like the pastor’s dead wife. The attendance was larger today than in recent years, as parishioners came in collective unity to show their support for the grieving pastor. Abraham appreciated their support, but brushed off their pity. And from his Bible, the widower read the last verse of chapter two from the old testament book of Jonah.

			10 And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

			With red eyes, and soaked cheeks, he gave a sermon unlike any sermon before. “What we have here is a prophet’s deliverance from death, as the once misguided prophet is discharged from his purgatory and given a new chance at a new life. Something all of us wish to have, but rarely wish to go through the process of receiving. But, if you claim to place your faith in the hands of Jonah’s God, you too, will be swallowed up by your own death, to be born again, resurrected and delivered like Jonah, who has vomited into the land of the living from the belly of his monster. Yet what many don’t realize is at this moment, nothing has changed. The fish is the same, the call is the same, the land is the same, the sea is the same…The only thing different is what Jonah will do with this newfound life.”

			Abraham continued his sermon for another thirty-eight minutes before closing the service with a hymn. Only he knew this would be his last sermon, as he had made plans to announce his early resignation as their pastor. But, before the news, he sang the words along with his sheep:

			“Tell me, ye who hear Him groaning, 

			Was there ever grief like His?”

		

	
		
			forty-3

			the seagull’s song from above woke the dead boy. 

			His hair was filled with brown sand, and his mouth was painfully dry from the salt in the air. 

			His tongue tasted like copper and smoke, as his lips cracked with every facial moment. 

			He sat up in a graceful kind of way, the way a ghost might leave its corpse. His body felt as if it had been just vomited upon on the shore. 

			His eyes adjusted to his new world, the way it moved, the way it sang, the way it cooled his skin. 

			He could have stayed in that waking moment forever, but the smell of menthol cigarettes dragged him back to reality. 

			Wake: the silver dusk returning

			Up the beach of darkness brims,

			And the ship of sunrise burning

			Strands upon the eastern rims.

			Sonny had grown used to the Reaper’s quoting of poetry, but not to poetry itself. 

			“Who said that one?” Sonny asked calmly, taking the Reaper’s cigarette from his mouth, and inhaling it like it was his first breath. 

			“A.E Houseman. He died of cancer many years ago. I sat there waiting for him to die, as I do now.”

			“Am I dead? Is it done?” Sonny asked, handing the cigarette back to Death. 

			The Reaper took another long drag and flicked his cigarette butt into the foamy tide. A symbol of death in its own way. 

			“I had a family once. My son was a very small child when I became Death, but he was taken from me,” the Reaper said with visible discomfort. “His mother, my ást, became so hysterical from our deaths, she no longer functioned. As Death I watched her give up every moment of life. I waited, hoping she would seize some new form of happiness, new love, new purpose…but alas it never came. Eventually, I led her to the underworld myself. I rowed the river Styx slower than any other soul. Just to be with her, to have her see me. It was on that journey that I vowed to join her in eternity at all costs. To join my son, no matter what it took. Even if that meant taking your father. Taking you.” The Reaper stopped to breathe, pulling his black hood back, rubbing the top of his skull. “That will be my torture for eternity.”

			“But then, last night when I saw your mother’s embrace, I saw my wife. I saw you as her son. And I couldn’t let that happen to your Mother. To you.”

			Sonny, not knowing what to say, just watched silently as the violet faded into the blue of the morning. Purpling clouds translucent with tangerine outlines, canvas birds floating high above the honey-soaked sand. And there, the golden sun erected itself, fully alive in the color it birthed in land and sky. 

			“Reaper, I can see the sunrise. The sunrise! Why can I see the colors of the sunrise?!” Sonny blasted with disbelief. He stood to his feet without taking his eyes off the horizon. Watching the warm pinks and velvet orange sky drape the angelic clouds. His skin, peach, his hair ginger, the sand like brass. “Reaper, what happened?”

			“You will not be my successor, Sonny Scott Richards,” Death said, turning his large skull towards the boy. Sonny couldn’t be sure, and would never have asked, but it looked as if the Reaper was crying. Crystal streams flowed from the tunnel-like pits of his eyes.

			Sonny turned towards the Reaper, realizing what has happened, or better yet, what wouldn’t be happening. The Reaper was immediately behind him, towering high, the only black on the golden beach. 

			Sonny’s eyes glazed with tears in relief, but also with pain at the Reaper’s thousand-year sacrifice. 

			“But, but your wife, your son,” Sonny said through fumbled words. 

			The Reaper looked towards the sky. “They will be there waiting for me, but you are here now,” he said, tearing a piece of cloth from his robe and wiping Sonny’s wet cheeks. “Death is always about the here and now, never about the then.”

			“I don’t know what to say, will I see you again?” Sonny took the Reaper’s black handkerchief, squeezing it tightly. A souvenir from hell.

			“Yes, but not for a long, long time,” the Reaper said with a happiness to his words. 

			Both Life and Death stood there on the coast, as the chorus of singing sand resounded up the beach. Its song was one of triumph for them both. The boy, in his newfound elation, the Reaper in his reckoning of determination. Sonny wasn’t sure how long they stood there, but he would always know it was never long enough. How does one leave the other who they’ve grown to need?

			“It’s time, Sonny,” the Reaper said. 

			Sonny stood back smiling with understanding, then he raised his middle finger to the Grim Reaper, only to be met with one from Death. 

			From a distance, Sonny could hear the ever so familiar rumble from Death’s moths, as the black tornado of insects soon swallowed the Reaper, drilling into the sand and carrying him on for what Sonny could only imagine was another thousand years. Sonny was left at his termination station, the place of welcomed dying, and unexpected resurrection. 
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			epilogue

			what does gratitude feel like? Yes, yes I understand there are feelings of happiness with it, or reprieve. But, what does it really feel like? 

			Is it the feeling of walking through the valley of the shadow of death, and coming out the other side?

			Like water within fire?

			Or like the touch of a parent, when you only have one left?

			***

			Sonny sat in the hospital room, staring back at the fluorescent eyes. Eyes that reflected the hospital’s polar lights above peered into him. Like eyes he’d met before. A familiar friend. He reached for his mother’s hand again, only to be met with warm strength from her grip. 

			“Ms. Richards, the coroner will see you now,” the nurse said just from beyond the desk. This was the second time in five months the woman had signed body release papers for a man.

			“Okay, give me just a minute,” Carrie said. She could hear through their silence the distant ticking of Sonny’s watch. “Hey, that’s your father’s watch, he said he lost it years ago. Where did you find that?” she asked, wiping remnants of her tears. 

			Sonny pulled back his hoodie’s sleeve, revealing all of his father’s timepiece. There was a large crack down its center, the glass frosted with scratches. 

			“Oh wow, it’s seen better days. Want me to get it fixed for you?” Sonny’s mother asked in surprise. 

			“No, leave it. I like it like this,” Sonny said, going back to gripping his mother’s hand, watch in view. 

			Carrie laid her head on his shoulder. “At least I have you through all of this.”

			“Always Mom,” Sonny said with conviction. “Always.”

			As Sonny’s mother left to go and confirm the body of Eugene Roberts, Pastor Abraham and Jess rounded the corner with flowers and confidence. 

			“Hey guys,” Sonny said with bright eyes. 

			“Hey Sonny, how are you holding up?” Abraham asked pastorally. 

			“We’re good, we’ll get through it. We have before.” 

			Jess handed Sonny the flowers, as if it was a basket of cheese. 

			“Hi Sonny,” she said with forbearance.

			“Jess, listen—”

			“No, you listen,” Jess said, reaching her arms around his shoulders and hugging the boy. “It’s not okay how you treated me, none of this is okay. I’m not okay, but we can make it better.” 

			“I’ll leave you two and go find your mother, Sonny,” Abraham said, walking off. 

			“Jess, I can’t even begin to explain how I’ve been acting these last couple of weeks. I was not myself, and I thought I was becoming a better version of me, and…and…and, it was at a time when you needed me, with your mom and all. And I wasn’t what I should have been to you. For you,” Sonny said, sensing in Jess a newness, a clearing. 

			“I appreciate you saying that,” Jess said with an air of maturity. “I’m going to miss my mother a lot, but she is done suffering. Death can be the greatest gift, you know?” she said as she peeled rose petals anxiously from the arrangement nearby. 

			“I do, actually.”

			“Looks like we’re both down a parent, Sonny.”

			“Huh, yeah, I guess we are.”

			“So what happened to Eugene? My Dad said there was a fire at your trailer?”

			“Yeah, something like that.”

			“Geez, that’s so scary. Is your mom okay?”

			“Better than you’d expect.”

			“Do you wanna talk about it?”

			“Not really.”

			“Then we’ll just sit here,” Jess said, grabbing Sonny’s hand.

			Sonny was usually fearful of good things, as if they were boats with holes in them. But rather than pushing Jess away, he let their hands grow warm, he let the petals fall from the flowers onto his lap, he let himself be happy…

			 

			 

			…even as he could smell the faint whiff of menthol cigarettes floating in and out of the hospital hall.
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			to the reader...
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			And if you hated the book, lie... and write a good review anyway.
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