
Chapter 1 
by DomLuka
“Who is he?” 
“Do you like him?” 
“Sure. I mean...” 
Laughter interrupted Oliver Martin’s response, and he frowned across one of
 the two full-sized beds that occupied the room at his amused brother, who 
was still looking through the pile of newly developed photographs between t
hem, specifically the one Oliver had just been admiring. 
“I guess he’s cute,” Oliver finished, deciding it was best not to lie. David
 always knew when he was lying. 
“You think he’s hot,” David said, matter-of-factly, and then nodded towards t
he picture. “Here. Take it. I took it for you.” 
Oliver smiled, lifting the photograph. The guy in it didn’t look much older 
than himself. His hair was wavy, maybe just a tad too long, but it gave him 
character. It was the color of sand; not really blond, but not so brown, eit
her. He was sitting atop a bicycle with his shirt tucked into the back pocke
t of his jeans, and the shot exposed broad shoulders and a smooth back that 
tapered down to a narrow waist. He was smiling at something, and when he smi
led, everything around him looked bright. But Oliver suspected that that was
 only an illusion, created by the photographer. 
“It’s a good picture, David. Thanks.” 
David always took great pictures. He was a natural at it. Their father had 
introduced them both to photography at a young age. They were home-schooled
, for the most part isolated from kids their own age, and their parents tho
ught that a hobby would be good for them. David had just taken to it better
 than Oliver. When Oliver took pictures, they always developed out of focus
. Off center. No amount of practice seemed capable of correcting the flaws. 
“His name’s Frank,” David said. 
“Frank?” Oliver repeated. “Like a hotdog?” 
David laughed. “Yeah, sure. Like a hotdog. He don’t look like one, though, 
huh?” 
“No. He doesn’t,” Oliver agreed. 
“He moved into the old cow’s place last week.” 
Oliver frowned. He knew the house that David was talking about. It was acro
ss the lake from them. The last tenant who lived there had drowned just las
t year. Miss Odetta Grover had been a witch. She was always taking in stray
 cats and screaming at the crows that landed on her roof. An obese old woma
n with wild red hair, she’d been an intimidating creature to face, especial
ly when she took to throwing stones at Oliver and David when she caught the
m picking blackberries near her property. The last time, she’d managed to h
it Oliver square in the forehead. It had left a small scar. Oliver had fear



ed her as much as David had hated her. Neither of them missed her, but Oliv
er was the only one who felt sympathetic over her death. 
The accident occurred during a bad summer storm. The crazy old woman had be
en out fishing in the little rowboat she usually kept in her storage shed. 
It was a mystery why she’d brought it out in the first place, considering t
he thing was already falling apart. Her foot had fallen right through the s
plintering wood and she’d been trapped there when the boat tipped. Oliver h
adn’t been comfortable passing her house ever since. He felt like when he d
id, something was watching them. David thought that it was probably just th
e cats, since most of them had never left. Oliver thought that David was pr
obably right. He usually was. But still, Oliver didn’t like that the handso
me guy in the photograph lived there now. 
“You should try talking to him,” David suggested. “He ain’t got a lot of frien
ds yet.” 
Oliver quickly shook his head. “No. No. I can’t do that, David.” He blushed
 at the very idea. The guy in the picture was one of those beautiful, unapp
roachable people. Frightening. “He wouldn’t like me.” 
Oliver saw David frown at that. But, neither Oliver nor David could help tha
t it was true. Oliver didn’t have any friends. Just David. It wasn’t that he
 hadn’t tried. It was just, the people in town seemed almost afraid of him. 
Then, he couldn’t really blame them, if he really did the things that people
 said he did. He knew that sometimes he had blackouts. They didn’t usually l
ast very long, but sometimes, he’d wake up doing something he didn’t remembe
r starting. More than once he’d ordered pizza twice in a row, leaving his fa
mily with an abundant amount of leftovers; and the reason why they weren’t i
n a public school was because on Oliver’s first day he was sent home after t
he teacher claimed he was talking to himself and frightening the other stude
nts. It wasn’t the last time he’d been accused of that; only when people sai
d it happened, it wasn’t really a blackout. He simply couldn’t remember doin
g it. 
Oliver didn’t like to be reminded of his personal oddities, and as he stared a
t his brother, he found himself doing something that he often tried to avoid. 

Longing . There was no point in being jealous, but sometimes Oliver couldn’
t help wondering how things would be if he could be more like David. David’
s brain worked right. He was normal. Oliver wasn’t stupid. He was even smar
ter at some things than David. But, Oliver was different. He wasn’t like ev
eryone else. He had the scar to remind him of it, too. The long, puckered s
tretch of skin could be felt on his scalp every time he ran his fingers thr
ough his dark hair. Some of it was from the surgery, the rest, from the fall. 
Oliver didn’t remember the accident. His parents said it happened when he w
as three. They’d been visiting his grandmother, and he’d survived a fall ou



t of a third-story window. He hadn’t been the same since. Not like David. 
He still looked a lot like David, though, from the same hazel eyes to the sa
me crooked smile and tall build. But, since they were identical, that was to
 be expected. There were a few differences, caused by Oliver’s accident. Aft
er the surgery his nose had turned out a little shorter and broader, and his
 jaw a little squarer. He wished he still looked like David. The face he sho
uld have had. But, he doubted that any stranger on the street could tell the
m apart. He wondered if that was why David didn’t have any friends, either. 
It made him sad for his brother. David was normal. 
“He’s stupid if he don’t like you,” David finally said. “You should talk to
 him. Tomorrow. I know where he’s gonna be.” 
Oliver pouted, but didn’t argue. David always got what he wanted. 
“Come on,” David said. “Let’s get this mess cleaned up. Dinner will be read
y soon.” 
As if on cue, the bedroom door swung open and a tall man with a receding ha
irline and a smile that always looked worried stepped in. Mr. Martin looked
 briefly around the room, and then at Oliver. 
“Hey, kiddo,” he said. “About ready for dinner?” 
When Oliver nodded, Mr. Martin closed the door. David smiled at Oliver. “Se
e. What did I tell ya?” 
...................................................................... 
Frank Seaberg sighed irritably to himself as he wiped himself clean with a t
issue and pulled up his pants. Whoever said that masturbation was a cure for
 boredom had been full of shit if you asked him. But then, not even that was
 much fun when he was forced to resort to using his twelve-year-old sister’s
 latest issue of Teen Beat for inspiration. 
“Frank? Frank! Are you back there?” 
“Just a sec, Ma!” he called back, rushing to flush the toilet and wash his h
ands. By the time he opened the bathroom door, his mother was waiting outsid
e of it in the dark hallway with the low ceiling and holding out a white lau
ndry basket mixed full of books and old records. 
“Can you take these up to the attic for me?” she asked, shaking a few strands
 of curly black hair out of her tired eyes. “I’ve got two boxes left and I wa
nt to get them unpacked before I take your sister to camp.” 
“I could drive Rudy,” Frank was quick to offer. 
“You have another week to go before you get your driving privileges back,”
 his mother informed him. 
Frank rolled his eyes at that, but took the basket from his mother before fo
llowing her down the hall and into the kitchen, stepping over empty boxes on
 the way. The entire house was in disarray. Over the last week, Frank, his m
om, and his sister had been struggling to find places for all of their belon
gings. It wasn’t a simple task since their new house was half the size of th



eir last one. Making things more difficult, was the bad plumbing, leaky roof
 and faulty floor boards, not to mention all the other repairs that the hous
e needed. They’d had the windows open since they got there, trying to chase 
out the scent of cats. But, his mom swore that they’d be happy there. Eventu
ally. 
“Let me ask you something,” Frank said. “Why is it that Rudy gets to go to 
a camp she doesn’t even want to go to just to make friends, and I’m stuck h
ere?” 
“You can go to camp with Rudy if you want,” his mom offered. “But I don’t thi
nk you’ll fit into one of their t-shirts.” 
Frank groaned. “Mom...” 
“You’re not trapped here,” she cut him off. You’ve got your bike. You’re free 
to use it--after you take that up to the attic.” 
“And where am I gonna go on a bike? There’s, like, no one around here.” 
“You could always go meet our neighbors.” 
“The old guy who keeps inviting himself over for dinner?” 
“Mr. Dron is a very nice man,” his mom said defensively. “He’s offered to he
lp us out with a lot of repairs around here, so you be nice.” 
“Fine. But I’m not going to go hang out with that weirdo.” 
“I’m sure there are other people around here your own age.” 
“No, they’re all in all the places I’d have to drive to.” 
“Well, you should have thought of that before you missed your curfew.” 
“I wasn’t that late.” 
“Four hours is plenty late. I’m not going to argue with you, Frank. Now plea
se, take those to the attic, and if you want me to drop you off in town when
 I take your sister to camp, you’re welcome to come with us.” 
“Fine. Crush any potential social life I might have out here in bum-frick-no
where,” Frank remarked as he carried the basket into the living room and tow
ards the front door. 
“Love you, too!” his mom called. And then she screamed. 
Frank dropped the basket, allowing records and books to go flying as he turn
ed and rushed back towards the kitchen, nearly knocking over his short, red-
headed sister in the process. He put an arm around her to help her catch her
 balance. 
“Mommy?” Rudy said, looking worriedly into the kitchen, where their mother
 was holding a hand to her heart and the other to her mouth as she peered 
at an open cabinet beneath the sink. 
“What’s wrong?” Frank asked as he moved past Rudy. 
“Sorry,” his mom said, calming herself. “Just a rat. It’s already dead.” 
Frank sighed, and dutifully headed into the kitchen, stopping at the table to 
pull a few paper towels off a roll. “I’ll take care of it,” he said, urging hi
s mother aside as she lovingly patted his shoulder. He knelt down in front of 



the cabinet, where he could see the tail of something that most definitely loo
ked like a rat, but as he reached for it with the towels, the shining black ey
es in the shadows startled him enough to set him back on his haunches. 
“What is it?” his mom demanded as Rudy rushed to grab hold of her hand. 
Frank sighed, smirking at himself. “Just another stupid cat,” he said, and th
en held a hand out for the hiding animal. “Here kitty, kitty...” just as his 
hand reached its head, the calico feline hissed and fled the cabinet and disa
ppeared into the house. Rudy screamed, and Frank hissed in a breath when he w
as given a scratch up the arm for his troubles. 
“Oh, Frank!” his mom complained when she saw that their unwelcome guest
 had drawn blood. 
Frank just frowned at her. “Did I mention I hate it here?” 
............................... 
Frank looked out over the murky waters, wondering if it was going to rain so
on. The sky had been overcast all day, the effect made even glummer by the t
all pines towering over him. They weren’t like the manicured trees that he’d
 seen in groomed backyards. Everything about this place seemed old and wild.
 Nature at its best, his mother called it. Frank just called it fucked up. W
hile he had to admit that it was kind of cool having a lake in his backyard,
 he’d turn in the ticks, feral cats and loud crickets for suburbia any day. 
Frank walked his bike, following the rocky shoreline for a while until his n
ew home disappeared behind the trees and he came to a makeshift bridge that 
crossed a creek flowing directly into the lake, and then climbed onto his bi
ke to ride down the road that seemed to head uphill forever. It was narrow, 
hardly wide enough for one car, and while he’d seen tire tracks on it, he’d 
never seen any actual vehicles using it. It was dirt beneath his tires inste
ad of smooth pavement, so the going was slower than he would have liked, but
 the bicycle seemed to move easier once he turned off onto the trail he’d di
scovered his first day there. 
Frank didn’t know why he kept going back to the same spot. It was pretty da
mn boring. A clearing with an empty shed missing half its roof. Maybe it wa
s because from there he could see the town, and a dock where the real boats
 were. More than likely, though, it was because he figured it would be enti
rely too easy to get lost in the forest, and he was better off sticking to 
what he knew. 
He’d been going to the spot every single day a few hours before dinnertime.
 Before he’d moved his afternoons had been reserved for hanging out with hi
s friends at the community pool, playing baseball at the park, or frequenti
ng the malls when he wasn’t too busy at someone’s party. Without any of tha
t, he felt more or less adrift as he entertained himself by skipping rocks 
in mud puddles, chasing squirrels up trees, and attempting to jump his bike
 over natural obstacles that had resulted in some mildly scraped knees. It 



was still too early in the year to test the cool waters, so for the time be
ing, he didn’t even have the lake to occupy him. Frank could honestly say t
hat he had never looked forward to going to school as much as he was now. U
nfortunately, he had a good three months to go before that could happen, an
d in the meantime, he had an entire summer to get through with limited chan
ces to make new friends. 
He leaned his bike against the old shed, once again wondering what it was ev
er used for, and then circled it a few times, kicking at a few fallen boards
. He thought about fixing it and showing Rudy where it was. She’d had a litt
le clubhouse at their last home. Their father had built it for her, and Fran
k imagined she’d been missing it. 
Frank spent some time looking longingly towards the town, wishing he could
 get there long enough to find out what it was all about, and then spent s
ome time exploring the area some more. A bird’s nest in one of the trees g
ave him a reasonable excuse to climb a tree, but when there were no eggs i
n it he lost interest and climbed down. His feet had just returned to the 
ground when the sound of movement behind him caused him to spin around, de
ciding that the rustling was a little too loud to be caused by an animal a
s small as a chipmunk. Mr. Dron had warned them about some of the local wi
ldlife, and for a moment, Frank wondered if he should climb back up the tr
ee to escape a rabid boar. But, curiosity kept him where he was as he look
ed towards a cluster of trees where the branches swayed as whatever moved 
through them came closer, and he took a cautious step forward when he saw 
what looked mysteriously like a black high-top shoe appear beneath the low
er branches of a weather-beaten pine. 
“Hello?” Frank called. 
The shoe abruptly stopped, as did all movement from the trees. Frank stare
d for a few moments, slowly growing amused by the situation as he began to
 move closer. 
“Hello?” he called again, and this time the shoe he saw took an obvious step
 back. Frank smiled. “You know, I can see you there... if I’m interrupting s
omething just say so, and I’ll...” Frank paused, listening. He swore he coul
d hear whispers, but when the wind suddenly picked up they were lost to it. 
“Hey, who’s back there? Hello.” 
He began to take small steps towards the trees again, keeping a steady eye 
on the high top. From the size of it, he doubted some little kid was attach
ed to it, and that was confirmed a moment later when the shoe moved, and Fr
ank’s eyes snapped up as the lurker finally showed himself. 
It seemed that not everyone Frank’s age found better things to do in town, i
f the boy standing in front of him was any indication. Frank hadn’t expected
 this, but it wasn’t an unwelcome surprise if it meant he wasn’t stuck in th
e woods all by himself with no ride to get out. He took another step forward



, wondering if he’d just met a neighbor, all the while reminding himself tha
t given the location, he was likely the one not keeping up with the current 
fashion as he took in a dusty wardrobe and honest-to-god cowboy hat that had
 likely seen better days. “Hi,” he said, trying for another introduction. He
 politely held out his hand, but lowered it quickly enough when he observed 
the awkward behavior of his current company. 
The boy’s hands were clenching and unclenching at his sides, and his feet sh
ifting in nervous gestures as he kicked the dust at his feet. Below the brim
 of the faded grey hat, eyes that shined almost green in color were pointedl
y avoiding Frank’s while a normally glowing complexion flushed with stress. 

Confused, but not entirely put off, Frank attempted a friendly smile. “Hi. I’
m Frank. Seaberg... um...” 
Frank didn’t know what to say beyond that, but was rewarded for his effort
 when suddenly, the boy’s entire mannerism changed as he removed his old h
at, revealing a head of dark, short-cropped, messily combed hair and flash
ed one of the most genuine smiles Frank had ever seen. White teeth and a c
rooked curl to the full top lip made him appear oddly innocent for a seven
teen-year-old. 
“I know,” he replied, his voice laced with the local accent. “Ya moved in las
t week.” 
“Oh, well I guess around here word gets...” 
“I’m Oliver Martin,” the boy interrupted, and then abruptly walked past Fran
k to point down the hill, across the lake. “That’s my house. The one with th
e red roof.” 
“Okay,” Frank replied, and when Oliver Martin continued to stare and smile
 at him, he made an effort to point towards his own home, although the vie
w was mostly obstructed from where they were. “I live down there. In the d
ump.” 
“I know that, too,” Oliver supplied. “A witch used to live there.” 
Frank’s brows shot up. “Excuse me?” 
“Gazoontite. Do you wanna come over to our place? We’ve gotta chicken tha
t lays brown eggs. She’s good luck.” 
“Um, sure. Maybe sometime,” Frank replied awkwardly. It was beginning to 
occur to him that there was something… different, about Oliver Martin. 
“How ‘bout now?” Oliver asked, still smiling brightly. Innocently. Hopefully
. 
Frank released a nervous chuckle, not quite sure what to make of the situat
ion. It wasn’t like the kid freaked him out or anything. He actually seemed
 kinda... sweet. But something about the overly outgoing personality made F
rank uncomfortable. “Man. Is everyone around here as friendly as you?” he r
emarked. 



Frank wasn’t expecting the sudden pout that crawled over Oliver’s face as 
he quickly placed the hat back on his head, giving a firm, “No.” And then 
he turned and walked away without another word. 
Confused at the dismissal, but too bored with life in general not to be curi
ous about Oliver Martin, he quickly grabbed his bike and peddled to catch up
. Frank found the other boy already headed back down the trail, and coasted 
towards his back. “Hey, wait up, will ya?” 
Oliver didn’t glance back, but he slowed his pace and moved slightly off th
e trail so that Frank wouldn’t have any trouble riding along beside him. Fo
r several moments the only sounds around them came from the wind blowing th
rough the trees, the wheels of the bike turning against the path worn into 
the forest floor, and Oliver’s soft footsteps. 
“I totally told my mom that there was no one out here,” Frank finally said i
n an effort to make conversation. “I figured everyone lived in town. Didn’t 
think I’d see anyone up here.” 
“I’m up here,” Oliver said, glancing in Frank’s direction from beneath the ri
m of his hat. 
Frank cracked a smile. “Yeah. I see that. So, what are you doing up here? O
r, what do you do around here?” 
“What do I do?” Oliver repeated, and more sincere confusion over his face re
minded Frank that something about him seemed off. But, it wasn’t like the gu
y looked strange, and Frank doubted that he was some sort of serial killer t
rying to lure him to his lair with the promise of a lucky chicken that laid 
brown eggs, so he did his best to be polite. 
“Yeah. What do you do for fun?” 
Oliver shrugged. “Don’t know. What do you do for fun?” 
“Me? Around here? I don’t know yet.” 
“Well what did you to for fun where you used to live?” Oliver asked. 
Frank sighed at the question. “Lots of stuff,” he said, and then added ruefull
y, “probably nothing I’ll ever be able to do around here.” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t know. I guess around here there’s just... nothing.” 
“Oh.” Oliver sounded disappointed rather than insulted. “So why don’t you 
go back?” 
“Go back?” 
“Yeah. To where you came from. You like it there better, right?” 
Despite himself, Frank laughed at the seriousness of the suggestion. “It doesn
’t work like that.” 
“David says that if you don’t like where you are, you should go somewhere e
lse.” 
“Who’s David?” 
Oliver grinned that crooked smile. “My brother. He took your picture yester



day.” 
Frank hit the brakes on his bike so hard he nearly went over the handlebar
s, and once he caught himself, he reached out and caught Oliver’s shoulder
 to keep him from walking before he thought about it first. Luckily, Olive
r didn’t seem to mind as he glanced down at the hand touching him, and the
n regarded Frank expectantly. “What do you mean he took my picture?” Frank
 demanded in the least demanding tone he could muster. For some reason, th
e idea disturbed him. 
“With a camera,” Oliver explained. 
“Yeah, I got that, but...” 
“David takes good pictures. He said I should talk to you, ‘cause you’re nice
. And you are, Frank.” 
Oliver turned and continued to walk, and Frank allowed his hand to drop from
 the other boy’s shoulder as he stared after him, frowning. When he began to
 pedal again, it was slowly as he stared at Oliver’s hat as if he expected t
o see through it, right down to what was going on in the local’s head. 
“Hey, Oliver?” Frank said after few long moments of wondering about the ch
ildlike personality of Oliver Martin. “Is David out here with you now?” Fr
ank had a feeling that someone should be. Ahead of him, Oliver began to hu
m in an odd monotone, and Frank pedaled a little faster to catch up again.
 “Oliver? Are you out here alone?” 
Oliver looked at him sidelong with a suspicious look that would have seemed 
comical if Frank didn’t find this meeting so strange. “I can take walks by m
yself,” Oliver replied defensively. “I don’t get lost.” 
“Okay.” 
“My mom doesn’t like it,” Oliver admitted. “But I don’t get lost. I live in th
e house with the red roof.” 
“Of course you don’t,” Frank replied in a tone that he hoped was soothing. 
It was obviously the wrong thing to say, and the wrong tone to use, because
 Oliver suddenly stopped, more or less scowling at him. 
“I’m not stupid,” he said. “David says I’m not a retard.” 
“Really, I don’t think you are...” Frank insisted. 
“I just fell down,” Oliver said quickly. “People think I’m slow ‘cause I fe
ll down. But I’m not. I could help you with your homework,” he added hopefu
lly. 
Frank smiled at that last thing. “I don’t have homework yet,” he replied. 
“Oh.” Oliver hung his head, and then he was walking again, Frank trailing sl
ightly behind him until they reached the narrow road off the trail. 
Frank was almost sorry that he didn’t have any homework for Oliver to help
 him with. “Do you help your friends with their homework?” he tried. 
“Don’t have any.” 
“They don’t give out homework here?” Frank sounded half surprised, and hal



f hopeful. 
Oliver looked at him and laughed. It was a pleasant sound. “No. we get tons
 of homework. Mom says it’s good for us. I just don’t have any friends.” 
That last thing was said so easily that Frank had to think on it for a mom
ent, deciding that the whole admission made for an awkward moment. “Everyo
ne has friends, Oliver.” 
“Well, I’ve got David,” Oliver said as they came to the lake. 
“But you really don’t hang out with anyone else?” Frank was disappointed, 
and not above admitting that it was for selfish reasons. When Oliver had c
ome upon him near the shed, Frank had hoped that he’d be someone who could
 ease the boredom and serve as a guide to an actual social life. Instead, 
Oliver was... well, Frank didn’t know what he was, but he knew that he was
n’t like one of the guys he’d normally occupy his time with. As it stood, 
he wasn’t even sure if Oliver was supposed to be walking around without su
pervision. 
“Maybe you,” Oliver answered, snapping Frank out of his thoughts. “Do y
ou wanna come to my house?” 
Frank opened his mouth to respond, but hesitated when he realized how uncom
fortable he was with the answer he preferred to give. The last thing he wan
ted to do was hurt this guy’s feelings by explaining that the idea itself w
eirded him out. He smiled instead. “You know, I’ve sorta got to get home so
on, Oliver. We just moved here, you know? My mom will worry if I’m late. Bu
t hey, if you want me to walk you home first, I’ll hang out a little longer
.” 
Oliver shrugged. “I’m not walking, Frank.” 
Frank followed Oliver’s eyes to the water, where a small motorboat was dock
ed at what Frank had originally thought to be a bridge. “That’s yours?” he 
asked. 
“It takes a long time to walk around the lake.” 
“Okay. So are you going home now?” 
“I guess so,” Oliver replied. He sounded undecided. “Do you wanna come o
ver tomorrow, Frank?” 
“Um... I don’t know what I’m doing tomorrow,” Frank replied. “We’ll see, 
okay?” 
Oliver smiled as if Frank had just made him a promise. 
“Okay. You can come over anytime, alright?” 
“Sure, Oliver.” 
“Okay. See you later, Frank!” 
Frank gave a small wave as Oliver headed towards his boat and hopped in wi
th no trouble. Starting the engine was another story, but eventually, Fran
k was watching the top of Oliver’s cowboy hat disappear across the water b
efore he finally turned to head home, wondering what the hell made a chick



en that laid brown eggs lucky. 
............................................. 
Oliver held his hat in his hands, tracing the wide brim with his thumbs as h
e moved slowly up the wooden stairs of his front porch, ducking under the wi
ndchimes that rang softly against the wind. The sun had sunk lower in the sk
y, leaving it with a warm hue behind the hills, and the trees cast long shad
ows over the murky waters of the lake. The front door of his home had been l
eft open, the screen closed, and through it he could feel the warm air from 
the kitchen as he took in the aroma of fried chicken, his father’s favorite 
meal. 
Oliver paused before going inside, taking a moment to look across the lake
 at a light coming from the window of what used to be old Ms. Grover’s pla
ce. It was still creepy, he thought. He didn’t like that Frank lived there
. He smiled at the thought of Frank coming over tomorrow. Maybe, if Frank 
came over, Oliver could warn him about the mean cats that used to live in 
his house. Maybe they could watch a video. Oliver’s parents rented one fro
m the grocery store every weekend. Maybe Frank would like it if Oliver gav
e him some brown eggs from the chicken. Maybe, Frank would like coming to 
Oliver’s house. 
As he moved inside, Oliver was sure to be quiet. He smothered the squeak of 
the screen door as much as possible, and he made sure to step on the floor b
oards that made less of a fuss under his weight. He passed the low-sitting s
ofas in the living room, the colorful rug padding his footsteps, and as he c
ame under the deer antlers hanging over the hallway below the stairs to his 
parents’ loft, he ran into exactly what he wanted to avoid. 
Voices carried in the Martin house. Even when they were whispered. Oliver c
ould hear his mother and father in the kitchen. They weren’t happy with him
. He knew he probably should have told them where he was going. It’s not li
ke they didn’t let him go out. But, they always had to know everything, and
 then sometimes his dad would follow him. David said that that was supposed
 to be a secret. He said it was better if Oliver didn’t tell his dad he kne
w about it. Just like he said that Oliver should just leave to go see Frank
. Don’t tell Mom and Dad. They won’t like it. Now, Oliver wondered how much
 trouble he was in. 
His parents knew he was back, and when he heard their footsteps approaching
 he was quick to continue down the hall until he reached his bedroom. Every
thing was just like he left it. As always, David’s bed was made, but Oliver
’s wasn’t. Oliver closed the door, and wasn’t startled at all when he found
 that David was behind it, waiting for him. 
“I don’t think Mom and Dad are happy I left, David,” Oliver said. 
“So? Who cares if they’re happy about it. They treat you like a baby, Oliver.
 Don’t you get sick of it?” 



“I guess so,” Oliver admitted. 
“Did you at least have fun with Frank? He’s nice, ain’t he?” 
Oliver grinned at that. “Yeah. He might come over tomorrow.” 
“Good,” David said. “Mom and Dad will be gone most of the day. What’re 
you gonna do if he comes?” 
Oliver shrugged. “Don’t know. I told him about the chicken.” 
David rolled his eyes. “He don’t care about a stupid chicken, Oliver. You sh
ould take him out in the boat.” 
Oliver bit at his bottom lip. “It’s supposed to rain tomorrow, David.” 
“Not hard. Besides, if you take him in the boat you’ll be able to sit close. Y
ou’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
Oliver blushed, and moved to sit on his bed. “Don’t know if he’d wanna sit 
close. Maybe he doesn’t even like boats.” 
“Everyone likes boats,” David insisted. “Trust me, Oliver.” 
“Okay, David.” 
There was a soft tap on the door, and Oliver looked to David worriedly. Davi
d sighed. “Don’t worry, Oliver. They can’t get mad at you for having fun. I’
ll talk to ‘em.” 
Oliver frowned. “You know they don’t like it when you talk for me, David. 
You get too angry.” 
“Look,” David said. “Just don’t say anything, okay? I’ll talk.” 
The door opened. Their father adjusted his glasses as he peered into the ro
om. Their mother, a pretty blonde who looked hardly past her prime, took th
e lead and stepped past him. 
“Oliver,” she started. 
“He won’t talk to you right now,” David interrupted. “Go cook dinner. We’r
e hungry.” 
Mrs. Martin exchanged a worried glance with her husband, and didn’t object 
when he gently pulled her back to his side. 
“David,” he said firmly, “we need to talk to Oliver. Right now. We just wa
nt to know where he was today.” 
“He didn’t get in any trouble,” David said, raising his voice. “Just leave hi
m alone. You never let him do anything!” 
“David, let us talk to Oliver,” Mr. Martin said again. “If you don’t go now,
 you know what we’ll have to do.” 
The threat was a meaningful one, and David scowled. He knew. And for the t
ime being, he left. 
Chapter 2 
by DomLuka
David Martin looked out his bedroom window. His face felt heavy, as if it we
ren’t accustomed to the troubled scowl stretching over his face. It was late
 in the morning, and the day didn’t look promising so far. Oliver was right.



 It was going to rain today. 
“What’re you gonna do, David?” Oliver asked quietly from somewhere behi
nd him. He sounded worried. 
“I’m going outside,” David announced. 
“Dad said we have to stay in... you shouldn’t make him mad, David.” 
“I hate him,” David whispered. “I hate them both.” 
“And you shouldn’t say things like that,” Oliver scolded. 
“Why not? They hate me, don’t they?” 
Oliver didn’t respond to that. “Let’s play a game, David. It’s gonna rain so
on, anyway.” 
“No. I’m going out.” 
“How? They’ll see you. You don’t want them to see you. I don’t want them 
to punish you again, David.” 
David frowned. They would punish him. The fuckers. And why not? He was the
 unwanted one. They couldn’t get rid of him, so they liked to make him mis
erable. They wouldn’t get away with it forever. He swore that. And they’d 
learn. They’d learn that they couldn’t keep him trapped. Not like a caged 
animal. Like Oliver’s chicken, kept in the two-foot-wide cage in the garag
e. They trapped it, and stole its eggs. 
David opened the window, lifting the glass as far as it would go. 
“David?” Oliver asked, sounding uncertain. 
In a quick effort, David pushed the screen out and watched it land in one of
 his mother’s flower boxes. 
“David, please don’t go outside. Frank’s gonna come over.” 
David smirked as he lifted himself and dropped one leg out the window. “So
rry, Oliver. But Frank won’t come.” 
...................................................... 
Frank turned his flashlight onto a stack of crates in the storage shed behin
d his house. Like all the other junk in there, they were littered with cobwe
bs and he could see the dusty air floating in front of the light. His mom ha
d asked him to clean it out today while she was in town with Rudy, and now h
e could see why. She hated spiders, and this place certainly had plenty of t
hose, along with everything else the previous owner had left. The previous w
itch. He wondered what Oliver had meant by that as he went to explore the co
ntents of a crate. A witch who obviously liked her preserves, he discovered,
 smiling to himself as he lifted out a few dusty bottles of jam. It looked l
ike every crate was filled with stuff like that. His mother would definitely
 be happy. He made a mental note to bring in a few crates once the kitchen w
as more organized. 
Everything else in the shed seemed worthy of a quick trip to the dump. There
 was an old bike separated into three different pieces that Frank had no mot
ivation to do anything with, a few ugly lanterns among other appliances that



 all had frayed electrical cords. If he had to guess, he’d say that cats had
 something to do with that. There were two green oars that belonged to a non
-existent boat, folded rugs on the ground that had the small space smelling 
like a litter box, and a bag of cat food that had become waterlogged with ev
ery drop of moisture that had fallen through a leak in the ceiling. 
Wanting to save the task of cleaning out the shed for later, but knowing tha
t his mom was counting on him, and taking on a sense of responsibility becau
se his family needed the space, he propped the door open, placed his flashli
ght in the corner, and went to work tossing all the junk into the bed of a F
ord pickup truck on the dirt path his mom called a driveway. They’d borrowed
 it from Mr. Dron, and Frank had spent most of the morning filling it up wit
h boxes and everything else left over from their move. The contents of the s
hed topped it off, and by the time he was through all that was left were the
 crates and the oars. He saw no sense in throwing away perfectly good jelly,
 or boat paddles. After all, his family ate, and they lived on a lake. There
 was no telling when either would come in handy. 
Once his and his sister’s bikes were stored in the shed and the door was clo
sed, Frank took a few moments to take advantage of the fresh air outside. Th
e sun had faded behind the clouds during the morning, leaving the sky gray a
nd dark where a storm lurked in the distance. The wind blew through his hair
 to cool his scalp as he looked over the choppy waters. Rain was so close he
 could smell it, and he wondered if his mom and sister would be back soon. R
udy didn’t have camp over the weekend, so they’d gone grocery shopping toget
her. It was their absence that caused Frank his sudden anxiety. Maybe they h
ad electricity out here, but their surroundings were, in Frank’s opinion, ab
out a million years behind civilization. The road off the highway that led t
o the lake was just as bad as the one he followed to his trail, and accordin
g to Mr. Dron, it was prone to flooding and other disasters during a bad sto
rm. The fact that he had no way of getting hold of his family didn’t exactly
 make him feel better, either. He tried to stay optimistic, though, busying 
himself with the task of closing the windows in the house and placing most o
f their kitchen pots under every known leak in the house. Christ, this place
 needed a lot of work. As he moved through the house, he ran into two cats t
hat had found a way in to avoid the storm. Apparently, they didn’t realize t
hat they no longer lived there, but Frank didn’t bother to chase them out th
is time. He was too busy pacing by the windows to care that the smallest one
 had taken to clawing at the furniture. Rain had started to fall in large, s
low drops, cold air was seeping through the gap at the bottom of the front d
oor, and a low rumble of thunder echoed somewhere from above as if to say th
at this was hardly the beginning. And his family still wasn’t home. If they 
didn’t get back soon, Frank thought, he’d use bad weather as another example
 of why they shouldn’t have moved there. Or at the very least, into such a c



orpse of a house. 
The small town he could deal with. The culture shock he could tolerate. But 
he couldn’t understand why his mom had to choose a house that was so seclude
d. Actually, he could understand, he just didn’t agree with all her reasonin
g. It was on the lake. It was better than a double-wide trailer. Well, as fa
r as Frank was concerned, if they wanted to see a lake, they could have driv
en to it from town, and he’d bet that most of the available trailers didn’t 
have leaky roofs. This house was supposed to be their fresh start, according
 to his mom. Clearly, the woman was out of her mind. Frank wondered how long
 it would take her to figure it out. 
He turned away from the window, and in the moment it took him to blink, the
 skies seemed to crack open and the static-like sound of a downpour erupted
 outside, causing him to look again. The water was falling so hard and so f
ast that it rocketed off the surface of the front porch, and puddles appear
ed beneath and around Mr. Dron’s pickup truck. The raindrops splashing off 
the lake created a soft mist that made it difficult to make out the surface
, and the first sounds of dripping rang through the house as the pots colle
cted the water. Frank forced himself away from the window long enough to re
locate a few, but he was back again soon enough, hoping to hear the cranky 
old engine of his mom’s run-down Subaru over the sound of the storm. He did
n’t like this. Not at all. 
He went to the closet closest to the front door, and was momentarily distress
ed when there was nothing in front of him, until he realized that all of thei
r coats were still packed away in a box on the closet floor. He dumped the en
tire contents, and picked out a blue raincoat that was a little too aqua to b
e a masculine color. His mother’s. She sucked at picking out real estate, but
 apparently, she was the only one sensible enough to own a raincoat. 
Frank shrugged on the waterproof garment and moved out the front door, onto
 the front porch and into the rain, as if his presence outside would will h
is family home sooner. He began to walk around the house to look up the roa
d that doubled as their driveway. He felt stupid for not going with them no
w. After all his complaining over being stuck in the middle of nowhere, he’
d blown off a chance to go into town with his family for an extra thirty mi
nutes of sleep. He could have skipped the chores to take a look around some
thing closer to civilization, and he could have been around if his mom ran 
into trouble on the way back. He hoped that they were still in town, somewh
ere dry, or at least close to pulling up the drive. Not knowing was driving
 him crazy. 
He began to pace back and forth as the humidity began to build beneath his 
coat. His clothes stuck to him uncomfortably and his pants became soggy aro
und his ankles where the rain penetrated them. And it kept coming. He could
n’t remember the last time he’d seen this kind of storm, where the water fe



ll like a never-ending beat, no harder or softer from one moment to the nex
t. More thunder cracked above, this time echoing through the valley. Frank 
looked up. No lightning yet, but the sky was getting dark. A lot darker tha
n a sky should look at noon, Frank thought. 
He thought about going back inside. That was the sensible thing to do. May
be he could occupy himself by hooking up the DVD player, or finish unpacki
ng his room. His mom and Rudy were fine, and as soon as they got home, he’
d feel ridiculous for worrying. But, Frank couldn’t help worrying. They we
re all he had left. 
Another eruption of thunder sent a chill up his spine. Still no lightning, b
ut he forced himself back towards the front of the house, anyway, but paused
 as he looked out over the lake. The other side was nothing more than a blea
ry image now, obstructed by fog, but he could see light, faintly shining thr
ough a distant window. He stared at it for several moments, wondering if the
 people inside the house it came from were more comfortable that he was. 
Above him, the sky suddenly lit up, the momentary brightness that Frank asso
ciated with fireworks. Streaks of bright white streaked across the sky and m
oved within the clouds. It was time to go back inside. He turned and ran tow
ards his front door as if someone was behind him, unable to explain the sudd
en increase in his blood pressure. He reached the front porch, his right foo
t landing on the first step. And then, the attack came. 
His heart leapt to his throat when he felt the pressure on his shoulder. It 
was like being lifted into the air, his feet flying above his body, and then
 there was pain as his back came into contact with the ground, even with his
 tailbone. The hood fell back from his head and sloshing mud splashed over h
im, the rain sloppily washing it away a moment later, and somewhere in his c
onfusion, two confused, hazel eyes came into focus over his own. 
“Are you okay, Frank?” 
“Oliver?” Frank asked incredulously. Staring upwards, regaining his bearin
gs, Frank found that Oliver was indeed leaning over him, garbed in jeans a
nd a sweatshirt, both soaked through. Water dripped from his dark hair, do
wn his face and off his eyelashes and nose, but he didn’t behave as someon
e who noticed. Or cared. 
“Sorry I scared you, Frank.” 
Frank reluctantly took the hand that was offered to him. Oliver’s hand. And
 as the other boy helped him to his feet, he pieced together what had just 
happened. Oliver, who’d managed to sneak up on him, grabbed his shoulder, a
nd Frank had simply slipped on the first stair. He supposed that it was goo
d to know he wasn’t facing a hungry bear with an appetite for teenagers. 
“What are you doing here?” Frank demanded as he rubbed at his neck. It see
med a lot less embarrassing than rubbing at his sore bottom would be. 
“You didn’t come over,” Oliver replied. 



It didn’t sound like Oliver was making an accusation, but Frank still found h
imself taking the defensive. 
“Well, I’ve been kinda busy around here.” 
“Oh.” 
Oliver frowned, looking like a lost, wet puppy, and Frank sighed. 
“Look, how’d you get here?” 
Oliver pointed down the shoreline. “My boat was over there.” 
“You can’t go back in this. Come on, let’s go inside so I can change.” Frank 
gave Oliver’s shoulder a pat as he passed him and moved up the stairs, becomi
ng irritated when he found that his fall had caused a limp in his step. He wa
s definitely bruised. He just hoped that it wouldn’t look as bad as it curren
tly felt. “You can stay here until it stops raining,” Frank continued as he r
eached the front door, but before walking through it, he paused, realizing th
at he was alone in his interest to get inside. 
Oliver was still standing in the rain, looking at the house with a certain amou
nt of trepidation. 
“Oliver? What’re you doing?” Frank asked. The only response he received wa
s a negative shake of the head. Frank sighed. “Oliver, please don’t make m
e limp back down those stairs. I promise you, there’s no witch in here.” 
Oliver frowned. “She wasn’t a real witch, Frank,” he said, in a tone that su
ggested he was attempting to explain something to a small child. “But, she d
idn’t like me. Wouldn’t want me in her house.” 
“Well, it’s not her house anymore, is it?” Frank replied. “I live here, so plea
se just come inside. It’s better than standing out in the rain, okay?” 
Oliver seemed to consider it for a few seconds--a few seconds longer than Fr
ank cared to wait. He decided to go inside without waiting for a response, a
nd sure enough, Oliver was soon moving up the stairs to catch up. Frank held
 the door for him, and watched the other boy hesitate before stepping into t
he house, taking it all in slowly, from floor to roof. Frank momentarily pla
ced a reassuring hand on his shoulder, but decided not to comment further on
 Oliver’s fears. 
“Sorry about the mess,” Frank said of the clutter filling the living room. “W
e haven’t found enough room for all our stuff.” 
“You need a bigger house,” Oliver agreed, and despite his frustration over 
being covered in mud, and the pain he was feeling, Frank laughed. 
“Come on in,” Frank insisted, closing the door. “I’ll find you something dry
, then I’m gonna hit the shower.” 
Oliver moved further into the living room, inching his way between a dresser
 and a coffee table, but stopped and noticeably tensed when one of the cats 
appeared in front of his feet. 
“Don’t worry about them,” Frank insisted. “They’re everywhere. Can’t seem to
 get rid of them. I’ll be right back.” 



After a quick trip to his room, Frank returned with a t-shirt and some runn
ing shorts. He found Oliver near the sofa. The kid had had enough sense not
 to sit down while he was dripping wet, but he’d had no trouble finding the
 one family photo that Frank would have liked to see burned. Taken two Chri
stmases ago, he’d had a bad haircut and been forced to wear a hideous orang
e sweater with a polar bear print on it, courtesy of his grandmother. He wa
s pretty sure that if it had been anyone else looking it over, he would hav
e snatched it out of their hands. But with Oliver, he just watched. 
If Frank was right, then Oliver wasn’t noticing the ugly sweater at all. He w
as simply curious, taking in faces with a wide-eyed expression, like a little
 kid who’d just opened a new picture book. He held it up, and pointed to face
s, one at a time, looking to Frank for answers. 
“My mom,” Frank obliged. “If you meet her, she doesn’t like to be called ma
’am. She thinks it makes her sound old. Her name’s Jessica.... and that’s m
y sister, Rudy. She’s named after my grandpa, but don’t tell her that. She 
wants a girl’s name.” 
Oliver grinned over that, and then held the photograph in two hands, studyi
ng it again. “Frank, where’s your dad’s head?” 
Frank rolled his eyes. “You ask a lot of questions.” 
“No I don’t,” Oliver replied, sounding confused over the accusation. 
“We don’t like to look at my dad’s face,” Frank explained. That’s why his da
d’s head was carefully folded out of the frame. It was like that in most of 
their pictures. He tossed the clothes he’d brought onto the sofa. “There. Wh
y don’t you put those on. There’s a box of towels on the kitchen table if yo
u need one.... are you gonna be okay if I take a quick shower?” 
Oliver looked down at the clothes as he carefully placed the framed photo o
n the table where he’d found it. “You won’t be long?” he asked. 
“I won’t be long,” Frank promised, and then did his best to keep it. He onl
y stayed in the shower long enough to feel remotely clean, which proved to 
be a challenge when he had to stand in a cracked and stained bathtub. His m
om had scrubbed and scrubbed until they finally decided that as soon as the
y could afford it, they’d replace the whole thing. 
The mirror was okay. Clear and new. They’d purchased that, since the house 
didn’t come with one. Frank just didn’t like what he saw in it when he fini
shed bathing and looked over the damage from his fall. His lower back looke
d welted and angry red, where he’d taken the brunt of his impact. It looked
 nearly as painful as it felt. His right shoulder was the same way, and he’
d managed to scrape his elbows. He suddenly found himself hoping that someo
ne remembered to refill the icetray. It wasn’t likely. He was the last one 
to empty it. 
He dressed, including his shoes in his wardrobe, just in case he found a reas
on to run back out into the rain, and then he went to rejoin Oliver. Frank ha



lf expected him to be snooping around through their things while left to his 
own devices, but instead, Oliver appeared to be the perfect houseguest. 
Oliver was sitting in one of the more awkwardly placed chairs, likely becau
se one of the cats had found its way to the back of the sofa. He’d changed 
into the clothes Frank had provided and seemed reasonably comfortable in th
em, even if they were a little snug on him. The shorts didn’t quite cover t
he tan line just above his knees, and the shirt seemed just a little tight 
around his shoulders. He had long, toned muscles, a body as developed as an
y healthy youth who was exposed to a generous amount of physical activity, 
and suddenly didn’t seem as scrawny and frail as Frank had imagined him. In
 fact, just looking at him reminded Frank of his age, even while the expres
sions on Oliver’s face remained entirely too innocent. 
Frank chased the cat off the furniture, mostly because he had a feeling it w
as bothering his guest, and then he offered Oliver something to drink. Only,
 instead of responding to Frank’s question, Oliver asked a question that Fra
nk hadn’t been expecting at all. 
“Are you angry, Frank?” 
“What?” 
Oliver lowered his eyes, folding his hands in his lap. “I didn’t mean to make
 you fall, Frank.” 
“It’s alright,” Frank replied, even as he stiffly rolled himself onto the cou
ch. It was no surprise that Oliver didn’t look convinced. “Look, you didn’t m
ake me fall, okay? I... well, I’m sure it was my fault for some reason. I mea
n, I shouldn’t have been out there for one thing. I just thought... I was wai
ting for my mom. She and my sister aren’t home yet.” 
“Are they late?” Oliver asked. 
Frank thought over the question. “Not exactly. They never said when they’d 
be home. I guess I’m just worried that they won’t make it home in this weat
her.” 
Oliver smiled. “Oh, this is nothin’. My parents get home in this stuff all the
 time. Don’t worry, Frank.” 
Frank smiled back, only because Oliver sounded so sincere that he was incli
ned to believe him. Then, a thought occurred to him as he looked over his u
nexpected guest. 
“Hey, Oliver, your parents are worried about you, are they? I mean, would t
hey be? We don’t have a phone hooked up yet so you can’t exactly call from 
here, unless you have a radio... there’s one here in the attic. It was ther
e when we moved in.” 
“We have one of those,” Oliver cut in brightly. “It was my grandpa’s. David li
kes to use it to listen to people.” 
“Well, maybe if we figure out how to work the one there, you can use it to t
ell your family where you are,” Frank suggested. 



Oliver responded negatively. “I can’t tell my parents where I am.” 
“They’re not home?” 
“They are... but I can’t tell them. David doesn’t want me to tell them.” 
Frank raised an eyebrow, his curiosity stirred. “Why wouldn’t David want yo
u to tell your parents where you are?” 
“Cause he’s mad at ‘em.” Oliver suddenly stood up, dodging one of Frank’s
 mother’s standing lamps on his way around the chair, much like he looked
 like he wanted to dodge the question. “How come you didn’t come over, Fr
ank?” 
“I told my mom I’d do some work around here,” Frank replied, deciding to l
eave out the part where he’d entirely forgotten Oliver’s invitation. “Why’
s David mad at your parents?” 
Oliver fell silent as he drew something in the dust that had collected on a 
round mirror where Rudy had placed it on a lamp stand after finding it in he
r room. “Sometimes David doesn’t like them,” Oliver said quietly. “He says i
t’s ‘cause they don’t like him. When he doesn’t listen, they punish him.” 
Frank smirked. “Yeah, parents are annoying like that, huh?” he remarked, ea
rning himself a frown from Oliver. “Look, Oliver, you shouldn’t let your br
other get you in trouble. If your parents don’t know where you are, they’re
 probably worried. I think when it stops raining you should go let them you
’re alright, okay?” 
“But I wanna stay with you for a while, Frank.” 
Frank sighed. “Well, you’re in luck, because it looks like it’s going to be r
aining for a while... Look, Oliver, I haven’t had lunch yet, and I don’t skip
 meals. Are you hungry?” 
Frank stood, trying not to wince when his back protested, and Oliver moved
 around the clutter in the room to get closer to him. “I like peanut butte
r and ham, but not together. Want me to make you a sandwich, Frank? I make
 good sandwiches.” 
“That would be great, Oliver, but we don’t have anything for sandwiches u
ntil my mom gets back.” 
“Oh. Then what do you have?” 
“Eggs, and preserves,” Frank replied as Oliver followed him to the kitchen.
 “Do you like eggs, Oliver?” 
“Are they brown eggs?” 
Frank didn’t have any brown eggs stocked in the refrigerator, but as it tur
ned out, Oliver didn’t seem to notice the difference while he was eating th
em. They’d cleared enough room on the kitchen table to sit down and enjoy a
 quick meal, and Frank found that Oliver’s company was distraction enough f
rom the storm... and maybe, a little more enjoyable than he’d thought it wo
uld be. 
Frank couldn’t quite figure Oliver Martin out. He knew Oliver wasn’t quite 



like most kids his age. His mannerisms, the way he talked--all of it remind
ed Frank of the kids from the special ed classes that no one ever talked to
. He supposed that if he had to describe Oliver, the term that came to mind
 was slow. Except, that didn’t seem quite right. As they shared their meal,
 and Oliver talked about places he liked to go around the lake, and shared 
his knowledge of secret trails, good fishing spots and what snakes were oka
y to catch and which weren’t, Frank completely forgot that he’d thought of 
Oliver as anything less than normal. Except for when Oliver offered to help
 Frank clean up afterwards. None of Frank’s friends back home would have do
ne that. 
“So why do you call the lady that used to live here a witch?” Frank asked as 
they stood over the sink, washing off their dishes. 
“I didn’t like her,” Oliver said firmly, as if he wanted to leave no room for
 argument. “Said this side of the lake was hers, and to stay off. She threw a
 rock at my head once.” 
“What?” 
“Yeah. Right here.” Oliver rubbed at his forehead, and Frank leaned closer t
o see a tiny indentation marring otherwise clear skin that was indeed a scar
.” 
“What a bitch,” he decided, wondering why anyone would want to hurt someo
ne as nice as Oliver. 
As for Frank’s choice of words, Oliver snorted. “That’s what David calls he
r,” he whispered. “Mom says he shouldn’t talk like that.” 
Frank smiled. “That sounds like my mom. But it’s true--she shouldn’t have t
hrown a rock at you.” 
Oliver shrugged. “She doesn’t live here anymore. She’s dead.” 
For a moment, Frank looked around the house suspiciously. “She didn’t die in
 here, did she?” He really hoped that that didn’t explain the smell. 
“No,” Oliver assured him. “She drowned.” 
“Oh... that sucks.” 
“She wasn’t careful,” Oliver said. “But you’ll be careful, won’t you, Frank?”
 
“Um... sure.” 
“Good. I like that you live here now.” 
“Well, that makes one of us.” 
Oliver frowned and studied Frank searchingly. “Why don’t you like it here?
” 
“It’s not that I don’t... I mean, I don’t. I just think my family would be hap
pier somewhere else.” 
“Oh. Then why do you live here?” 
“I don’t know,” Frank said as he turned off the water and moved away from t
he sink. “We have to, I guess.” 



“Why?” Oliver asked as he followed Frank back to the living room. 
Frank frowned, half irritated by the line of questioning, and half inspired
 by it. It wasn’t like him to vent certain aspects of his life to people wh
o were practically strangers, but he found that he was comfortable with Oli
ver. “My mom wanted to start over,” he explained. “I mean, I think we all d
id. And... this was sort of what we could afford. He turned to face Oliver 
just as they reached the hallway leading to the bedrooms. “About a year ago
, my dad left. First he quit my mom. Then he quit me and my sister... and h
e took everything with him.” Frank momentarily glanced away from the hazel 
eyes studying him, feeling uncomfortable. The admission was harder than he 
expected. “I don’t know why he got tired of us, you know? I thought he was 
happy. My mom calls it temporary stupidity. She says one day he’ll come to 
his senses when it comes to me and Rudy and come back... I don’t know, Oliv
er. My dad left, and that’s why we’re here, because where I come from, that
’s all there is. People look at us like we’re leftovers. What he didn’t want.” 
Oliver stared at Frank for a long moment, seemingly taking in this informati
on, and unintentionally, making Frank feel like an idiot. It wasn’t necessar
ily anything that Oliver was doing. Frank simply didn’t like to feel vulnera
ble, and there he was, placing himself in that situation, and bringing up wh
at he had sworn to forget, or at least not care about. This was supposed to 
be a new start. Parts of it definitely sucked, but it was still a second cha
nce. Frank hadn’t meant to drop any of that on Oliver. He even thought he ow
ed the kid an apology now. But Oliver didn’t seem to feel the same way as he
 did, something that had Frank questioning how normal he was all over again. 
Oliver hugged him. It wasn’t a loose arm over the shoulder accompanied by a
 pat on the back, or a gentle, quick embrace like Rudy gave Frank before sh
e went to bed. It was more supportive than sympathetic, and it only tighten
ed when Frank tensed, stunned by the gesture until he had no choice but to 
push Oliver away, or relax. He settled for the latter, the aches from his f
all momentarily fading in the way Oliver had him wrapped so tight he could 
hardly move his arms. Oliver was warm, like he’d never been out in the rain
 at all, and he smelled like lemons. It wasn’t a sour smell, but a clean, a
lmost refreshing scent that Frank suddenly wanted to lean into. But, even i
f he relaxed, he didn’t do that. And then it was over, and Frank was surpri
sed to find himself blushing. Oliver, however, left no room for awkwardness
 as he grinned crookedly and then looked down the dark hallway behind Frank. 
“It looks scary,” Oliver observed. 
Frank laughed. “That’s what I said the first time I walked into this house,”
 he remarked, and then gestured over his shoulder. “My room’s back there... 
you wanna see it?” 
Oliver nodded, looking delighted over the idea. 
“It’s messy,” Frank warned, “and not just because I haven’t finished unpacki



ng yet.” 
“That’s okay, Frank.” 
Oliver didn’t have much to say over the disaster state that Frank’s room was
 in, other than suggesting that Frank should make some shelves for all his s
tuff. He even offered to help. He also asked why Frank didn’t have any fish 
in the old aquarium that he was currently using to store books in. Frank exp
lained that the one goldfish he’d ever owned had died two days after he brou
ght it home from a fair, and then found himself agreeing to allow Oliver to 
catch frogs to keep in it. 
The afternoon went by quickly. More thunder was heard from above, a few mo
re streaks of lightning passed through the sky, and for fifteen minutes th
e power went out, leading to a discussion where Frank had to convince Oliv
er that the old house wasn’t haunted and the creaking floor and movement i
n the other rooms were likely due to the cats. 
Outside, the rain finally slowed to a drizzle, and when Frank discovered th
at Oliver had left his entire wardrobe outside because he didn’t want to le
ave wet clothes around Frank’s house, Frank hung them inside and gave Olive
r something of his that was more suitable to wear home when the time came. 
Frank was surprised that he was no longer looking forward to that time, eve
n when he heard his mom’s Subaru pulling up outside and Oliver said, “See F
rank, they’re back. You didn’t have to worry about a little rain.” 
Frank would have liked to argue that it was more than a little rain, but Ol
iver seemed so happy on his behalf that he thought it would be a better ide
a to take him outside and introduce him to his mother and sister. Their mee
ting went similar to what Frank and Oliver’s had been, as Oliver pointed ou
t the house with the red roof to Frank’s mom, and told Rudy about his lucky
 chicken. The four of them helped to bring in the groceries, and another fi
fteen minutes later, Oliver was in the living room with Rudy, teaching her 
to play chess on the new board they’d picked up in town, and Frank helped h
is mom put away everything else she’d brought back with her. Which, turned 
out to be the whole store. It seemed that Mr. Dron had told her that it was
 smart to stock up on supplies, and Jessica Seaberg had taken it to heart. 
She’d been especially proud of everything she’d picked up with double coupo
ns, and she couldn’t get over how fresh some of the vegetables were. Frank 
was more concerned with the aspects of her trip into town that didn’t inclu
de two-for-one specials. 
“Did you have trouble getting back?” he asked her. “It was raining kinda har
d here.” 
“I saw that,” she replied. “That bare spot that we think is the driveway is f
looded. It was pretty bad where we were, too, so I took Rudy to lunch while w
e waited for it to clear up.” 
“Oh. Okay,” Frank replied, once again feeling foolish for his concerns as 



he watched his mom stand on her toes to put some canned goods away in one 
of the higher cabinets. She suddenly glanced over her shoulder at him. 
“You weren’t worried, were you honey?” 
“No,” Frank said indignantly. “Just wondering where you were, that’s all. I 
was hungry, and you had all the food.” 
Jessica rolled her eyes, and smiled at her son. “I promise, we’ll get the ph
one hooked up soon, and I’m gonna get another cell phone.” 
“Mom...” 
“The expense is worth it if it means we can all keep in touch,” she said, b
efore Frank could protest. “I already told you, let me worry about those th
ings, okay? Tell me about what you’ve been up to. You made a new friend?” S
he gestured towards the living room, where Oliver and Rudy could be heard. 
It sounded like Oliver was making the girl laugh. 
Frank sighed. “Yeah. I met him yesterday, and today he just showed up. It wa
s raining, so...” 
“He seems... nice.” 
Frank smiled at his mom’s tone. “He’s kind of different,” he admitted. “But
 he is nice. I’m probably gonna go home with him in a while. He said his pa
rents might not know where he is, and I want to make sure he gets there oka
y.” 
“Definitely. Do you want a ride? It might rain again.” 
“Nah. With the roads around here we’d be lucky if we found the one that got 
to the other side of the lake before tomorrow.” 
Jessica smiled. “Good point. Just be careful, alright? And come home right a
way. I don’t want you getting stuck if this storm’s not over.” 
“I’ll be fine, mom,” Frank promised as he began to gather up the grocery bag
s. 
Jessica leaned against the counter behind her, and regarded her son thoughtfu
lly. “You know, maybe we can rethink letting you drive the car again a little
 early,” she said. 
Frank was obviously surprised. “What changed your mind?” 
“Well, I’ve been thinking on it. Your sister has camp, but it’s not really 
fair that you’re stuck around here, and I talked to a few people when we we
re in town today. They told me there are a lot of young people out during t
he weekends. You could go try to meet some of them.... and besides, you’ve 
been doing so much around here that I think you deserve a break. What do yo
u think? Do you want to use the car tomorrow?” 
Frank smiled, pleased with the offer, but then he shrugged and surprised hi
mself with his own response. “Maybe. I told Oliver I might look for frogs w
ith him tomorrow.” 
Now, it was Jessica who looked surprised. “Really? You know, Oliver lives 
pretty close. You could always visit with him another time.” She sounded s



keptical, and was obviously questioning her son’s new choice of friend. 
“I like him,” Frank said. “He is different, but I like him.” 
............................................................ 
Frank watched Oliver stare down at his motor boat, where he had it docked a
t the low bridge down the shore from Frank’s house. The air was humid from 
the rain, the scent lingering in the mulch, and the sky was still dark with
 the promise of a few more lingering showers. 
“You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to, Frank,” Oliver said,
 even though on the way to the boat, he’d asked Frank if he wanted to come
 over. 
“That’s okay, Oliver. I’ll just come back before it rains again.” 
“Are you going to walk, Frank? Maybe we can take the boat home, and then 
I can walk you back here.” 
Frank grinned. “I think that would defeat the purpose of me taking you home.
 Look, I’ll be fine. There’s room for my bike in that boat.” 
“Yeah,” Oliver agreed, and then smiled again. “Do you like boats, Frank? Da
vid says everyone likes boats.” 
“I don’t know,” Frank admitted as he watched Oliver climb in. “The last tim
e I was on one I was six.” 
“Really?” 
“Yup.” 
“You’ll like it,” Oliver insisted. “Let’s put your bike in first.” 
Frank complied as Oliver reached for the handlebars, and together they arran
ged the bike over the boat in a way that Oliver found satisfactory, leaving 
the seat open for the two of them. Frank waited for Oliver to start the moto
r and then climbed in, feeling a little overly doted upon when Oliver made a
 point to take his hand and help him. He told Frank to sit down first, and w
hen Frank was seated, Oliver sat so close up against Frank’s side that it el
iminated any space that might have been between them, and looked pleased abo
ut it. 
The trip across the lake probably would have been a quick one, if Oliver ha
dn’t taken the long way. Frank didn’t mind. He wasn’t in a hurry to get it 
over with, and he was interested to discover just how large the lake was as
 Oliver took him past several hidden coves and pointed out other houses tha
t were unoccupied and lucky to pass as rubble, and a few cabin-style homes 
that were occupied. According to Oliver, most of their neighbors were older
 couples, except for some kid named Jeremy Flaskis, who Frank got the feeli
ng Oliver didn’t like very much. 
“We don’t go to church anymore ‘cause of him,” Oliver explained. “He says I
 tried to hurt his dog and started a big fight between my parents and his.”
 
“Did you try to hurt his dog?” Frank asked. 



Oliver looked insulted. “I’ve never even seen it, Frank, honest. But Jeremy w
on’t believe it.” Oliver jerked, as if trying to control a sudden shiver up h
is spine. “Said if he ever saw me by his house, he’d light me on fire and wat
ch me burn ‘til I was where I’m supposed to be.” 
Frank looked at Oliver, appalled, and strongly stomping down the urge to fi
nd this Jeremy Flaskis and demand to know what kind of ass would want to ma
ke such an outrageous threat to someone like Oliver. But instead, Frank fou
nd himself squeezing Oliver in the most comforting gesture he could muster.
 “Hey, Oliver, you shouldn’t listen to that. Lots of guys are all talk. I b
et in a real fight someone like him would piss his pants.” 
Oliver laughed, but then his expression turned rueful. “Jeremy’s not the onl
y one, you know. Around here, people think I’m not right. They’ll tell you n
ot to be my friend, Frank... you won’t listen to them, will you?” 
Frank nearly laughed out loud when something in Oliver’s expression promis
ed retribution for the wrong answer, but instead he just smiled and shook 
his head. “No, Oliver. I don’t think anyone’s gonna convince me that you’r
e bad. Tell you what.... my mom said I could take the car tomorrow. I want
ed to go into town for a while and look around. Why don’t you come with me
? Maybe after breakfast?” 
Frank had expected Oliver to be thrilled over the idea, so the sudden nervo
usness in the boy’s posture was unexpected. “I’m not supposed to go into to
wn, Frank.” 
“Maybe I could talk to your parents...” 
“No, Frank. I’m not supposed to go. Not ever. We used to go for church, but
 not no more.” 
“Never?” Frank was finding this a little hard to understand. 
“No. Never.” 
“But what about school? Shopping... never?” 
“My mom does the shopping, and me and David go to school at home.” 
Frank frowned, wondering what kind of horrible parents Oliver had. He couldn
’t imagine being stuck out at this lake every day with no end in sight. Hell
, he’d had trouble with the last week. Really, there seemed to be no excuse 
to keep their son isolated just because he wasn’t like everyone else. 
“Well... maybe they don’t have to know about it,” Frank suggested. He defin
itely wasn’t beyond rebelling if the circumstances seemed unfair enough, an
d when it came to Oliver Martin, this certainly seemed unfair. 
Oliver’s eyes went wide. “I can’t do that, Frank! They’d get angry.” 
“Like they’ll be angry how you left today without telling them?” 
“But I wasn’t going to today,” Oliver protested. “But David...” 
“So maybe you should ask your brother about this,” Frank said. “Hey, he mig
ht even cover for you. It’ll be fun, Oliver. We can look around together.” 
Frank admittedly felt a little bit like a bully on the less moral side of pee



r pressure, but he couldn’t quite seem to help himself as he continued to be 
outraged on Oliver’s behalf. It was no wonder he’d snuck off. The kid had no 
freedom. 
“I don’t know, Frank,” Oliver said uncertainly. “Maybe we can do somethin
g when you get back.” 
“You can think about it,” Frank suggested. “And if you don’t come... mayb
e tomorrow afternoon you can show me where to catch frogs.” 
Oliver was smiling again. “Okay, Frank.” 
They drifted along in silence for a few moments, getting closer to the house
 with the red roof. Frank shifted in his seat. The boat hadn’t been complete
ly dry when they climbed in, and his clothing was now sticking uncomfortably
 to his skin. 
“Do you think David’s home now?” he asked. “I’d like to meet him.” David c
ertainly sounded more reasonable than Oliver’s parents, and Frank hoped th
at maybe he’d be able to explain a few things to him. Besides, Oliver seem
ed fond of his brother, so Frank was surprised when Oliver seemed uncertai
n over his questions. 
“Sometimes David doesn’t like to talk to people, Frank. He says he can’t tru
st them.” 
“Okay... well, if he doesn’t want to talk... maybe some other time.” 
Oliver seemed to consider that, and then grinned. “I think David likes you, 
Frank. He took your picture.” 
“Right. You mentioned that,” Frank replied as he leaned over the edge of th
e boat far enough to drag his hand through the water. It was still cold, bu
t it decidedly felt cleaner than it looked. He wondered when someone would 
have had the opportunity to take his picture. If anything, he thought the w
hole thing was a little weird, the fact that someone had been watching him 
without his knowledge. The hair on the back of his neck prickled, as if he 
could suddenly feel unknown, watching eyes in that very spot, and he smothe
red the urge to look over his shoulder as the open water and the trees on t
he shoreline around him made him feel crowded. He closed his eyes momentari
ly, wondering where a bout of nausea had come from. Maybe he got boatsick. 
It seemed like a strange concept to him. But, when Frank opened his eyes, i
t became exceptionally hard not to get sick when he spotted something float
ing in the water, just out of their path. 
As the object got closer, Frank’s back went stiff and he found himself leani
ng into Oliver, wanting to flee. “Jesus!” he muttered, his eyes becoming stu
ck on what looked like the severed head of a feline. Only as they got closer
, did Frank realize that the body was still attached by a thin piece of skin
 and he realized the full horror of what he was seeing. The dark fur was wat
erlogged and the tail was no more than a bloody nub. The right front leg was
 missing and the belly was cut straight down the middle. 



Frank was no coward, and he wasn’t squeamish, but this... it was horrifying t
o realize that he couldn’t tell if this had been done before or after the cat
 died, but he was certain of one thing. Someone was a sick fuck. 
“Don’t look, Frank,” Oliver suddenly said, and when Frank glanced at Oliver 
he noticed that the other boy was carefully avoiding the sight as they passe
d it. “Don’t look. Some things we shouldn’t see. It’s better that way.” 
“No shit,” Frank responded indignantly. Like I’m ever gonna get that out o
f my head. Jesus! Who do you think did that?” 
“There’re lots of cats around here,” Oliver said simply. “They all used to li
ve at your house. Now they die all the time. I think I should get home now, F
rank.” 
“Yeah,” Frank replied. “I think that’s a good idea.” He was uneasy, not likin
g the water. He wanted off of it. Away from it. Maybe it wasn’t Oliver, but s
omething definitely didn’t feel right. 
............................. 
A red roof, a porch swing, fresh paint, flower boxes and a well-tended gard
en that was just beginning to produce was only Frank’s first clue that Oliv
er’s house was a lot nicer than his, not to mention the fact that Oliver’s 
didn’t seem to be falling apart. Frank supposed that’s what happened when t
here was someone around to keep up on things. His dad had been around at on
e point to do that, and looking at Oliver’s house moved him to remember tha
t there was no reason why he couldn’t fix up stuff at his own dump. 
“The chicken’s in here,” Oliver said, dragging Frank away from his thoughts. T
here was a garage on the side of the house. It didn’t look wide enough to fit 
a full-sized car in, especially with all the boxes and old furniture stored in
 it, but it was a garage, and Frank joined Oliver there as the other boy lifte
d the door and led the way into the dark space. It felt warm inside, musty lik
e a place not often aired. 
Frank heard the chicken before he saw it. It was the scratching, and some mi
ld clucking that brought his attention to the back of the garage even before
 Oliver turned on a ceiling light. Frank followed him to the small cage on t
he floor and knelt down with Oliver to look over the plump brown hen inside.
 
“She lays her eggs in here,” Oliver explained, pointing to a wooden box conn
ected to the small space. 
Frank watched as Oliver opened the door and reached in. It seemed clean, li
kely tended daily. But, chicken dropping wasn’t what Frank would worry abou
t as he watched the way the bird protested as Oliver grabbed it and pulled 
it out. Wings flapped and feet scratched violently, not that Oliver noticed
. He pulled the hen right up against his chest and cuddled it like a teddy 
bear. Frank only found it strange that the bird then calmed down. 
“Wanna hold her?” Oliver asked. “She’s good luck.” 



“How’s a chicken good luck?” Frank asked as he tentatively reached out to t
ouch one of the feathers on the bird’s wing. 
“She just is,” Oliver replied. 
“Better than a rabbit’s foot?” 
Oliver’s eyes widened as he held his chicken protectively close. “I can’t cut 
off one of her feet, Frank!” 
Frank laughed, deciding not to even try to figure out why Oliver thought he 
was suggesting that. 
“I’d never ask you to, Oliver,” he promised, and then added sincerely, “she’s
 a very nice chicken. But, I’ll let you do the holding.” 
Oliver smiled, snuggling the chicken for a few more moments before he put 
her back in her pen, and then he opened the top of the brown box to reach 
in and remove one egg that was in fact, brown. And, still warm, Frank disc
overed as Oliver passed it to him. He winced more than he smiled when Oliv
er looked to him for a reaction. 
“You can have that one,” Oliver said. 
“Um... thanks, Oliver,” Frank replied. Not wanting to risk offending Oliver by
 rejecting the gift, he slipped it into his pocket. Oliver looked pleased by t
his. 
“Thanks for being my friend today, Frank. I had fun.” 
“Yeah. Me too,” Frank replied. And he meant it... if he didn’t think about f
alling on his ass or seeing that decapitated cat. “So are you gonna think ab
out tomorrow?” 
“I’ll think about it, Frank, but I really don’t wanna make my parents mad.” 
“That’s okay, Oliver,” Frank said as the two stood up and left the garage toge
ther. “I don’t want you to get in trouble, but if you want to come, I’d still 
like you to, okay?” 
“Okay, Frank.” 
“So do you want me to talk to your parents so they know you weren’t out in 
the rain for too long?” Frank asked. 
“Nah. That’s okay.” 
Frank frowned. It wasn’t that he honestly wanted to talk to Oliver’s parent
s, but he was curious about them. The whole family, actually. And, he could
n’t help thinking that it was strange how Oliver didn’t seem to want him to
, when yesterday all he’d wanted was for Frank to come over to his house. 
“Oliver... is everything alright? I mean...” 
A screen door slammed, causing both boys to look up. Frank could only desc
ribe the woman coming down the steps in their direction as a washed-up pro
m queen, who happened to be wearing an almost pretty red dress. “Oliva!” s
he called in a cigarette-scratched voice and an accent not unlike Oliver’s
. “Lord, where’ve you been? You’ve got your father out looking for you and
 me goin’ crazy!” 



“I’m sorry,” Oliver said quickly. 
Frank frowned as the woman kept charging. He half expected her to stop in f
ront of her son and slap him one across the face, so he was relieved when s
he embraced him instead, taking the time to do the motherly look-over, smoo
thing back his hair and sliding her thumb over an invisible smudge of dirt 
on his cheek. She glanced at Frank suspiciously, and then spoke to Oliver i
n a lower voice, as if she didn’t want their guest to hear. But it was kind
 of hard not to, Frank thought, since he was standing two feet away. “David
’s been in trouble again, Oliver,” she said meaningfully. “Now your father’
s gonna be home any minute. You go to your room and wait for us there. Do y
ou understand me, Oliver?” 
Frank frowned again, this time at the tone she used, as if she was trying to g
et a point across to a complete idiot, which Oliver was not. 
“What did David do?” Oliver wanted to know. “He just wanted to go outside
.” 
“Oliver, please just go inside,” Mrs. Martin insisted, flashing another uneasy
 glance in Frank’s direction. 
Frank decided it was time to cut in. He didn’t like the way that Oliver was
 beginning to look confused. And why shouldn’t he be? He was obviously bein
g treated like this for something his brother had done. Maybe Frank had jus
t met the guy, but at the moment, he was feeling rather protective of him. 
“Excuse me... Mrs. Martin? Oliver was with me today.” 
“And who are you?” she demanded, as if she was fed up with Frank’s very p
resence. 
“This is Frank, Mom,” Oliver said excitedly. “He lives where the witch used 
to.” 
Mrs. Martin’s eyes widened, and she unexpectedly raised her voice. “Olive
r, you know you’re never to mention that woman!” 
“I’m sorry,” Oliver said again. 
“Hey,” Frank interrupted, his voice growing harsher than he intended. “You 
shouldn’t be mad at him, he was just...” 
“Thank you for bringing him home,” Mrs. Martin cut him off. “I’m sure you’
re expected home before it gets dark.” 
“Actually...” Frank started. 
“Oliver, say goodbye to your friend,” Mrs. Martin ordered. 
Frank was surprised to see Oliver brighten, as if there was nothing out of th
e ordinary here, just before he launched himself at Frank for another tight h
ug that aggravated the soreness from Frank’s earlier fall. 
“Bye, Frank,” Oliver said, and then whispered close to Frank’s ear. “I’ll th
ink about tomorrow.” 
When Oliver released Frank to rush up the front steps and into his house, M
rs. Martin followed without so much as saying goodbye. Frank decided that w



as rude, and started after her. 
“Mrs. Martin, could I talk to you for just a...” 
The woman suddenly whirled at the top step, and stared down at Frank. “Lis
ten... Frank, was it? Thank you, for being kind to my son. You have absolu
tely no idea how much that means to me, let alone him.” 
“No problem, but...” 
“But if you want to be any sort of friend to him--stay away. Don’t come ba
ck here again. Understand me?” 
Frank didn’t understand anything, but before he could say so, he found the f
ront door of the Martin house firmly slammed in his face. 
Chapter 3 
by DomLuka
Thanks to Jim for editing!
Frank dumped another bucket of water over his mom’s Subaru and wiped the swe
at from his brow before he removed his shirt to use as a rag in his attempt 
to wash away the dust the storm had left on the vehicle. It was early Sunday
 morning, and already a lot warmer than it had been the day before. His mom 
and sister were still sleeping, both worn out from staying up late to tell e
ach other silly ghost stories. Frank had thought it would be a good idea to 
wash the car after breakfast, but that was before he realized they didn’t ha
ve either a hose, or an outdoor spigot. He was still trying, though. Trying 
to keep busy. 
He wiped down the car until it shined, and considered taking it into town. 
He had permission. It didn’t seem like a bad idea. But, looking across the 
lake towards the red roof had him wanting to wait a little longer. Another 
thirty minutes. Maybe Oliver would show up. Frank hoped that he would. 
Frank had done a lot of thinking about Oliver the night before. The one con
clusion that he’d come to was that Oliver wasn’t strange at all. If anyone 
deserved that description, it seemed to be his family. At least it made sen
se now, why he didn’t have any friends. He wasn’t allowed to have any. Part
 of Frank wanted to mind his own business. Leave the situation alone. Move 
on to something else. But a bigger part of him wanted to tell Oliver’s mom 
to shove it. 
Thirty-two minutes later, after a quick shower and another bagel, Oliver st
ill hadn’t shown up and Frank was tired of waiting. Maybe later, he thought
, Oliver would find a way to get out. Until then, Frank seemed to once agai
n be on his own. He woke his mom, instead of leaving a note. She was still 
groggy when she asked him to return by noon, at least to check in, since th
ey currently had no other way of doing it. He took the keys to the Subaru, 
and as soon as he was behind the wheel, Frank decided that he was definitel
y happy to be driving again. 
He took the roads slowly, enjoying the breeze through the open windows and 



the shadows the trees cast over the vehicle. He took the puddles from yeste
rday’s storm carefully, not wanting all his work cleaning the car to go to 
waste. He passed Mr. Dron’s house a few miles up from the lake, where the b
alding man with the white cowboy hat was working on an old jeep. Frank was 
polite enough to wave, but pretended that he was too busy to stop. The dirt
 road became narrow for a time after that, and then there was a stretch tha
t didn’t seem like a road at all, but two separate paths created by tire tr
acks through a field of mosquito-infected grass. Frank rolled his eyes, won
dering how his mom had ever gotten past all this when looking for a house i
n the first place. Before they moved here, he’d been certain that the woman
 was fond of paved roads and Starbucks. 
When Frank reached something that looked like a road again he figured that h
e was moving in the right direction, especially when he came to an old dusty
 stop sign that he drove right through. But, that was partly because the roa
d he was on didn’t cross another, and it was hard to imagine who’d thought t
o put it there in the first place. 
He moved the Subaru up a steep hill as the lake faded in his rearview mirror,
 expecting to see paved road and potholes once he reached the bottom. But, it
 wasn’t the street leading into town that caught his attention once he starte
d down the hill. 
Someone was in the road. From behind, he had dark hair, a gray t-shirt, and
 an almost slinky-like walk, relaxed and confident. When he turned and held
 out his thumb to hail Frank’s vehicle, Frank hit the brakes so hard that t
he tires protested against the soggy gravel beneath, and he quickly rolled 
down the passenger window as he came alongside the guy on the side of the r
oad. 
“Oliver?” Frank asked incredulously. 
Oliver leaned over the open window, smirking slyly in a way that caused a s
low smile to grow across Frank’s mouth. That is, until Oliver said somethin
g that Frank found rather unusual. “Oliver ain’t here.” 
Frank raised an eyebrow, and then smiled like he would had he been told a 
funny joke. “Okay, then. You can be Bonnie and I’ll be Clyde. Now get in h
ere.” 
“Okay, Clyde,” Oliver responded as he opened the door and dropped himself 
into the passenger seat. “But you ain’t calling me Bonnie unless you want 
a punch in the mouth. I’ll go with David, thanks.” 
The smile faded from Frank’s face, and as he stared as the other boy relaxe
d and put a dirty foot up on the dashboard, he felt himself color. “David?”
 he repeated. “Oh... hey, man. Sorry about that... uh... your brother... we
ll, Oliver’s mentioned you, he just never said...” Frank trailed off, blink
ing hard. The resemblance was uncanny. Twins. He’d met twins before. Even i
dentical twins, but never two that looked completely identical. There was a



lways something. Some small difference... Perhaps David’s hair was combed a
 little neater, and there was definitely a difference in his mannerisms... 
his facial expressions. There was something rougher about David. Noticeably. 
“Well, he’s mentioned you a couple times, too. Frank. So where’re we head
ed?” 
Frank had to take a moment to collect his thoughts as he shook his head at h
imself. “I guess I was going into town.” 
“For?” 
“To look around, I guess.” 
“I suppose it’s as good a reason as any,” David replied, and then turned hi
s head to look at Frank. “So what’re you waiting for? You know how to drive
 this thing, don’t you?” 
Frank found himself frowning at the impatient tone, but shifted into drive an
d turned onto the main road. It definitely wasn’t Oliver sitting next to him.
 
The drive was silent for the next five minutes, as Frank stole quick glanc
es at his new companion, feeling somewhat uncomfortable. He was normally a
n outgoing individual when it came to strangers, but there was something a
bout David Martin that was just plain unapproachable. 
“So where’s Oliver?” Frank finally asked. 
David glanced at Frank sidelong. “Miss him, do you?” 
There was something a little too teasing about the remark for it to be con
sidered friendly. Frank frowned. “I was just asking because your mom didn’
t seem too happy when I brought him home yesterday.” 
David released a tight, humorless laugh. “Don’t worry about Oliver. Everyon
e loves Oliver.” He sounded almost bitter. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Forget it. Turn left up here. I’ll show you a shortcut.” 
Frank turned his attention back to the road again. There was a place to turn 
off up ahead, but it sure didn’t look like a road to Frank. What it looked li
ke was a narrow alley that turned off into the woods, and he didn’t like the 
idea of turning onto a road when he couldn’t see where it went. But, not want
ing to appear as uneasy as he felt, Frank followed the instruction. 
“Oliver says you guys don’t go into town,” Frank said. “Is it true, or did he
 mean just him?” 
“We don’t do a lot of things. But I do a lot of things no one else needs to kn
ow I do,” David said cryptically. 
Frank just shook his head, and did some more thinking, deciding that it wa
s possible that David didn’t want to say too much about his family. There 
was obviously something wrong there. From what Frank had gathered the day 
before, David got into trouble a lot, and for some reason, when that happe
ned, Oliver was told to go to his room. Frank didn’t think asking David wh



at he’d done would get him any answers he was looking for, so he tried a d
ifferent approach. 
“You know... I spent quite a bit of time with your brother yesterday... and it
’s none of my business, but...” 
“But you’re gonna butt in, anyway?” David remarked. “Alright then, go on 
ahead.” 
Frank sighed. “Look, I just think it’s messed up, the way your parents treat h
im,” he said. “He’s actually a pretty cool guy, and it’s not right he doesn’t 
have any friends just because he’s... different.” 
David must have found something amusing about what Frank was saying, be
cause he laughed. “Different?” 
“He’s not like anyone I’ve ever met before,” Frank said honestly, recalling 
the way that Oliver smiled so easily. He looked at David challengingly. “I h
appen to like him.” 
To Frank’s surprise, David’s expression turned serious, and he gave Frank 
a nod. “Good. So you’re not gonna listen when my parents tell you to stay 
away from him?” 
“Probably not,” Frank admitted. “I told him we’d look for frogs together.” 
David laughed at that, too. “Okay, Frank.” And when David grinned a familia
r crooked smile, Frank was finally able to relax. 
“So can I ask you something?” Frank asked. 
“Go ahead.” 
“What the hell do people do around here besides look for frogs and get rain
ed on?” 
“In town?” 
“Sure.” 
“Wouldn’t really know,” David replied, and then answered one of Frank’s ear
lier questions. “My parents hardly ever let us go there.” 
“Then what were you doing when I found you?” 
“Trying to get away from my parents,” David said, smirking. 
“And if you never go to town, where are we going now?” Frank asked suspici
ously as he watched the twisting road again. 
“Just because I’m not supposed to go don’t mean I don’t know how to get th
ere.” 
David was obviously telling the truth, because a few minutes later, the Su
baru was driving right into a wide, dirt parking lot behind a small buildi
ng, and as Frank realized what kind of building it was, something Oliver h
ad said came back to him. No, Frank. I’m not supposed to go. Not ever. We 
used to go for church, but not no more. Frank supposed that if David knew 
how to get to town, it made sense that he’d know how to get to the one pla
ce where they had once been allowed to go. Frank found himself frowning ag
ain as he looked over at David, who was staring at the building with a cer



tain amount of loathing. Obviously, whatever memories he had here weren’t 
exactly happy ones... or maybe he simply resented that he was now forbidde
n from being this close to it. 
“What’s with your parents?” Frank asked again, suddenly unable to keep the 
sympathy from his voice. “Why don’t they let you guys come out here? Oliver
 said not even for school... it seems...” 
David sat back in his seat and crossed his arms, but not before pointing past
 the church. “I think you can get out that way,” he told Frank. “You should t
ry it.” 
Frank was disappointed with the subject change, but decided not to push as 
he kept driving. He was curious about the town, too. He wasn’t sure what he
 was hoping to find. He knew the population was practically non-existent, b
ut anything, he thought, had to be better than a murky lake and a bunch of 
trees. He was setting himself up for disappointment. 
Not sure of where he was going, and with no further direction from David, 
Frank toured a few neighborhoods where houses looked small, but in better 
shape than the ones near the lake. The trailer park he passed was crowded,
 but there he began to notice a few people were out. Some waved, and some 
looked on curiously as he passed. He nearly missed the school because it w
as so small, but there was a sign in the yard that said, “Have a happy sum
mer.” When he passed the two working cattle ranches and a slaughterhouse, 
David explained that most people in town who didn’t collect social securit
y worked there, including his own parents. His dad sold cattle and pigs, a
nd his mom did accounting for the slaughterhouse. 
Even the docks were empty. Frank hadn’t seen many boats on the water in the 
last week, so it wasn’t that strange, but he couldn’t help thinking that thi
s was as close as he’d ever been to a ghost town--until he reached the shops
. There was one strip on the main street where people could purchase clothin
g at the same place they bought their groceries. The veterinarian’s clinic w
as larger than the hospital. There was a fire truck parked in front of a res
idential home, and next door the sheriff’s office was closed with a sign req
uesting volunteers. But, there were people out, some dropping their letters 
through the front door of the post office, and even more around the three re
staurants. One sold pizzas and had free deliveries, one claimed to have the 
world’s best chili burger, and the other sold fifteen flavors of ice cream. 
Glancing over at David, Frank could see that he was as unimpressed as Frank. 
“You wanna get out and look around?” Frank asked. When David didn’t respo
nd, Frank glanced in his direction to see that he was still staring out t
he window, focused on a group of kids walking down something that could p
ass for a sidewalk. “Do you know them?” 
“No,” David said as Frank pulled over on the side of the road to park, as ev
eryone else had done. 



“Oh... so you wanna go say hi or something?” 
David looked at Frank as if he’d lost his mind, and then shook his head. “W
hy would I want to do that?” 
“I don’t know,” Frank replied. “’Cause that’s how you meet new friends?” 
“I don’t need to meet them,” David replied in a reasonable tone. “I already 
met you.” 
Frank stared after David as he left the vehicle, feeling bemused. For a mom
ent there, he’d sounded like Oliver. But, Frank doubted that Oliver would s
end the two boys and three girls coming their way such a dismissing look. D
avid was practically staring them down. He definitely wasn’t out to make ne
w friends. As for Frank, he felt compelled to do some damage control as he 
left the car and exchanged smiles with a few of the locals before he starte
d down the sidewalk to catch up to David. “Hey, David... you won’t get in t
rouble for coming here with me, will you?” Frank asked. 
“If you cared, you would’ve asked before we came,” David pointed out. Fra
nk frowned at himself more than he did the comment. Mostly because it was
 true. 
“Look, I don’t want you to get in trouble,” Frank insisted. “It’s just... thi
s rule thing your parents have going on seems kinda fucked up. And yesterday,
 with your mom....” 
“She can be a bitch, can’t she?” David remarked. 
Frank paused, startled by his choice of words. Not in a million years would h
e ever think to say something like that about his own mother. “Well, she was.
.. I mean... she acted like she didn’t want Oliver to have any friends. It se
emed weird, that’s all.” 
“Makes perfect sense, though. He’s her baby. The perfect son. Never complain
s and always does what he’s told.” David didn’t sound resentful or bitter th
is time. Just like a guy stating the facts. 
“Is that why you do your best to get him in trouble?” Frank remarked. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“Yesterday, Oliver said he left because you told him to, then when I broug
ht him home, your mom was trying to lock him up for something you did.” 
David laughed at that. “I’m always in trouble. Can’t open my mouth without
 it happening. But that’s none of your business, Frank. So how do you like
 your new house?” 
Frank glanced sidelong at David, wanting to redirect the questioning to his dy
sfunctional family, but thought better of it. “There’re a lot of cats,” he rep
lied, “and Oliver thinks a witch used to live there, but the walls are still s
tanding, so that’s something.” 
“She was a witch,” David replied, seeming to reminisce. “A dead one now.” H
e seemed pleased about that last thing, and it struck Frank as cold. “She d
rowned, you know. Right out there in front of your house.” 



That was a detail that Frank could have gone without knowing, and his expre
ssion must have said so, because David laughed at that, too. “Believe in gh
osts, Frank?” 
“No,” Frank said shortly. 
“Just kidding. She drowned, but it wasn’t that close to your place. They say
 she was crazy enough to take her boat out in the middle of the storm. She w
as too heavy for it, got stuck like a pig and drowned.” 
“And you think this is a good thing?” Frank wanted to know. 
David just shrugged. Frank was not comforted. “Hey, um... you know, I can’t 
stay that long,” he said. It was half true. His mom wanted him to check in a
t noon. He just didn’t care to mention to his current company that he could 
leave again after that. But then, he didn’t have to. 
“Whatever. I don’t have to go back with you. You don’t even have to wait a
round with me now,” David replied, and then flashed Frank a pointed look t
hat said he knew exactly what Frank was thinking. “If you wanna go, then g
o.” 
It didn’t take much to make Frank feel guilty. David only looked half dejec
ted. But, Frank told himself, he couldn’t really help wanting to flee David
 Martin. There was something about him that Frank simply didn’t want to get
 to know--like, the fact that the kid just wasn’t nice. It was difficult to
 see how Oliver and David had shared the same genes, let alone the same wom
b. But then again, maybe Oliver was part of the reason why David was the wa
y he was. From what Frank understood, David lived in Oliver’s shadow at hom
e, instead of the other way around, and while he couldn’t imagine how it fe
lt to be banned from social contact outside of his family because he had a 
sibling who was different, he could guess that it would make anyone a littl
e crazy. Frank pitied David, and that played a part in the way he passed up
 the opportunity to get out of there. 
“I don’t have to go yet. I wanna look around for a while.” 
David just nodded, but over the next half hour, his mood seemed to improve 
as they explored the small strip and discovered a few more buildings behind
 what was visible from the road. Frank was ecstatic to discover that one of
 those buildings was a movie theater. It only played one film a week, but g
oing was a pastime he’d thought would be non-existent for a long time to co
me. When David said that he couldn’t remember if he’d ever even been in a t
heater before, it only added to his enthusiasm, and he even said that they 
should come back sometime before he began to describe scenes from some of h
is favorites. David laughed a few times, and even added to the detailed des
criptions whenever Frank mentioned a movie David’s parents had rented. And 
for a while, Frank felt like he was back in Nebraska with his friends, talk
ing about nothing like it was the most important thing in the world. He did
n’t feel like that when he was with Oliver. Not that he didn’t like Oliver’



s company. With Oliver, everything felt new. Unfamiliar, but pleasant. With
 David... well, Frank would be the first to admit things with David were a 
little creepy at first, but as David relaxed, he reminded Frank a lot of hi
s friends back home... or, what they’d be like if they were society-phobic. 
As they explored, it became even more obvious that David didn’t venture int
o town much when hardly anyone looked at him with recognition, and in such 
a small town, someone should have. Those who might have made a point to mov
e to the other side of the street. Oliver had mentioned that the people who
’d met him didn’t like him, and at first, Frank wondered if people were mis
taking David for Oliver. After all, he had. But, the reluctance of the town
speople to greet David could have also had a lot to do with David. Maybe he
’d warmed up to Frank, but he certainly didn’t seem to find anything he lik
ed about anyone else. He’d walk straight down the middle of a sidewalk, run
ning anyone in his path off; he narrowed his eyes at a group of girls and h
e’d spit a little too close to an older man’s shoe as they passed him by. F
rank was embarrassed by some of this behavior. Or, maybe all of it. He want
ed to meet people, not scare them away. It didn’t seem possible around Davi
d Martin. But still, Frank stayed with him because he didn’t see David’s ba
d behavior as that of a bully’s. He saw it as something closer to a defense
. 
About thirty minutes before Frank was supposed to be at home checking in, h
e started to wish that they had a phone hooked up. That way, he could just 
call. It had only become even more humid as the day wore on, and he wasn’t 
fond of the idea of getting back in a hot car where the air conditioner wou
ldn’t kick on until he was practically home. What he preferred, was to sit 
in the cool shop that sold ice cream until he was properly cooled down. At 
least he could still take ice cream to go, which is what he intended to do 
when he walked into the store. David wouldn’t come inside with him. In fact
, he downright refused and left Frank wondering if he’d even still be there
 when he came back out. 
Frank decided not to worry about it. He was too distracted to, anyway. The
 store was crowded, and waiting in line, he finally had the chance to talk
 to a few people. One woman his mother’s age already knew who he was, and 
asked if his family would be coming to their barbeque this weekend. It was
 the first time Frank had heard of the get-together, and assumed that his 
mom had been invited. He also assumed that since she hadn’t mentioned it, 
she didn’t like this woman for one reason or another and they wouldn’t be 
going. So, he left his response vague, hinting that they might be busy nex
t weekend. He did take the woman’s phone number, though, when her daughter
, who was a year younger than he was, said she’d be happy to introduce him
 around. Someone else said they expected to see him in church on Sunday, w
hich was also news to Frank, since the last time he’d set foot in a church



 was for his aunt’s wedding. When he was five. 
As he reached the counter, a man in his late twenties with a thick mustache 
was smiling at him, holding his hand out over the counter to shake Frank’s, 
as if they were old friends. “It’s nice to meet you,” he said. “How’s your m
om? Any trouble settling in at the new place?” 
“Uh... she’s fine. And no,” Frank replied. 
“That’s good to hear,” the man said. “And you just tell her that if she’s still
 interested in that job, she can come see me.” 
Frank raised an eyebrow at that. “Job?” 
“Yeah, turns out I’ve got some work for her.” 
“Oh. That’s nice... Jeff,” Frank read off the man’s colorful name tag. “But, s
he’s already got one... she’s gonna teach at the school.” 
Jeff looked as confused as Frank felt. “Well, as I understood it, she was look
ing for a little something extra.” 
Frank wanted to frown, but forced himself to smile instead. There were peop
le watching. “Um... I’ll let her know, then. Thanks.” 
“Alright then,” Jeff said, looking satisfied, and then he took Frank’s order
, while Frank did his best to look like wasn’t bothered by the fact his mom 
had been in the same store, looking for a job he wasn’t aware she needed. 
When he had his ice cream, Frank felt like he had to excuse himself from a 
few older people, and he felt relief once he was back outside in the humidi
ty, but disappointed when David appeared to be gone. Frank was holding more
 than one ice-cream cone, and no longer knew what to do with the second. He
 started by licking the melting substance from his knuckles on the way back
 to his car. It wasn’t that far, and he no longer had time to look for Davi
d. He’d promised his mom he’d come back, and there was no way that Frank wa
s going to lose his driving privileges again. But as it turned out, when Fr
ank reached his car he discovered that he didn’t have to look for David at 
all. 
“Hey,” Frank called, before he even reached the hood of the Subaru, where 
David had decided to sit. “I thought you disappeared on me.” 
David’s crooked smile seemed forced. “You’ve gotta go, don’t you?” 
“Yeah,” Frank replied. “Are you ready?” 
David nodded, looking thoughtful. “Don’t know if I like it out here too much
.” 
Frank shrugged. “It’s not that bad. Here. I got this for you.” He presented th
e least melted cone. But David didn’t take it. Instead, he regarded the desser
t suspiciously. 
“What did you do that for?” 
“Thought you’d want one,” Frank replied. “You don’t have something agains
t ice cream, do you?” 
“No.” 



“So do you want it?” Frank asked. “It’s kind of melting all over my hand.” 
“What do you want for it?” David asked. Frank frowned, deciding that was a
 strange question. 
“Nothing.” 
David considered for a moment before taking the cone, and as soon as Frank 
was clean enough to drive, they headed back to the other side of the lake i
n silence, Frank stealing curious glances towards his new friend. “Why don’
t you trust anyone, David?” he finally asked. He wasn’t really expecting an
 answer. It was just a question that he felt should be voiced. But, David’s
 response seemed to come easily. 
“I’ve never had a reason to.” 
Frank was once again curious, but didn’t push the subject as they talked ab
out other things for a while. Conversation seemed strained again, but David
 did tell Frank about a few of his hobbies. While Oliver liked to catch fro
gs and insects, David liked to explore. He swore he could find something ne
w every day if he looked hard enough. And he liked to take pictures of the 
things he found. Frank didn’t have to ask David about the picture he took o
f him. David openly explained that he’d seen Frank riding his bike. It was 
when Frank had stopped to stare back at a squirrel that seemed to find him 
interesting. When Frank asked David why he hadn’t said hello, David told hi
m plain and simple that he hadn’t felt like it. 
Frank wasn’t expecting David to ask him to let him out of the car in the ex
act same place that Frank had met him. He practically refused to let Frank 
drive him all the way home, and while Frank didn’t like it, he dropped Davi
d off on the side of the road and had to settle for a noncommittal response
 when Frank asked David if he wanted to hang out again sometime; with Olive
r, too. By the time he was on his way home all by himself, he couldn’t figu
re out which of the brothers confused him more. 
................................ 
“I think something’s wrong in that house,” Frank said. He sat across from his
 mom at the kitchen table, forcing down the late lunch she’d put together for
 him. He hadn’t bothered to tell her that he’d spoiled his appetite with ice 
cream. 
“Like what?” Jessica Seaberg asked. 
“I don’t know,” Frank replied. “They’re all just kind of weird, that’s all.” 
“Well, it is a little strange that Oliver didn’t mention he and his brother were
 twins,” she said. 
“I don’t think he thought to.” 
Jessica sighed. “So, you didn’t meet anyone new in town today?” she asked. “
It’s nice that the Martins are close by, but it wouldn’t hurt you to meet a 
few other people who aren’t so...” 
“Don’t call them weird, mom.” 



Jessica laughed. “Like you just did?” 
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Frank insisted, feeling guilty. Oliver would h
ave taken offense, and even without him there, Frank felt oddly protective o
f his feelings. “I think it’s their parents. I mean, they don’t even let the
m go into town, and when I took Oliver home yesterday...” Frank paused, not 
sure if he wanted his mom to know he’d been told to stay away. 
“What?” she asked expectantly. 
“His mom wasn’t very nice, that’s all.” 
“She was probably worried. Parents get like that, you know,” Jessica replied
 playfully. “And I promise, it’s not just to inconvenience our offspring. Th
at’s just an added bonus.” Frank smiled slightly, but it faded quickly. Jess
ica noticed and reached out to place her hand over his. “Frank, I’m sure eve
rything’s fine. It just sounds like Oliver’s mom has her hands full, that’s 
all. You shouldn’t be letting it bother you. You should be out there meeting
 more friends. Did that go well today? Did you meet anyone new?” 
“You mean other than David?” 
“Yeah. You were gone for a while.” 
Frank considered his mother for a moment as he sipped his glass of milk. “No
w that you mention it, I did talk to a few people. If I didn’t know any bett
er, I’d think we’re expected to go to church, Mom.” 
Jessica laughed. “With all those old women and their clubs? No thank you.”
 
“I’m not sure the people around here are gonna like that. They might think 
something’s wrong with us.” 
“If you have to leave your own home just to pray you’ve got issues,” Jessica
 stated. “If there’s something wrong with someone, it’s certainly not us.” 
Frank grinned at his mom’s imitation of his grandmother. She’d passed away
 a few years before, but he’d always liked her. Like his own mother, Frank
’s grandmother had been raised in a home where organized religion had no a
ppeal. He had no objections to being raised the same way. But, how the peo
ple around here would react to it really wasn’t his concern at the moment.
 
“Mom?” Frank asked as he watched her spread some of the preserves he’d fou
nd in the shed onto a piece of toast. 
“Yes?” 
“I went to get ice cream today.” 
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. The guy working there--Jeff--he said I should let you know he has a j
ob for you if you want it.” 
There was something akin to disappointment in Frank’s tone, which is what ha
d Jessica putting down the butter knife to face her son. “Well, that’s great
,” she replied. 



“Great?” 
“Yeah,” she said. Jessica wasn’t a fan of lying to her children. Perhaps there
 were times she left out a few details when she didn’t think they needed to kn
ow them, but she didn’t lie. She wouldn’t start now. “There are a lot of repai
rs around here that need taking care of. It’ll be easier to hire someone, so I
 thought I should find a job so I can do that.” 
“You’re a teacher, Mom.” 
“Not for a few more months I’m not, and in the meantime...well, I do like ic
e cream. You didn’t happen to see if they had butter pecan, did you?” 
Sometimes Jessica’s optimism worked Frank’s nerves. 
“You shouldn’t have to take that job,” he said sternly. She did her best not to
 laugh. 
“And why not? If Jeff’s willing to hire me for a while, we should all be grate
ful.” 
“Mom...” 
“Frank, we’ve talked about this. You knew things would be different when w
e got here, and I don’t want you to worry about it, but we need the money.
” 
“Then I’ll get a job,” he stated. “You need to be here with Rudy, anyway.” 
“Not all moms stay home with their kids all summer, Frank. You can watc
h Rudy when I’m gone.” 
“You’re not one of those moms.” 
“Well I am now,” she responded, her voice turning firm before it softened. “
Frank... you’re not your dad.” 
“I know that,” he snapped. “But...” 
“You don’t get to pay for his mistakes. If you want a job, fine, but anything 
you make is yours, got it?” 
“Mom...” 
“In another year, you’ll have plenty of time to be an adult.” She smiled, re
aching for his hand. “You’re already growing up too fast as it is. Give me a
nother year to just be your mom, okay? And, we really will be okay out here.
 I promise. Stop worrying, or you’re grounded, got it?” 
Frank let out a breath, staring at his mom for a long while as he tried to fig
ure out if her threat was valid. Knowing her, it was. It’s not like she hadn’t
 grounded him for stupider reasons in the past. 
“I love you, Mom.” 
Jessica smiled. “I knew there was a reason why you kept me around.” 
.................................... 
David leaned against the rough bark of a tree, the lake practically at his f
eet, and stared ahead at the shadow his house cast in the sunset. The lights
 were on, the windows glowing. Shadows moved inside. His family was in the l
iving room, likely wondering where he was. It was most definitely too late t



o keep them from knowing he was gone at all, but he really didn’t care. For 
a while today, he’d felt free. The feeling was a rarity for him. But he’d go
tten away, if only for a little while. He’d had ice cream. Frank. David like
d Frank. He wasn’t sure if he trusted him enough just yet, but Frank definit
ely had potential. 
David pushed himself off the tree, and looked down towards his feet, where th
e frog was still lying on its belly. He’d intended to bring it back for Olive
r, since he never got the chance to go looking for frogs with Frank today. Bu
t, that wasn’t going to work out now. Oliver wouldn’t want this frog. In fact
, David thought that it would be best if Oliver didn’t even see it. 
David knelt down to lift the amphibian’s corpse, which he cradled in his ha
nds for several moments. He was disappointed that it hadn’t made it home al
ive. It was a big one. Oliver might have liked it more than that stupid chi
cken. Not anymore. David dropped the body into the lake, watching until onl
y a long leg was visible on the surface. 
After another twenty minutes of watching, it was dark enough. There was st
ill movement behind the lights glowing from the living room. He felt he wa
s safe when he found his bedroom window still unlocked, and he climbed thr
ough it silently. It was dark inside. Seemed like nothing was in front of 
him when he shoved the curtains out of his face. That’s why he gasped when
 his hand touched flesh. An arm. Hands grabbed him by the shoulders as the
 light flicked on, blinding him, and the way his body was suddenly lifted 
and pulled through the small space he became disoriented. But, not so much
 that he couldn’t hear his mother’s voice. 
“Be careful, Brian!” she scolded from behind her husband, whose grip on Da
vid was much too tight for David’s liking. 
David met his father’s eyes and tried to shove him off. “Let go!” he demand
ed. 
The little push was all it took for Brian Martin’s eyes to narrow on his son
, and David was soon greeted with an openhanded, but stinging strike to the 
face. “I warned you, ya little bastard!” Mr. Martin bellowed. 
David clung to his cheek as the sting faded from it, faced his father as his
 mother screamed, and then narrowed his eyes as he spat in the old man’s fac
e. David knew it would only make things worse, but he did find it momentaril
y satisfying, the shock on his father’s face. It only lasted for an instant 
before strong fingers were gripping his hair, dragging him from the room. Da
vid struggled, but not so much that it would allow his hair to rip from his 
scalp. He planned to get even for this, and he didn’t plan to be bald for it
. Down the stairs he went, his dad dragging him and his mother following him
. He cursed the whole way. 
“Get your hands off me you fucked-up son of a bitch!” 
“Brian, please don’t hurt him!” his mother shouted. But David didn’t care. He 



didn’t see the point. She only pretended to care if he got hurt. If she cared,
 she’d stop it. 
“Shut up, you whore!” David screamed back at her, and spit in her direction
. For that, his dad shoved him up against the wall as they reached the bott
om of the basement stairs. He let go of David long enough to reach for the 
key to the locked door. That was when David panicked. Not the dark. He hate
d the dark. “No!” he screamed, his voice growing hoarse with stress, and he
 made a break for it. He lunged past his mother in an attempt to get to the
 stairs, nearly knocking her over. Nearly wasn’t good enough. Her small bod
y grabbed him from behind and she held on with all her might, pleading with
 him to stop. “You stop!” he retorted. “Get off me! I ain’t goin’ in there!
 No!” 
David’s screams were lost when his father’s much larger, stronger hands too
k over for his mother. He was pulled back towards the door. It was open now
, and David was desperate as he saw darkness nearing. He took a swing at hi
s dad and missed. The man was too big, swinging David around like a rag dol
l. He was winning much too fast, but it didn’t stop David from trying one m
ore time to get away. He used his feet this time. His father hollered when 
David’s right foot connected with a bad knee. Momentarily victorious, David
 never saw the next blow coming, but he felt it in his face. Hurt so bad he
 thought the skin on his cheek had split open and exploded, but never had t
ime to cry out as he lost balance and the air was knocked from his lungs up
on falling roughly to a cold floor. He looked up, reaching out desperately 
in time to see his father’s shadow slam the thick door, and the light disap
peared. Not even a crack from beneath the door remained, and it took a few 
moments of heavy breathing and gazing around in terror before David remembe
red that his eyes would never adjust to this. So he closed them. He swallow
ed against his dry throat, and started to count. Sometimes counting helped.
 He could count forever, and if he lost his place, he could start over. One
...two...three...four... 
“David?” it was a whisper, but Oliver’s voice. Oliver there with him, in the 
dark. 
David sat up to look around, even though it would do him no good. “Oliver?
” 
“David... you see, David? I told you you shouldn’t make them angry.” 
Chapter 4 
by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
“Here,” Frank said, pressing a stone into the palm of Rudy’s small hand. “T
he flat ones work best. Try it.” Her small face scrunched up in concentrati
on as she took the stone and tossed it like Frank had just shown her, and g
rinned when it skipped twice over the lake. Frank smiled at her success. “N



ice one, Rudy. Wanna try again?” 
“No. Throwing rocks isn’t that fun. My stomach hurts.” 
“That’s because you’re hungry,” Frank informed her. “We should have had 
lunch by now.” 
With their mother working during the day, Frank found that he wasn’t the be
st babysitter on the planet. He didn’t mind his sister, but she was odd whe
n it came to basic necessities. She was one of those kids that needed to be
 reminded of everything between eating a meal and going to the bathroom bef
ore they left the house. Frank had enough trouble remembering those things 
on his own, let alone for someone else. 
“Can we go inside now?” Rudy asked. 
Frank nodded, looking towards the sky. It was overcast again, and he was be
ginning to feel claustrophobic. The clouds kept getting closer to the groun
d, as if they intended to crush him. “Yeah. What do you want to eat?” 
“Soup.” That wasn’t a surprise. She always wanted soup. She liked soup. 
“Okay, go get it out,” Frank said, and then as she headed towards the house,
 he added, “Don’t touch that stove.” 
“I’m old enough to use the stove!” Rudy called back, rolling her eyes. 
Frank sighed. He was right behind his sister, but not before his eyes drift
ed to where they’d been going for days now. The red roof across the lake lo
oked farther every time he set eyes on it. The day he’d gone to town with D
avid Martin, Frank had come home hoping to receive another visit from Olive
r, but it hadn’t happened. Oliver hadn’t come the next day, either. Or any 
day, for nearly a week now. Frank hoped that he wasn’t in trouble. He hoped
 that David wasn’t in trouble, either. He’d been tempted to go across the l
ake to find out, but hadn’t had much of an opportunity to over the last few
 days. His mom had taken up employment at the ice cream parlor rather quick
ly--less than twenty-four hours after Frank had given her the message--and 
he’d been stuck watching his sister, and would be until her day camp reopen
ed after a minor insect infestation. He didn’t mind watching Rudy, exactly.
 They got along well enough, and they’d made a lot of progress in the house
 as far as organization went. But having to be responsible for Rudy did pre
vent him from some things, especially paying a visit to the Martins. After 
Mrs. Martin blatantly told him to stay away, he didn’t want to risk a confr
ontation with his little sister in tow. 
He shook his head at the situation and went to help Rudy make her lunch. It 
was fairly easy now that the kitchen was clean, and everything they didn’t u
se on a daily basis had been moved to either the attic or the storage shed o
utside, and there was room to walk just about anywhere inside. There was eve
n space on the floor for a bowl of cat food. When David’s mom had started se
tting it out for the strays they couldn’t seem to get out of the house, he’d
 been opposed to the idea. But more recently, he’d found himself shooing the



 four cats he saw regularly in the house away from the door when they tried 
to go outside. He’d seen just how safe strays were on the other side of his 
door, and didn’t care for it. 
After lunch he worked with Rudy in the garden she’d planted behind the hous
e, if staring at the ground counted as work. His sister had planted a few s
eeds the day after they moved in, but wasn’t having much luck with growing 
them. She was becoming less optimistic about the success of her garden, and
 to cheer her up, Frank suggested that they go for a walk. He wanted to tak
e her on the trail that led to the place where he met Oliver. He’d rethough
t the idea of turning the old building into a clubhouse for her. He no long
er liked the idea of Rudy out there alone. But, at least they could do some
 exploring and pass the time before their mother got home. 
To Frank, it seemed like a longer trip without his bike, but he was distract
ed from most of it as he talked with his sister about their new home. Rudy h
ad seemed to adjust so quickly that it was surprising for Frank to learn tha
t his sister was having as difficult a time with things as he was. She claim
ed that she couldn’t understand half the girls at camp because they talked f
unny, so some didn’t like her, and she missed how things used to be. She wan
ted to call her friends like their mom said she could when they got phone se
rvice. But, it seemed that she still had two more days to wait. Frank sugges
ted that she write to her friends as he had done his second day there, but R
udy insisted a phone call was better. She was probably right, Frank thought,
 since he hadn’t heard back from anyone yet. 
“Do you think Dad will call when we have a phone?” Rudy asked. 
Why would we want him to? Frank wanted to know, but he didn’t dare say it ou
t loud. He figured his sister was delusional when it came to their father. S
he was still caught up in the fantasy that he’d come back. Frank was always 
tempted to tell her that in reality, the man was the biggest ass who’d ever 
lived, but his mom had asked that he not say anything mean about their dad i
n front of Rudy. Frank had chosen to respect that for the time being. But he
 wasn’t willing to encourage the fantasy, either. 
“I don’t know, Rudy. He won’t even have our number.” 
“Mom says I can call and give it to him.” 
“If you can get a hold of him.” Frank had gone through months of calling after
 their father had first left. He’d finally grown tired of constantly being tol
d his father was too busy to talk, and the promises that were never kept. Now,
 he liked to think that he was over it. 
“Maybe he’ll come visit. Do you think he’ll go in the lake with us? Mom s
ays it’s going to warm up really soon, so maybe we can go swimming.” 
“Let’s go this way, Rudy,” Frank said when he noticed his sister moving off the
 trail. Besides, he was ready for a subject change. “It’s starting to smell lik
e rain. I don’t want to get lost out here if it does.” 



Rudy turned up her nose to sniff at the humid air. “I don’t smell anything.” 
“Let’s not get lost, anyway,” Frank insisted. 
Frank led his sister to the shed, which seemed to be in worse shape after t
he most recent storm. She wasn’t very impressed with it, so they continued 
on, following another trail that Frank hadn’t explored yet. There wasn’t mu
ch there, either, except a curious raccoon that Frank had to chase off befo
re it decided to follow them home. Nothing really interesting happened unti
l they headed back home. Even before they reached the low bridge, Frank spo
tted a familiar motorboat near it and urged Rudy to pick up the pace. 
“Is Oliver here?” Rudy asked when she saw the boat. 
Frank hoped so. He would have settled for seeing either of the brothers. Bu
t Frank hoped that if it was David who’d brought the boat over, he’d see Ol
iver with him. But there was only one boy standing outside of Frank and Rud
y’s house, and Frank was annoyed that from the distance, he couldn’t tell w
hich one it was. As they got closer, however, Frank smiled to himself as he
 looked over the boy’s nervous stance as he fisted the bottom of his t-shir
t and regarded the house anxiously like he wasn’t sure he wanted to approac
h it. Body language alone told him that he was dealing with Oliver Martin. 
The way the boy finally noticed them coming and grinned widely told Frank t
he same thing all over again. 
“Frank!” Oliver waved, but as he went to meet Frank and Rudy, he seemed l
ess animated than Frank remembered from their previous visits. 
“Hi, Oliver,” Rudy said politely as they reached each other. “I saw your boat,
 do you think we can ride in it if it doesn’t rain?” 
Oliver looked pleased. “That would be fun, Rudy. D’you like frogs?” 
Rudy made a face. “They’re slimy.” 
Oliver frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with being slimy.” 
Rudy giggled. “Yeah, it’s gross.” 
“Oh... well I’ve got a lucky chicken.” 
Rudy made another face. 
“What makes a chicken lucky?” 
Oliver told her it just was, and Rudy began to ask him another whole list a
bout the bird, but Frank wasn’t really paying attention to their conversati
on. He was looking Oliver over, not sure what to make of what he saw. There
 was something different. Like, Oliver seemed tired. Looked it. The circles
 under his eyes weren’t exactly dark, but noticeable because his complexion
 seemed pale today, even beneath the shadows of the clouds. His face seemed
 dirty at first, but upon closer inspection, Frank realized that it was as 
smooth as always, shining from the humidity, and the dark spots he could ju
st barely make out looked like faded bruises. 
“I’m glad you came over, Oliver,” Frank interrupted the conversation betwe
en his sister and their guest. He wasn’t really sure who he’d cut off, but



 no one seemed to mind. “I’ve been wondering where you were.” 
“I was at home, Frank. I wanted to see you. So now I’m here.” 
“Since Oliver’s here, can we play cards, Frank?” Rudy asked. “Last time h
e told me he’d show me how to play poker.” 
Frank raised an eyebrow at that, but shrugged and gave his sister a nod. “Sure
, if you can find the cards.” 
“Come on, Oliver!” Rudy called as she moved ahead of them into the house.
 
Frank watched as Oliver watched Rudy, looking bemused. He patted Oliver’s sh
oulder to get his attention. “Come on, let’s go inside, okay? It’s a lot cle
aner this time, I promise.” 
Oliver smiled as he walked up the stairs alongside Frank. “That’s okay, Fran
k. I don’t care if it’s not clean,” he insisted, but when they walked into t
he cleared-out and organized living room, his eyes widened. “Wow!” 
Frank laughed as he pulled Oliver into the house. “My mom’s working in town
,” Frank explained. “I wanted to go see you, but I’ve had to watch my siste
r... are you alright, Oliver?” 
“Sure, Frank.” 
“Are you sure?” Frank asked, getting a little closer to provide himself with
 a better inspection. “Were you sick or something?” 
Oliver cocked his head, like it might help him understand the question bet
ter. The corner of his mouth turned up in amusement. “I don’t remember, Fr
ank. Why wouldn’t I be okay?” 
“You don’t remember?” 
Oliver shrugged as his gaze shifted from Frank’s. He moved further into th
e room, and for a moment, Frank worried that he was going to avoid the que
stion. But Oliver didn’t seem to have that problem today. “Sometimes I don
’t remember stuff,” Oliver explained, and then added defensively, “but my 
mom says it doesn’t make me wrong, just different. I’m not wrong, Frank.” 
“I know you’re not,” Frank replied seriously. “It’s just... well, you look kind 
of...” 
Oliver frowned, and turned his head down to look himself over the best he 
could. “What’s wrong with the way I look, Frank?” 
“Nothing,” Frank said quickly. “You look... you’re... there’s nothing wrong 
with the way you look, Oliver. It’s just, well, you seem tired. Or something
. Do you feel tired?” 
“A little,” Oliver admitted. “And my eyes have been hurting.” He suddenly
 looked concerned. “Do you think I’m sick, Frank?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t think so, Oliver. Look... did someone hurt you?” Fran
k had been afraid to ask the question, but managed to get it out, anyway. 
“The witch that used to live here threw a rock at my head once.” 
Frank sighed, and gently grabbed Oliver’s arm to lead him over to the sofa



. “That’s not what I meant, Oliver. I meant... since the last time I saw y
ou. Your mom seemed kind of angry when I took you home, remember? Did she.
..” 
“My mom wouldn’t hurt me, Frank,” Oliver said somewhat angrily, and Frank 
was immediately reminded that while Oliver could seem childlike, it was be
st not to approach him like one. He seemed to understand more than he was 
given credit for. Maybe he didn’t yet understand the reason for Frank’s qu
estioning, but he could obviously see where it was leading. It seemed safe
 to conclude that he didn’t like it. 
“I’m sorry, it’s just... I’ve been worried about you. And, you look like so
mething happened. You know if your parents did do something to you, you cou
ld tell me, Oliver. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.” 
Oliver studied Frank for a long moment as he leaned further back into the so
fa, and then smiled. “I know that, Frank. That’s why I like you.” 
“So do you trust me then?” Frank asked. “Can you at least tell me where yo
u’ve been all week... you said you were going to come back but never did.”
 
“I couldn’t,” Oliver said, looking sheepish as he lowered his voice to a wh
isper. “My mom and dad said I shouldn’t visit you anymore.” 
“Why not?” Frank asked, even though what Oliver was saying didn’t surpris
e him. 
“Don’t know... they don’t like me talking to people sometimes because peop
le are mean... but you’re not, Frank. That’s why I wanted to see you. They
 wouldn’t let me, so I went out the window like David,” he explained, look
ing pleased with himself. “David showed me how to break their lock. They d
on’t know I’m here, Frank... I’m gonna be in trouble when I go home.” 
Frank frowned at that. No he wouldn’t, he decided. Frank wasn’t sure what e
xactly was wrong with Oliver’s parents, but at this point he was positive t
hat it was something. He had a sickening feeling that getting into trouble 
in the Martin house involved more than a time out and a missed dessert. He 
didn’t want Oliver to go back there. And, while that might not have been po
ssible, Frank would do his best to keep Oliver with him for as long as poss
ible. At least, until his mom came home. He could talk to her. She might th
ink he was overreacting again, but at least Frank knew she would listen. 
“Don’t worry about that, okay? My mom will be home in a few hours. I’ll ask he
r to talk to your parents and find out... we’ll see if they’ll let you visit.”
 
Oliver looked thoughtful. “Do you think your mom would do that, Frank?” 
Frank smiled. “Sure she will... I’ll ask her to see if David can visit, too.
 Did he tell you I met him?” When Oliver shook his head, Frank explained how
 he’d met David the same day that he’d wanted Oliver to go into town with hi
m. But as he told Oliver about the time he’d spent with his brother, Frank c



ouldn’t help noticing that Oliver appeared troubled by it, more than anythin
g. Frank almost felt guilty for that, deciding that Oliver felt left out bec
ause he hadn’t been included in the outing, but instead of apologizing for i
t, Frank finished by asking Oliver another question that he felt was more im
portant at the moment. “Oliver? Where’s David now? He’s not in trouble, is h
e?” 
Frank didn’t get his answer. Rudy appeared in the living room, excited ove
r the deck of cards she’d found. It seemed to distract Oliver from the con
versation, and Frank didn’t want to bring it up again until they were alon
e. In the meantime, Frank and Rudy enjoyed Oliver’s company, and playing a
 game of cards with him was a nice change from the isolation from anyone o
ther than their own company, and the work they’d been doing to help their 
mom while she was gone. 
Oliver managed to surprise Frank again as they played poker for chocolate 
chip cookies. Apparently, he was rather fond of the game, and had no probl
em explaining it to Rudy as they played in a team against Frank. Oliver, w
hose expression often said everything for him, turned out to have such a g
reat poker face that Frank never stood a chance. But, he had fun, and laug
hed when both Rudy and Oliver complained of stomach aches when they ate to
o many of their winnings. 
It started to rain, just as Frank had thought it would, but this time the sto
rm wasn’t nearly as nerve-racking. It was only a light sprinkle, but the clou
ds turned the sky dark and the three of them set out around the house to turn
 on lights as a result. Oliver still seemed nervous every time he ran into a 
cat, and did his best to avoid them, which is why Frank made sure to chase th
e one hiding under the bed out of his room when Oliver took an interest in hi
s computer. 
Rudy was downstairs painting her paint-by-numbers, listening to boy-band mus
ic, and to avoid his sister’s off-key voice singing along with it, Frank hid
 in his room, stretched out on his bed and watched Oliver. Oliver was at an 
old card table, converted into a desk, and appeared fascinated with a game o
n the computer that allowed him to build cities, only to destroy them with n
atural disasters, or sometimes more unnatural disasters. Like Godzilla. 
“Are places with this many buildings really that busy?” Oliver asked as he 
looked over the city he’d constructed over the last hour. “My mom says the 
stuff we see on TV is just Hollywood.” 
“Sometimes,” Frank replied. “Haven’t you ever been away from here, Oliver?
 I mean, not just to town, but to... somewhere else?” 
Oliver glanced over his shoulder to meet Frank’s eyes. “One time. I was t
oo little to remember. We went to see my grandma in New Mexico when she d
ied. That’s when I fell.” 
Frank sat up. “How did you fall?” 



Oliver ran his fingers through his hair, but they lingered there on his head,
 as if searching for something. “My dad said he couldn’t catch me in time. He
 feels real bad about that. It’s not his fault, though. I wanted to see the b
ird outside the window... I don’t remember it. But it wasn’t a lucky chicken,
 Frank.” 
“You fell out a window?” 
Oliver nodded. “Broke my head right open. Don’t remember what happened aft
er. I didn’t wake up for a long time. But the doctors fixed me. Wanna feel
 it?” 
Frank nodded curiously as Oliver continued to rub at his head when he left th
e chair to sit next to Frank on the bed. 
“You can feel it everywhere,” Oliver said quietly as he tilted his head towar
ds Frank. 
“Does it hurt?” Frank asked. 
“No,” Oliver replied. “But it’s like... I can always feel that the scars are there
.” 
Frank lifted his hand, convinced he wasn’t going to hurt anything, and hesi
tated only a moment before placing his palm over the top of Oliver’s head. 
The hair was thick, surprisingly soft. Frank found himself pushing it back 
before he remembered what he was supposed to be doing and found Oliver’s sc
alp with gentle fingers. It didn’t take him long to find what Oliver was ta
lking about. In fact, it was difficult to miss, and Frank was surprised by 
the extent of the rough patches of skin beneath his fingers as he traced th
e lines. One was crooked, jagged and rough. Others were more precise, and i
f a doctor had been responsible for them, Frank was certain that it had bee
n from more than one surgery. 
“I’m sorry, Oliver,” Frank said, before he could stop himself. He heard pit
y in his own voice, and was almost afraid to meet Oliver’s eyes to find out
 what he thought of that. But, Oliver only seemed unexpectedly amused as he
 leaned his head heavier into Frank’s palm, much like those cats liked to d
o when they got his attention, Frank thought. Instead of finding it unusual
, however, Frank continued moving his fingers over Oliver’s scalp, nearly e
xpecting the other boy to start purring. It was when Frank’s eyes fell to s
ome of the shadows over Oliver’s face and brushed his thumb over one, that 
Oliver suddenly flinched and pulled back. Frank lowered his hand slowly, no
t willing to let go of the other boy’s eyes as they faced him somewhat accu
singly. “I don’t know what you remember, Oliver,” Frank said, “but I think 
something happened to you.” 
Oliver frowned, and for a moment, Frank thought he was going to say somethin
g defensive. But instead, it was a look of extreme concentration that crosse
d his face as he lifted his hand to his face, gingerly touching at sore plac
es. 



“Oliver, what’s the last thing you remember before...” Frank paused when th
e sound of slowly falling raindrops outside was interrupted by a purring en
gine and tires moving over wet gravel. He stood, moving to his window long 
enough to look out to the driveway. There was a yellow truck pulling up aga
inst the side of the house, and having never seen it before, Frank watched 
curiously, wondering who was visiting. But, as his eyes focused on the imag
e through the glass of the front windshield, it became all too apparent tha
t this visitor wasn’t one he currently wanted to welcome into his home, if 
Oliver’s mother sitting in the passenger side of the bench seat was any ind
ication. It wasn’t her that worried Frank, though. It was the large man beh
ind the steering wheel, currently unfastening his seat belt. 
It didn’t occur to Frank to think through his next actions as he spun away 
from the window and approached Oliver hurriedly. “We have to go,” he stated
. 
“Where are we going, Frank?” Oliver asked, obviously startled by his host’s
 abruptness. 
“For a walk, I could use some fresh air,” Frank said as he grabbed Oliver’
s hand and practically yanked him off the bed and out the bedroom door. “C
ouldn’t you?” 
“It’s raining, Frank.” 
“That’s okay. Come on, I’ve got a jacket you can borrow.” Frank rushed Oliv
er down the narrow hallway and to the back door, where he was quick about g
rabbing his only hooded jacket out of the closet and shoving it at Oliver. 
“Put it on, I’ll be right back.” 
“But what’re you gonna wear?” Oliver wanted to know. 
Frank smiled as reassuring of a smile as he could. “I’ll be fine,” he insist
ed, but didn’t feel that way when the sound of someone rapping on the door e
choed through the house, over Rudy’s music. 
“I think someone’s knocking on your door, Frank,” Oliver observed as he pul
led on the jacket. 
“It’s probably just the wind,” Frank said, earning himself a strange look fro
m Oliver as he headed towards the living room. “I’ll be right back.” 
Frank reached the front door just in time to keep his sister from answering i
t. He grabbed her tiny wrist and yanked her back, provoking a startled gasp f
rom the girl that he simply didn’t have time to pay attention to. “Don’t answ
er that!” he hissed. 
Rudy pulled her arm away from him, looking irritated. “Why not--hey! Frank
!” He’d wrapped an arm around her waist, and with no explanation Frank had
 lifted Rudy’s feet right off the ground to rush her to the back door. 
“What are you doing?” she demanded. 
“Oliver’s parents are here,” he said hastily. He was better off simply tellin
g her. If she started asking questions, Frank didn’t see how that would help 



anyone. 
“Then shouldn’t we tell Oliver...” 
“No!” Frank stated, and put her down before they reached the kitchen to p
lace his hands on her shoulders and look her in the eye. “Rudy, we’ve got
ta keep them away from him until Mom gets home, okay?” 
Rudy looked confused, but not one to argue when her young mind sensed a se
rious situation, she simply nodded, and they both looked towards the front
 door when the knocking only got louder. Frank frowned. He was certain tha
t Oliver’s parents could hear Rudy’s music, and they likely suspected that
 someone was home. He didn’t know if they’d have the nerve to let themselv
es in, and he didn’t want to stick around to find out. He ushered Rudy int
o the kitchen, where Oliver was still waiting by the door, having trouble 
with the zipper on Frank’s jacket. 
“Get your coat on, Rudy,” Frank ordered, even as he lifted his sister’s coa
t for her and wrapped it around her shoulders. As Rudy pushed her arms thro
ugh the sleeves, Frank turned to Oliver and zipped up the coat for him afte
r a few good tugs. Oliver’s brows raised in response. He didn’t seem to und
erstand what the big hurry was supposed to be about, but he didn’t really c
omplain when Frank practically pushed him and Rudy through the door. 
“I really think someone’s knocking,” Oliver said, looking back as Frank clo
sed up the house. 
“So they’ll come back, later,” Frank said, ducking his head, as if it would 
defend him from the raindrops now wetting his face and hair. “Let’s go this 
way. I haven’t been this way before.” 
Rudy looked disgruntled as she held her jacket closed, but rushed to hold o
nto Frank’s hand as he led the way away from the house, making sure to avoi
d the yellow truck parked alongside the house, and Oliver followed behind t
hem, seeming alright with the entire situation. 
That was good, Frank decided. All he wanted to do was get Oliver out of sig
ht. Maybe it was unjustified. Maybe he was overreacting in the stupidest wa
y possible, but he wasn’t going to feel better until his mom arrived home a
nd figured out what was going on for him. Until then, he simply didn’t trus
t Oliver’s parents. But, Frank was so focused on getting Oliver out of sigh
t as they headed straight into the woods and up the hill that he’d complete
ly forgotten that he was also attempting to prevent Oliver from seeing the 
elder Martins. Which incidentally, didn’t work out so well. 
Rudy had slipped in the mud, and after catching her, Frank had decided to car
ry her on his back. She was still small for her age, but recently she’d grown
 past the point of being able to ride on his shoulders. Either way, he didn’t
 mind since she gave him a little extra cover. He felt like he was getting ra
ined on twice, first from the water falling from the sky, and then the drops 
falling from the trees. He stared at his feet as he trekked uphill, unable to



 wipe the water running down his forehead and into his eyes while he carried 
his sister. He was so focused on distancing them all from the house and the r
oad that he didn’t notice that Oliver was no longer on his heels until Rudy i
nsistently patted his shoulder. 
“Frank! Frank, look.” 
Frank stopped, turned around, and froze when he realized that straight throu
gh the trees back behind him, the entire side of his house, along with the y
ellow truck, was visible. Oliver’s parents had come around the corner, and w
ere talking in front of the vehicle, and not far off but still hidden, Olive
r stood watching them. Frank put Rudy down and took a step forward, wanting 
to call out to Oliver, but was afraid he’d be heard. And then he didn’t have
 to call out. 
Oliver suddenly looked in Frank’s direction, and their eyes met, but for Fr
ank, he was facing something unreadable. There was no crooked smile on Oliv
er’s face, but there was no sign of confusion or anger, either. Frank felt 
like he was being watched like someone who’d been caught in a lie. Perhaps 
that’s exactly what he was. Oliver was insistent that his parents would nev
er harm him, so Frank worried how he’d react when he figured out what Frank
 was doing. But when realization did seem to come over Oliver, he didn’t se
em displeased at all. Just understanding. And better yet, he didn’t call ou
t to his parents. 
Frank released a breath when Oliver slowly backed away from where he stood
, and when he reached Frank and Rudy, all three of them moved out of sight
 together. They continued on silently for a while. Frank didn’t know where
 they were going once he couldn’t see his house anymore, but Oliver picked
 up the lead then, and Frank trusted that he knew the area well enough not
 to get them lost. At least, he hoped that was the case, since he was begi
nning to regret not wearing a jacket. The rain slowed to a drizzle, and th
en died completely, but his clothes were wet now, and he was cold. Rudy at
 least seemed comfortable as she moved ahead of them every time she saw a 
squirrel. 
With Oliver, Frank couldn’t tell how comfortable he was. It was hard to, whe
n he suddenly felt like he needed to avoid Oliver’s eyes. It felt to Frank a
s if something uncomfortable was passing between them. He didn’t know if Oli
ver felt it, too, but Frank could definitely feel the other boy’s eyes glanc
ing in his direction every so often. And they kept moving closer together, s
ide by side, step for step. Frank didn’t know if it happened naturally, or i
ntentionally, but the closer Oliver got, the more difficult the continuing s
ilence became to Frank. Even Rudy was silent as she walked on her own. 
“I’m sorry, Oliver,” Frank finally said. “I didn’t want them to take you home
 yet. I should have told you.” 
Oliver didn’t initially respond, causing Frank to look worriedly in his dir



ection, but it was only to find that Oliver was removing the borrowed jacke
t, and before Frank could ask him what he was doing, his was placing the wa
rm material over Frank’s shoulders. 
“I didn’t want to go with them, Frank.” 
Frank sighed. “Listen, Oliver, no matter what happens, I won’t let you get in 
trouble. I’ll say it’s my fault, and I’ll ask my mom to talk to them. She’ll..
.” 
“They don’t like to listen, Frank. They say it’s bad for me to leave. I don’
t want to make them angry... but my mom always says, going out is getting in
 trouble.” 
“That’s not right, though,” Frank insisted. “It’s not fair that you can’t do thin
gs just because... it’s not right, Oliver.” 
“David says that,” Oliver replied. “David’s always in trouble. He makes m
y mom and dad angry.” 
“Why? Because he likes to go outside?” Frank asked, feeling disgusted. 
“No, Frank. I think he likes it.” 
“What? You mean, getting in trouble?” 
Oliver nodded. “David gets angry, too. He’s always angry, Frank.” 
“With you?” 
Oliver considered the question, and then shook his head. “No. He’s my bro
ther, Frank. But he doesn’t like my mom or my dad. He likes to make them 
angry.” 
“Oliver... is David in trouble now?” 
“He’s always in trouble,” Oliver said again, and then asked Frank a questi
on he never expected. “Do you like David more than me, Frank?” 
“What?” 
“I know he’s better,” Oliver said, sliding his hands into his pockets as he co
ntinued to walk. “David’s like me. But better.” 
Frank nearly laughed at the notion, but caught himself. 
“That’s not true, Oliver. The two of you are just different, that’s all. Besi
des, isn’t David the one always getting into trouble?” Maybe Frank was suspic
ious that some of that trouble was bullshit, but after meeting David, he did 
have to leave room that there was probably a reason for at least some of it. 
“That doesn’t make David bad,” Oliver said defensively, obviously misunde
rstanding what Frank meant. 
“No,” Frank agreed. “Look, I only meant that he’s not any better than you, a
lright?” Frank attempted a friendly smile, and playfully punched Oliver’s ar
m to get his attention. “You shouldn’t think things like that.” 
Oliver’s smile was a slow, small one as they returned to walking in silence
, and as Frank focused ahead on Rudy, he decided that maybe it was time for
 their conversation to lighten up a little. It was true he had questions, a
nd he was concerned over many things regarding Oliver and his family, espec



ially the current well-being of David. Oliver wasn’t looking great as it wa
s, and Frank couldn’t help wondering if David was in the same condition. Bu
t, unless he wanted to turn back and deal with the Martin parents on his ow
n, there wasn’t much he could do about it for the time being, except to enj
oy the unexpected nature walk, despite the cold. Besides, Oliver’s curious 
questions had Frank wanting to reassure the other boy that he really did en
joy his company. But then, that became difficult to do when Oliver suddenly
 began to shout at Frank’s sister. 
“No! Don’t go down there!” 
Frank jumped at the harsh tone, and didn’t appreciate the way his heart froz
e in his chest when ahead of them, Rudy nearly lost her footing because of i
t where the land had been eroded to a steep drop. Rudy hardly had time to re
cover before Oliver had rushed her, grabbing one of her wrists with both han
ds to pull her back. She made a shrill, startled sound and tried to pull her
 arm back, but Oliver refused to release her. 
“You can’t go down there!” he shouted. “Never do that!” 
“Okay! Oliver, let go!” Rudy demanded. 
“It’s a very bad place, Rudy!” Oliver persisted, and Frank had enough when 
his sister’s eyes turned to him, seeming panicked. 
“Hey! Knock it off!” Frank rushed forward, separating Oliver from his sist
er by moving between them where he placed two hands on Oliver’s chest and 
shoved him back, an action he didn’t put much thought into as he turned to
 face Rudy. “Are you alright?” he asked her. 
Rudy nodded, seeming flushed and confused as she glanced past Frank at Olive
r accusingly, and then down the drop, which Frank followed her gaze to. It w
as easy to see what had managed to grab his sister’s attention. Another cat.
 But, this one didn’t look like the wild felines that snuck through the crac
ks and into their house. It was more like someone’s pampered pet Persian, an
d was lazily watching them, its thick white coat practically glowing against
 its dark surroundings as it finally turned and disappeared into the brush. 

Frank frowned, not sure what was going on. The drop was steep but not that 
far, and he doubted it led to anything horrible, except for maybe the lake.
 He could see water, likely another hidden cove. Not sure what was going on
, Frank turned back to Oliver, intending to seek an explanation. 
But Oliver had backed away from the siblings, and practically cowering wher
e he stood, he avoided Frank’s eyes while Frank struggled to make something
 of the outburst, and then felt guilty for reacting the way he did. “Oliver
...” he started, but was met with something akin to a wall when Oliver sudd
enly covered his face with his hands and turned his back. 
“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to.” 
Frank exchanged a glance with his sister, each of them bewildered, but symp



athetic. 
“I didn’t mean to yell at him,” Rudy whispered. “He’s not gonna cry, is he 
Frank?” She sounded horrified. In Rudy’s world, boys were not supposed to c
ry. 
Frank shook his head at his sister, gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulde
r, and then moved towards Oliver to approach him on his own. “Oliver, are yo
u alright?” Frank asked. He didn’t get an initial response, and found himsel
f reaching out to touch the other boy’s shoulder. Oliver didn’t flinch, but 
turned slowly to peek at Frank through his raised fingers. 
“Are you angry, Frank?” 
Frank considered the question, and then shook his head. “We’re okay,” he sa
id, glancing back at his sister. “Why’d you get upset, Oliver?” 
Oliver lowered his hands and shook his head. “We’re not supposed to go do
wn there.” 
“Why not?” Frank asked, looking back towards the drop. “It’s just water, Ol
iver.” He took a step forward, as if he were headed right for it, when Oliv
er suddenly grabbed his wrist the same way he had Rudy’s. 
“Frank, no!” 
Frank frowned as he looked back at Oliver, who was obviously disturbed by
 something. 
“Oliver,” he said, becoming impatient. “If there’s something down there...” 

“I just don’t like it, Frank. Please don’t go down there.” 
Frank stared at Oliver for a long moment, trying to read him. His curiosity 
was definitely piqued. But, when Rudy came to claim his free hand he found t
hat his sister suddenly looked as nervous as Oliver did. 
“Frank, don’t do it,” she insisted. “I wanna go home now. Can we just go h
ome?” 
Frank sighed, and glancing between the two of them, he gave in. “Fine. Let
’s go back. But slowly, okay? I don’t know if Mom’s back yet.” 
Rudy nodded, and Oliver smiled as the three turned and walked back in the di
rection they’d come from. None of them saw the tall figure watching from a c
areful distance through a clear lens, and they didn’t hear the click of the 
camera as it recorded their every step until they were completely out of sig
ht. 
........................................ 
Jessica Seaberg did her best to stay composed, feeling way too much like th
e dozens of parents she herself had called into her classroom over the year
s to tell them of their offspring’s wrongdoings. Reactions were never quite
 the same when it came to parents, but from experience she knew that the ma
jority usually experienced enough disappointment to never want to experienc
e such a situation again. And unfortunately when it came to Jessica’s oldes



t child, she was not an amateur when it came to wondering what on earth he 
could have been thinking. 
It wasn’t that he was a bad kid. In her extremely biased opinion, Frank was
 the greatest boy who’d ever graced the earth. Rudy might have been her bab
y, but then, so was he. When he was young, he’d been curious, rambunctious,
 and most definitely loving towards his family. And of course, at seventeen
 he still had a few of those qualities. But, at seventeen, he was also argu
mentative, too cool for his britches, and on some occasions, impossible. 
Jessica considered taking off with his sister and a neighbor’s kid just to hi
de him from the kid’s parents, impossible. Not to mention, misguided and fool
ish. He hadn’t been thinking, obviously. And, he was most definitely in troub
le. She’d just have to deal with it later since at the moment, she had her ow
n trouble sitting right in her living room, and it was in the form of Oliver 
Martin’s worried parents. 
This, is what she’d come home to. Not the hot bath and family dinner she’d c
ounted on. No, Frank was definitely out to frustrate her. But, at least the 
house was presentable for visitors. She put on the best smile she could mana
ge when she rejoined the Martins in the living room with the sugar-free iced
 tea they’d requested. Instant tea, the powdered kind. From what she’d alrea
dy gathered from the locals, it was practically unacceptable, but it’s what 
she had, so they’d have to deal. 
“I’m really sorry about this,” she said. “I’m sure the kids will be back soon.”
 
The Martins took their drinks. Mrs. Martin, who’d insisted that Jessica call 
her Mary, took one look at her glass and politely set it aside. Brian Martin,
 with his friendly face but standoffish attitude, took a sip and had the nerv
e to flinch. “They’d better be,” he said. “And I hope your boy doesn’t get Ol
iver into any trouble. Our son already has enough troubles without him adding
 to them.” 
“Brian,” Mary said, in a scolding tone before she smiled at Jessica. “We’re s
ure they’re fine... it’s just, Oliver is a special-needs boy. He was never su
pposed to leave the house. We’d just die if anything happened to him, you see
.” 
“I know they were here,” Brian added. “Your boy must’ve snuck him out the
 back.” 
Jessica had no doubt. “Look, Frank might have his faults, but he’s a good kid
. There’s still a chance he didn’t even know you were here. I think we should
 wait and see what he has to say. Are you sure I can’t offer you anything to 
eat? It’s getting close to dinnertime, and...” 
“We’ll have our supper at home,” Mary insisted. “I’ve got a roast waiting.” 

“We’ll be telling Oliver not to come around here, anymore,” Mr. Martin said



. “He won’t be bothering you. We’d appreciate it if you’d tell your boy to 
do the same.” 
Jessica tried not to frown as she studied the two adults sitting on her sofa
 as subtly as possible. They seemed nice enough, she supposed, except that t
hey seemed to be under the impression that her own son was a hooligan, and s
he didn’t like that at all. She considered them both for a long moment, wond
ering if she even liked these people. It was already obvious that Frank didn
’t, and as she recalled what he’d happened to mention to her, she wondered i
f he was justified there. He certainly hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d me
ntioned that the Martins liked to keep a tight leash on their children. 
“You know,” Jessica said conversationally, “I’ll be teaching at the high sc
hool this fall. Can I expect to see your boys?” Sometimes disgruntled paren
ts simply responded better when they realized they were talking to a teache
r. Sometimes. Not always. 
The Martins exchanged a meaningful glance that seemed somewhat troubled t
o Jessica. But then, they’d seemed troubled since she’d arrived home and 
found them waiting outside of the house. 
“We homeschool ours,” Mary Martin replied. “Like I said, Oliver is a specia
l-needs child.” 
“But he’s smart,” Brian cut in. “A real smart boy.” 
Jessica smiled, happy to hear him at least mention pride in his son. “Well, 
what about David? Is he in school?” 
Mary and Brian Martin sat across from Jessica, looking fearful of their answ
er, as if it would be the wrong one. “No,” Brian answered. 
“Is he special needs, too?” Jessica asked curiously. “Frank says they’re twins
.” 
“No,” Mary replied. “Oliver and David... they’re not the same. David is...” 
“They’re very close,” Brian cut his wife off. “David wouldn’t want to be aw
ay from his brother.” 
“I see.” Jessica faked a smile. She was beginning to see what Frank had a p
roblem with. Although, while she suspected her son simply felt that the Mar
tins were overly strict, the teacher in her had concerns for the well-being
 of two boys who were being brought up in a questionable manner. She’d met 
Oliver, and while he wasn’t the kind of friend Frank usually brought home, 
he didn’t seem to be in need of constant supervision. As for David, she sus
pected that it had to be difficult for a boy his age to be kept away from o
ther kids like himself. Not to mention, she doubted that either of them cou
ld be getting a proper education at home. “So, do you have a tutor for your
 boys?” 
“I teach them,” Mary supplied. 
“And she does a fine job,” Brian said defensively. 
Jessica nodded, and addressed Mary again. Mrs. Martin seemed a little easier



 to talk to than her husband. “I’m sure you do. Oliver seems like a great ki
d. You know, if you ever need help putting lessons together... or any advice
, well, I’d be happy to help you out.” 
Mary actually looked pleased. It was the reaction Jessica was aiming for, so
 she made a point to ignore the suspicious look on Brian’s face. 
“I really would like that,” Mary said. “I’ve been working with a few teachers
 from the school, but to have one so close by...” 
“We’ll see, Mrs. Seaberg,” Brian interrupted, flashing a warning look at Ma
ry, who grew silent quickly. 
Jessica frowned. “It’s Ms.” she corrected him. 
“You’re not married?” Mary asked. 
“In the process of a divorce, Mrs. Martin,” Jessica replied. “My kids and I ar
e here to make a fresh start.” 
“Oh, then,” Mary replied. “I’m sorry.” 
Jessica opened her mouth to say that there was nothing to be sorry for, bu
t suddenly stopped herself. Perhaps playing the sympathy card would work t
he best on these people. “Well, it has been hard,” she said, which wasn’t 
a complete lie. “Especially on Frank, you know. There aren’t very many peo
ple around here his age. I think he was really happy to meet your boys. He
’s only mentioned David, but I know he enjoys seeing Oliver.” 
“I’m sure he’ll make plenty of friends,” Brian Martin insisted. “Other than O
liver.” 
Jessica frowned, not bothering to hide it this time. “Mr. Martin, I promise yo
u that Frank is a good kid. If he did purposely run off today--and I’m not say
ing he did. But, if he did, I believe that he at least thinks he has a good re
ason for it...” Jessica paused, sighing as she looked between the Martins. “It
’s possible that Frank was concerned for Oliver. And I mean no offense, but, y
ou have to admit that it’s kind of... unusual, for you to keep your children c
ompletely isolated from everyone else their age, and I’m not one to lecture, b
ut I have to tell you that it’s not only strange, it’s also unhealthy. You can
’t expect either of your boys to ever grow up if...” 
“Excuse me,” Mary Martin interrupted, sounding as offended as Jessica had e
xpected her to. “We are protecting... Oliver has special needs.” 
“Yes, you keep saying that,” Jessica remarked. “And, I’m sure some of his n
eeds aren’t those of other boys his age, but if your children were getting 
everything they needed, Mrs. Martin, then they probably wouldn’t be running
 off on you every time the opportunity presented itself.” 
“That’s enough.” Brian Martin looked about ready to come out of his chair, 
he was glaring at Jessica so hard. But, she refused to be intimidated. “I’m
 sure you mean well, Ms. Seaberg, but my wife and I handle ours just fine o
n our own.” 
“Of course you do,” Jessica replied. “And I’m sure it must be very hard with



 two teenagers. But let’s face it, kids will rebel, even those with special 
needs. Wouldn’t it be possible to arrange something for our children? At lea
st that way when they see each other you’ll know about it. Surely, between t
he three of us we can work something out.” 
Once again, the Martins looked to each other, sending silent messages. Stil
l nervous, Jessica observed. Good. She wasn’t sure that she liked them very
 much. In fact, she was beginning to wonder if Frank was onto something whe
n he’d voiced concerns over the Martin children. And she most definitely ha
d concerns. Most parents wouldn’t react the way these two had when their ch
ild made a new friend. And, while she hadn’t yet met David, she questioned 
his well-being. From her personal standpoint, she felt that even Oliver cou
ld be in a public school, but could understand at least in his case, why he
 wasn’t. David, however, seemed to lead a bleak existence. There was no exc
use whatsoever when it came to why he was as isolated as his brother, and a
t the moment, she blamed their parents for it. But, Jessica Seaberg had lea
rned not to judge people on first impressions alone. She was certain that s
he didn’t have all the information. Whether that was because the Martins we
re hiding something, or simply hadn’t confided in her yet, she didn’t know.
 But, she was willing to listen. Especially, when Mrs. Marin’s next words m
anaged to catch her attention. 
“Ms. Seaberg--Jessica, please... We love Oliver, our boys. We know that mo
st people would never understand...” 
“What my wife is trying to say,” Brian Martin interrupted again, this time re
aching for Mary’s hand in a supportive gesture, “is that we know what’s best 
for them. But what you need to understand, is that we’re not just doing this 
for Oliver. I assure you, keeping our children apart is what’s best for your 
son, too.” 
........................................ 
“I don’t know, Oliver. Are you sure you want to go that way?” Frank asked, h
is voice thick with amusement. Frank could feel the other boy’s lashes flick
ing against the palm of his hands, which gently covered Oliver’s eyes. Olive
r nodded at the question, and Frank could practically feel the smile on his 
face. “Alright then.” 
Oliver proceeded ahead slowly, but not without Frank literally on his heel
s, acting as a human blindfold. Rudy followed behind both of them, not und
erstanding why the two guys in her company thought any of this was very fu
n. 
After Oliver’s outburst, Frank had sought to lighten the mood. Oliver had p
rovided the opportunity when Rudy didn’t recognize where they were and aske
d if they were lost. He’d commented that he could get back to Frank’s house
 with his eyes closed, and Frank had decided to challenge him to do just th
at. So far, Oliver wasn’t doing too bad. He was at least going in the right



 direction, and seemed to be enjoying the game. On occasion he’d lift his h
ands to Frank’s, as if he wanted to uncover his eyes. Each time, Frank glad
ly removed his hands, but only so he could tickle Oliver with them, discove
ring that the dark-haired boy was most sensitive to such attacks beneath th
e ribs, and often burst into fits of laughter before Frank even touched him. 
“Is it the right way, Frank?” Oliver asked as he brought his hands over Frank’
s again, but this time held them closer to his face. “I can’t see.” 
Frank laughed, guiding Oliver away from some bushes. “I know,” he replied, 
and then dropped his hands from Oliver’s eyes, even as Oliver continued to 
hold the left. 
Oliver looked around for a moment, and then turned to Frank, grinning. “I 
know where we are.” 
“I know where we are, too,” Rudy said impatiently, and walked off past both
 of them. 
“Hey!” Frank called after her. “Get back here!” 
“That’s okay, Frank,” Oliver said. “Your house is right over there.” 
Frank looked in the direction Oliver had nodded in, and supposed that he was 
right. But, he still would have been a little worried about what his sister w
as walking into if a moment later, she hadn’t called out that their mother wa
s home. Frank released a sigh of relief, but still hoped that Oliver’s parent
s were gone by now. 
Frank turned back to Oliver and found that he was watching him silently. His
 hair was still damp from the rain and had fallen into his eyes, sticking to
 his lashes, and his mouth was quirked into an unsure smile, which faded whe
n Frank lowered his eyes to where Oliver still held his hand. For a brief mo
ment, instinct told Frank to pull away from the contact, but when Oliver see
med to pick up on it and began to let go, Frank only tightened his grip unti
l Oliver met his eyes. 
Frank felt something. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but he didn’t like
 the unsettling feeling that it brought to his gut. It was like feeling anxi
ous for no apparent reason. He didn’t necessarily care if he was in trouble 
at the moment. He could handle being grounded. With his mom close by, the pr
ospect of facing the Martin parents didn’t necessarily frighten him. It was 
something else. This place, he decided. The lake, the forest, the town, even
 the room where he slept at night--it was all wrong. He did his best to be h
elpful to his mother and in return she tolerated his complaints, because som
etimes, complaining just plain made him feel better. He was adjusting to the
 changes his life had taken the best he could. But Frank wasn’t happy. He wa
sn’t really happy with anything. But then, Oliver was like the opposite of F
rank’s troubles. Most of the time. 
Frank didn’t want Oliver to go home. He didn’t want to be told that he could
n’t see him anymore. He wanted this friendship. It perplexed him, really, be



cause Frank knew he could make other friends. But he wanted this one, and su
ddenly, Frank felt like letting go of Oliver’s hand would be like letting go
 of the few moments of peace that he’d had since his arrival. Even if there 
were aspects of Oliver that were anything but peaceful. 
Perhaps, he was feeling anxious for Oliver. “It’s okay to tell me if your pare
nts don’t treat you and David right. My dad didn’t treat me right... it was wr
ong of him to leave. He was wrong to me. It’s hard to say it, Oliver. But I do
, because it’s true.” 
Oliver frowned. “My dad’s not going anywhere, Frank.” 
“Okay, but if he... or your mom, if they’re doing something else...” Frank 
paused, sighing when Oliver’s expression only registered confusion. It was 
what Frank found most frustrating about him. Oliver wasn’t an idiot. And ye
t, there were some things he didn’t seem to understand. Or, didn’t want to.
 Or didn’t remember enough to understand, Frank thought. He had the sudden 
desire to find out more about why Oliver forgot things. Why he couldn’t rem
ember. He had a feeling that until he did, he’d run into this kind of diffi
culty every time he tried to reach Oliver. “Never mind... maybe we’ll talk 
about it later. Come on.” Frank gave Oliver’s hand a gentle tug, and togeth
er they headed towards Frank’s house. It was a good thing his mom was home.
 He needed to convince her to help him get around the Martins. And not just
 because Frank wanted to keep seeing Oliver. Now, Frank decided, he needed 
to see David again. If Oliver was truly missing important details concernin
g his own life, then it was possible that David was Frank’s only chance to 
find out what was going on. Besides, after seeing Oliver looking so poor, h
e wanted to see that David was alright for himself. Unfortunately, Frank ha
d a feeling that dealing with David might prove to be more of a challenge t
han he wanted to admit, no matter what condition he found him in. 
............................... 
“I don’t understand why you’re so upset, Frank. I just spent a very miserabl
e hour talking to the Martins on your behalf, and I don’t think it’s too muc
h for them to ask that you let them know when you and Oliver are visiting. Y
ou still get to see him--you’re welcome, by the way.” 
Frank had been home for less than fifteen minutes, but things weren’t going
 exactly as he’d hoped they would. It was true that he’d been pleased to fi
nd that the Martins were gone, and his mother was waiting for him--surprisi
ngly, decidedly not ready to ground him on the spot. Although, she did have
 plenty to say to him about being rude to the neighbors. And even better, o
ne of the first things she’d told both Frank and Oliver was that Oliver was
 allowed to stay for dinner. The trouble had started, when she mentioned th
at Mr. Martin would arrive afterwards to take Oliver home. Frank had been q
uick to voice his disapproval, which resulted in Rudy being told to go fold
 her laundry, and Oliver sent to Frank’s room to once again, borrow some dr



y clothes, even though Frank could have used them more than him. 
“Mom, you can’t let them take him!” Frank insisted, pacing the living room.
 It was an unreasonable demand and he knew it. “Didn’t you even see him? He
 looks...something’s wrong. I mean, it’s not as bad as earlier. I swear, he
 looked like he hadn’t slept in days.” 
“Well, maybe he hasn’t.” 
“And it looks like someone’s been pushing him around.” 
“Frank...” 
“Something’s not right. I don’t trust those people.” 
“Well, you can’t just go around making accusations like that,” Mrs. Seaberg 
replied. “Listen, Frank, I spoke to the Martins. Sweetheart, they might be a
 little strange, but I promise you, they love their kids very much. And, if 
Oliver says that they haven’t done anything to harm him than we have to take
 his word for it.” 
“But Oliver doesn’t get it, Mom. I tried talking to him. He either doesn’t wa
nt to talk or he says he can’t even remember.” 
Jessica sighed, and sat down, even though she felt like she should be stand
ing just to keep up with Frank. “Frank, did you know Oliver had an accident
 when he was younger? It’s the reason why he’s the way he is.” 
Frank frowned. He felt like he was going backwards. “Yes. I know. He told m
e about it today, alright? Just because he’s different doesn’t mean anyone 
has the right to push him around.” 
Jessica smiled patiently. “Of course not. But, his parents told me a little mor
e about that today, and if you’d let me finish, I think you might find some of 
it interesting.” 
Frank flopped down into an arm chair and crossed his arms. “Fine. I’m listen
ing.” 
And he was. He was curious over what new information his mom might have rega
rding the situation. But since whatever it was came from Oliver’s parents, F
rank found himself skeptical, and perhaps a little hesitant to accept it for
 fact, no matter how much it might make sense. He still listened, though. Wa
ited for his mom to start talking, telling himself that he wouldn’t interrup
t. She didn’t like it when he interrupted her. But, she never started talkin
g. Instead, Jessica shot to her feet, the same way Frank did when they heard
 Rudy’s shrill scream coming from her room. 
They exchanged glances. Frank was the first to roll his eyes. “Probably anothe
r rat,” he insisted. 
Jessica still seemed concerned, and rushed to Rudy’s room, just in time to 
catch the petite redhead at the door. “What’s wrong?” Jessica demanded as F
rank caught up to them. 
Rudy’s eyes were wide as she pointed into her room accusingly. 
“Rat?” Frank asked. 



“No!” Rudy suddenly snapped, finding her voice as she looked at her mot
her. “There was someone outside my window!” 
“What?” Jessica demanded. 
“I was getting dressed!” Rudy continued. “Mom, he had a camera!” 
Frank looked at his sister, feeling disturbed and outraged all at once befo
re he headed towards the bedroom window. 
“He what?” Jessica demanded, pulling Rudy into the hall, as if to shield her.
 
“Son of a bitch,” Frank muttered, looking out the window for any sign of th
e intruder that Rudy claimed was there. 
“Now hold on a minute,” Jessica said. “Rudy, could it have been Oliver? Ma
ybe he went outside...” 
“Oliver doesn’t have a camera,” Frank cut her off, and as if on cue, Oliver
 came hesitantly down the hallway from Frank’s room. 
“Frank?” 
Frank didn’t answer him. Something near the storage shed caught his eye. To
o distinct to be a shadow, too tall to be an animal. Someone was lurking, a
nd as every protective instinct Frank had took over he bolted out of the ro
om, past his family and Oliver, and towards the front door. 
“Frank! Wait a minute!” Jessica called. “Don’t go out there!” She had protec
tive instincts of her own, and there was no way she wanted her child on his 
own for this one, with no way to call for help. 
But Frank either didn’t hear her, or didn’t want to. He was already out the
 door and rushing towards the shed. He paused when he reached it, finding n
o one in sight. He heard his mother calling him from outside now, but movem
ent to his left caught his attention and he spun just in time to see the en
d of a black coat disappear into the trees. “Hey!” he shouted. His angry sh
out only alerted the lurker to Frank’s presence, and he moved faster. Frank
 gave chase, thinking about the only person he knew who liked to take pictu
res of people while they weren’t looking. 
Chapter 5 
by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
The clouds were dispersing above, leaving the woods full of long shadows wh
ile the wind rattled the trees and made it nearly impossible for Frank to h
ear anything else around him. He inhaled the earthy scent left by the rain 
while his eyes watered and his lungs began to burn from exhaustion. 
Frank didn’t know how long he’d been running. He was certain that not much 
time had passed, but he’d run so hard that he could feel the heels of his f
eet all the way to his knees, and the aches from his fall earlier in the we
ek were beginning to aggravate him. But he was too close to stop, he told h
imself. He had yet to discover who the assailant was. Small glimpses when F



rank got close only gave away that he was dealing with a male who was very 
good at keeping the hood of his jacket up at all costs, and he knew the are
a. So well, in fact, that nothing had managed to slow him down. 
Frank wasn’t sure why it was so important that he catch the guy. It likely h
ad a lot to do with the fact that he felt like his family had somehow been v
iolated. He wanted to protect them. Protect Rudy. They were his. All he had.
 And he was furious. He had his suspicions over who it was, and if he was ri
ght, a certain member of the Martin family had a lot of explaining to do. He
 hadn’t minded it when David took his picture without him knowing about it, 
but to think of a picture of Rudy which should have never been taken in the 
first place, wrecked his nerves. 
The fact that Frank eventually had to stop, accepting defeat, wrecked his ne
rves, too. He’d come to a fork where two trails crossed paths, and there was
 no longer any sign of what he’d been chasing. No more glimpses, and as he s
trained to listen for more clues all he could hear was the wind, blowing lik
e a whisper in his ear, that prickled the nape of his neck. He released the 
breath he’d been holding when he heard nothing of significance, and then cou
ldn’t seem to catch it as his lungs worked to slow down. His head ached, his
 throat was dry, and his face felt hot against the cool air as he absorbed i
t, wishing he would have slowed down sooner. For long moments he rested his 
hands on his knees until he caught his breath, but as he focused on his surr
oundings again, he found that he was not relieved at all. 
Frank didn’t know where he was. The shadows crossing over him were nearly s
uffocating, and he was disoriented as he realized that the brush surroundin
g him was so thick that nothing was visible, not even the lake. There was t
oo much he couldn’t see, and if he’d been the hunter only moments ago, he n
ow had the uneasy feeling of being watched. He spun around to the sound of 
nothingness, his pupils dilating as his blue eyes took in too many dark pla
ces. When the possibility that he hadn’t lost the stranger at all came to m
ind, Frank was no longer pleased by it. He was afraid of it. 
He told himself that it was unwarranted, this fear. But it wouldn’t cease. His
 skin itched and prickled, and the sensation caused him to feel trapped inside
 of it. Frozen to the point that he was too afraid to look behind him, as if t
he action itself could cause some unseen force to strike, like a little boy af
raid of the shadows on his bedroom wall at night. 
When Frank was a child, he’d gone through a phase of nightmares. It wasn’t 
long after his first sleepovers, where a friend’s older brother had told ho
rror stories that no six-year-old had any business hearing. For weeks after
wards, he’d wake up with a dry throat, his small body frozen under the cove
rs as the moving shadows in his room threatened disaster until the fear too
k over entirely. He wet his bed, and he’d cried. Back then, it had been his
 father who would rescue him from the terror. He remembered gentle hands cl



eaning him up, big arms holding him, supplying enough comfort to take it al
l away. Reassuring whispers in his ear until he could fall asleep again. He
’d never felt more at ease. But his father wasn’t here to chase these night
mares away. Likely never would be again. Despite Rudy’s hopeful delusions t
he man was gone, and at the moment, Frank was alone. 
He took in a steadying breath and attempted to appear unbothered by the unco
mfortable sensations flooding his senses for any watching eyes, or perhaps h
is own mental well-being. His hands shaking at his sides were only one sign 
of his failure as he looked straight ahead to a thick span of trees, his vis
ion narrowing down to a to a tunnel as he directed his attention to a shadow
 moving within the space. Instinct told him to run, but still he moved close
r, his feet feeling like dead weight as he urged them to take small steps. 
And then he heard something. Breathing. It came in short, harsh breaths alon
g with hard, fast-paced footsteps nearing him at a dead run. Only, it wasn’t
 coming from in front of Frank at all. Frank spun around and braced himself.
 His hands flew up in natural defense, and as a body nearly collided with hi
s own from out of nowhere he gripped at its shoulders, holding the heavy for
ce at bay as he prepared himself to strike back if necessary. 
“Frank!” 
Frank stared into familiar hazel eyes and a flushed face. But still, he wasn’
t satisfied until he took notice of his own clothes below the other boy’s nec
k and allowed himself a relieved breath. 
“Jesus, Oliver,” Frank whispered in a hoarse voice. He let go of Oliver, but
 stood next to him so that they were shoulder to shoulder as he redirected h
is attention to the suspicious shadows. He wanted the contact. Any contact. 
Any comfort. At the moment, Oliver provided it. 
“I don’t know where he went,” Frank said quietly. “Did you see him?” 
Oliver shook his head, seeming uneasy. “We should go back, Frank. Your m
om said to come back.” 
Frank narrowed his eyes, shaking his head. “Some asshole took pictures of m
y sister. Oliver, you’ve gotta tell me. Was it David?” 
Oliver lowered his head. “David gets in trouble, Frank. I don’t want him to 
get in trouble anymore.” 
Frank frowned, and his guard faltered as he turned to face the other boy. “L
ook, if it’s David, you have to tell me, okay? What he did isn’t right, Oliv
er. He can’t... what he did was wrong. Very wrong. Do you get that? Oliver, 
please...” 
Frank paused in mid-sentence as shadows moved around him. As he turned, all
 he could see was a flash of pale skin and a black jacket covering a tall f
igure that held a threat in his hand that promised an act of violence Frank
 could only begin to comprehend. The thick branch was swung with purpose, b
ut not at Frank. It’s target was Oliver, he realized as they were rushed fr



om the side. 
“Look out!” Frank shouted. 
Oliver’s eyes widened as he dodged to his right, gasping in shock when he d
idn’t move quickly enough and the harsh wood cracked against his upper arm,
 just below his shoulder. It was the beginning and the end of the attack, b
ut it was enough. Oliver fell as his attacker dropped the branch to flee. 
This time, Frank was close enough. He dived and tackled, latching onto dark 
clothing as he wrestled the perpetrator to the ground. He grabbed a thick sh
oulder, intent on rolling over the body beneath him, but took a sharp elbow 
to the face for his troubles. 
Blood flooded Frank’s mouth as his top lip split against his teeth and the p
ain subdued him long enough for his captive to struggle his way to freedom, 
and then he was gone. Frank was left in a state no less than shock as he dab
bed at his bloody lip with the back of his wrist, wondering if he should pur
sue another chase. It was Oliver’s presence that decided for him. 
“Are you alright?” Frank demanded as he crawled towards his friend, who was
 now sitting on the ground, clutching at his injured arm with a red face an
d gritted teeth. “Oliver?” Frank lifted his hand, but stopped himself from 
placing it on Oliver’s shoulder, for fear of worsening the pain. Instead, h
e carefully pried Oliver’s hand away from the injury and rolled up the slee
ve. The welt was visible already, swelling and bruising with every second t
hat passed. Frank cursed. “Did you see him?” 
Oliver shook his head, and winced when Frank touched his tender injury, even
 with gentle fingers. Frank stood, and held his hand out for Oliver to take.
 
“Come on,” Frank insisted. “Let’s get back.” 
Oliver lifted his eyes to Frank’s face, where they suddenly widened. “You’re 
bleeding, Frank!” Oliver said, as if it were his only concern in the world. 
“I’m okay,” Frank insisted. “Come on, Oliver. I wanna make sure my sister’s
 alright, and we need to get some ice on your arm. I don’t think it’s broke
n, but someone should look.” 
“It’s not broken,” Oliver replied. “Just hurts real bad.” 
Frank helped him to his feet, and while he was concerned over Oliver’s inju
ry, he was happy to have him there. Oliver knew the way back, and with his 
guidance, they reached the house rather quickly where Jessica Seaberg was w
aiting at the front door with Rudy. She took one look at her son’s bloody f
ace---which Frank insisted looked worse than it was--and went into a full-o
n motherly assault unit as she dragged him to the kitchen, forced him down 
at the table and forced a wet rag and bag of ice upon him. 
“I can’t believe you!” she said angrily. “And look at you, Frank!” 
Frank glanced towards Oliver as he sat nervously in a seat next to him, still
 holding his arm while his mother turned her back and continued her tirade. H



e tried to offer a reassuring smile to his guest, but it came out as a grimac
e when Frank realized that that particular expression hurt. But, Oliver seeme
d relieved when Frank handed over his ice pack, sliding it beneath the other 
boy’s sleeve. 
“Do you have any idea how stupid that was?” Jessica demanded, rounding on
 her son. 
Frank only sighed, and looked towards the kitchen entrance, where Rudy loo
ked shaken, standing by the door. “You alright, Rudy?” he asked her. The q
uestion seemed to instantly calm his mother, who went to hug his sister. 
“Of course we’re not alright,” Jessica said angrily, but when she faced Fra
nk, she was calm again. “Did you see who it was?” 
Frank frowned as he glanced at Oliver for a moment, but then shook his hea
d. “No.” 
Jessica looked between the boys at her kitchen table as Frank used the wash
cloth to clean the blood from his mouth, but her eyes ultimately settled on
 Oliver as she noticed the ice had switched hands. “What happened?” she ask
ed, going to the boy that was not her son. 
“We cornered him and he attacked us,” Frank said simply. 
Jessica lifted a worried looking Oliver’s sleeve, and gasped at the knot she
 found there. “Oh, Oliver... you hold that there,” she ordered, moving to th
e freezer for more ice. “And no one saw him?” 
“I couldn’t say who he was,” Frank replied. “Not for sure.” 
Jessica frowned as she took a long moment to look around the kitchen at her 
children, and one that wasn’t hers. “I want everyone in the car,” she decide
d. 
“What?” Frank demanded. “What for?” 
“We’re going to file a police report,” Jessica stated. “And we’re going to see
 about getting some better locks... Oliver, I’m going to have to take you home
 first...” 
“What? No,” Frank stated. “Mom...” 
“Frank, he can’t come with us. His parents wouldn’t like it. And we are goin
g.” 
“I’m not going anywhere,” Frank stated, and when he saw a warning look g
row over his mom’s face, he changed his tone. “Look, you take Rudy and g
o... someone should stay here, anyway.” 
“Frank, I don’t want...” 
“Mom, please,” Frank said, his words becoming muffled as he held the rag clos
er to his sore lip. “I’ll lock the doors. And the windows... just... I want t
o stay here.” 
“I wanna stay with Frank,” Oliver chimed in. 
Angela turned her attention to Oliver. She was beginning to look exasperate
d, and Frank knew they were pushing it, but still jumped in before she coul



d say anything. “Take Rudy and go report this to someone, alright? I don’t 
want to leave the house, in case the guy comes back.” 
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Jessica stated. 
“Mom, I don’t want to go, either,” Rudy suddenly said, and that was what di
d it for Jessica, and unexpectedly, gave Frank what he wanted. 
“No--Rudy, you are going with me,” Ms. Seaberg stated. “Get in the car. No
w. Let’s go. Frank, you don’t leave the house, keep the doors locked. Unle
ss the Martins come over to pick up Oliver. You’ll have to tell them what 
happened.” 
“I can’t do that!” Frank objected. Although, it was unclear which part he didn
’t like. 
“You have to,” Jessica stated. “And I’m stopping at Mr. Dron’s on the way 
out to ask him to check on you. Open the door for him.” 
“But...” Frank started. 
“I shouldn’t be gone any longer than an hour or so... Frank...” 
She was giving him her worried look, and Frank could understand why. He fe
lt a little shaken himself. It hadn’t been as bad since he’d made it home,
 and he was still numb with adrenaline, but he was disturbed over the afte
rnoons events. But he didn’t want to leave the house. Someone had been sne
aking around their windows. If he left, Frank wasn’t sure how safe he’d fe
el when he came back. 
“We’ll be fine, Mom,” he finally said. “I’ll let Mr. Dron in.” 
Jessica stared at him for a long moment, and then let out a breath. “Keep ic
e on your face,” she ordered, and then looked at Oliver. “Oliver, does your 
arm hurt really bad?” 
“It’s not broken, Mom,” Frank answered for him. “We’ll be fine.” 
Frank wished that he felt fine, too. But, even after he’d locked the door behi
nd his mom and his sister, he had trouble sitting still. He’d washed off his f
ace and checked the damage. The split lip wasn’t pretty, but it wasn’t that ba
d, either. At least, not physically. It was unclear if it was his ego doing th
e thinking for him, but Frank felt like he’d just lost something more than a f
ight. He wished that he knew what it was. 
He didn’t feel safe. Since he’d moved, he’d always thought of his family’s n
ew home as a little...uncomfortable. But, this was the first time he didn’t 
feel safe in it. He went through the trouble of making sure every single win
dow was locked, drawing the curtains for good measure. Oliver followed silen
tly, holding ice to his arm. In the kitchen, Frank swallowed down three full
 glasses of water. Oliver sipped one. And in the living room, Frank paced, r
epeatedly checking the front window for visitors, and Oliver waited patientl
y on the sofa. 
Frank was happy Oliver was there. It would be worse, he thought, if he’d bee
n completely alone. He suddenly stopped, allowed his breathing to slow, and 



looked over his friend. Oliver’s ice had melted, and he was regarding the ba
g as if it had betrayed him. Frank found himself smiling at that, and feelin
g guilty. He opened his mouth to ask Oliver if he was alright, but suddenly 
Oliver’s eyes lifted to meet his. 
“You didn’t tell your mom it was David,” he said, as if he’d sensed that Fra
nk was finally calm enough to talk. 
Frank frowned. “Was it him?” 
Oliver lowered his head, his brow knitted, and after a long moment of consid
eration, Frank decided that he simply didn’t know. He sighed, and joined the
 other boy on the sofa where he rested his head back against the thick cushi
ons and closed his eyes. He could hear the natural creaks in the house, and 
somewhere in the distance, the purring of a cat and the hum of the dishwashe
r. They didn’t strike him as comforting sounds. “Some freak has a picture of
 my sister,” he said quietly. It was wondering over the content of that pict
ure that had him worried, but he was afraid to even think about it, let alon
e say it out loud. It was all too frustrating. There was too much going on. 
He’d been worried about Oliver. Now, he was worried about his own family. He
 didn’t get this place. He didn’t know if he wanted to. “I hate it here.” 
Frank felt the cushions beneath him shift, and didn’t react when he felt hi
s companion’s head rest slowly and gently on his shoulder, but when he felt
 Oliver’s hand climb over his own, Frank opened his eyes and watched the ot
her boy’s fingers play over his palm. “Don’t say that, Frank,” Oliver insis
ted. “You’re my only friend.” 
Frank looked down at the top of Oliver’s head at the messy dark hair and inha
led the scent of fresh lemons. He swallowed tightly, and without thought, fou
nd himself snuggling in closer to the warm body at his side as his hand close
d over Oliver’s. “Right now I think you’re mine, too,” he admitted, suddenly 
resenting everyone that used to be in his life. He blamed his father for the 
situation that he found himself in with his mother and his sister. It was his
 fault that they had to move away from all their friends. It was his fault th
at they had to live in a run-down dump that smelled like cat urine. And it wa
s his fault that the dump they had to live in didn’t feel safe. Because it ce
rtainly wasn’t Frank’s fault that he felt so out of sorts. He’d been uprooted
, and now more than ever, he was feeling it. Between his mom working and havi
ng to help out around the house, making new friends, building a new life--it 
had all become a difficult task. A lonely task, since he hadn’t even heard ba
ck from any of the friends he’d written to, another thing that Frank resented
. At the moment, besides his mom and his sister, Frank truly felt that Oliver
 was his only friend, and that small detail did a lot of explaining as to why
 Frank was feeling protective of that friendship... and of Oliver. 
Oliver suddenly lifted his head, turning so that he and Frank were face to fa
ce, with no apparent regard for personal space. Frank didn’t seem to notice, 



but when Oliver smiled at what he’d said, taking it as a compliment, he wasn’
t able to return it this time. Frank’s eyes fell to Oliver’s arm, to the plac
e where the other boy was now holding a bag of water. 
“Does it hurt really bad?” Frank asked. 
“It just hurts.” 
Frank met Oliver’s eyes, frowning. “Why’d you follow me?” 
Oliver looked at Frank as if he didn’t understand why that particular questio
n was being asked, not as if he didn’t understand the question. Frank sighed.
 
“I’m sorry you got hurt, Oliver.” 
“I’m sorry you got hurt, too, Frank,” Oliver replied in all sincerity as he put
 down the bag and lifted his hand, bringing his fingers close to Frank’s face. 

Instinctively, Frank flinched at the sudden gesture, but somehow managed to
 keep his own hands from interfering as Oliver’s fingers hovered over his s
ore mouth for a moment, and then ultimately came to rest alongside it at hi
s cheek. 
Frank self-consciously wanted to look away, the close proximity beginning to
 affect him, but instead, his eyes remained on Oliver’s, a task easily achie
ved only because Oliver wasn’t meeting Frank’s eyes directly, but looking at
 his injured lip instead. His gentle fingers and concerned expression seemed
 sweet to Frank, and as ridiculous as it seemed to Frank, he was touched by 
the indiscreet attention. Oliver moved his thumb, gingerly touching Frank’s 
top lip near the cut before pulling his hand away. Frank could hear his own 
breathing, his vision blurring as he continued to watch Oliver at close prox
imity; and when his tongue moved from his mouth to touch his injury he could
 taste his own blood and salty flavor left from Oliver’s fingers. When he su
ddenly realized that Oliver’s eyes were once again meeting his, Frank pulled
 his head back enough to bring the hazel rings into focus. It was just in ti
me to take in a surprised breath as Oliver leaned forward, and as the other 
boy’s lips came to rest at the corner of Frank’s mouth he counted off the th
ree delicate seconds that the kiss lasted. 
When Frank looked at Oliver again, he was sitting back on the sofa, still 
watching Frank in the calm manner that Oliver seemed capable of pulling of
f no matter what the circumstances, causing Frank to believe that he was t
he only one experiencing any amount of awkwardness. He told himself that h
e would have let the moment pass, accept the gesture of comfort for what i
t was. Innocent. Sweet like Oliver. And he would have. But then the corner
 of Oliver’s mouth quirked up in a shy smile as he regarded Frank sidelong
, and suddenly Frank wondered if Oliver was innocent at all. Innocent, per
haps. But something in the dark-haired boy’s expression gave him away, tol
d Frank that he’d known exactly what he was doing. There was something the



re. There had to have been, or Frank never would have lifted his hand to b
rush a stand of soft hair behind Oliver’s hair, or slide his hand to the b
ack of Oliver’s head to pull him forward. 
Frank’s approach wasn’t nearly as gentle as Oliver’s, and he paid for it when
 a sting rose from his injured lip, but his aim was more intimate as his mout
h collided with Oliver’s. He heard the other boy’s breath hitch, and then fel
t Oliver’s lips parting beneath his, feeling soft and careful. Their tongues 
lightly touched, Frank acting first, but then Oliver startled him as he deepe
ned the kiss in a way that suggested that the experience wasn’t at all new to
 him. It was Frank who pulled back first. 
Frank could feel the color rising in his face, but it had nothing to do with
 embarrassment. Staring at Oliver, he felt depleted. Perhaps it was the earl
ier adrenaline leaving him, and the excitement of the day, but that kiss had
 unexplainably drained him and he discouraged himself from wanting to do it 
again. Not only because he was afraid that to continue would exhaust himself
, and perhaps Oliver, too, completely. 
Frank rubbed at his mouth, and gently touched the wound there as he glanced
 at Oliver. “I’m sorry, Oliver,” he said, feeling that an apology was neces
sary, even though he didn’t sound sorry. Maybe he wasn’t. Caught in the mom
ent, Frank had felt closer to Oliver, and as much as he wanted to convince 
himself that there had been an underlying meaning in Oliver’s kiss, he stil
l saw it as a gesture of comfort that he’d promptly taken advantage of, and
 Oliver’s naivete on other matters had Frank questioning whether or not Oli
ver had kissed him because he wanted to, or because he was trying to do wha
t Frank wanted. 
Oliver, on the other hand, changed Frank’s mind again when he appeared to b
e irritated over the interruption. “Why, Frank?” 
Frank shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.” 
Oliver frowned. “Well can I do it, then?” 
Frank outright laughed, while Oliver continued to study him with a faint, 
but detectable amount of annoyance until Frank leaned forward again. Olive
r’s frown faded, and for the moment, so did any doubts Frank might have ha
d. 
..................................... 
It sounded like someone was scratching on the ceiling. Scraping over old woo
den boards. The creak of a door opening, and the thud of something falling. 
Perhaps a box, spilling small objects which rolled across the attic floor. 
Frank was standing with his back firmly against the living room wall, right 
where he could see the entrance to the kitchen, the dark hall leading to the
 bedrooms, and the stairs leading upwards. His eyes darted from place to pla
ce, each moving shadow causing another knot in his throat, but nothing was g
oing to get by him. 



Cats , he told himself, it’s just the cats. In fact, he believed himself to 
be correct in that regard. But it still did nothing to rest his mind. Frank 
was tired of being on edge. He was tired of every sound making him jump, and
 the stiff sensation in his neck and back, caused by uncontrollable anxiety.
 An hour ago he’d been fine. Stretched out on the sofa with Oliver, watching
 a funny movie to calm both of their nerves, and a few shared kisses had mad
e it easier for Frank not to think about the strange occurrences he didn’t u
nderstand. The physical intimacy with Oliver had been a comfort, and a chall
enge, when Frank realized that if their innocent affection escalated, he’d l
ikely cross an invisible line he’d set for himself as far as Oliver was conc
erned. And he didn’t think Oliver would have minded, which only made the dil
emma worse. But, he still felt like hiding Oliver away when Mr. Martin had p
ulled up alongside the house in his yellow truck just after seven o’clock. 
Oliver seemed happy to see his dad, though. And, his dad treated Oliver in 
the same respect, confusing Frank. His gut still told him that something wa
s wrong, but whatever it was, he couldn’t seem to see it, even if Mr. Marti
n seemed more than a little standoffish towards Frank when he discovered th
at Jessica had left them alone at the house. Frank had done nothing to smoo
th over the situation. He didn’t like Mr. Martin as it was, and despite his
 mother’s orders, he feared the truth would cause the Martins to reconsider
 their decision to allow Frank to see Oliver. So, he only mentioned that sh
e had to take his sister to town, and planned to be back shortly. Oliver ha
d seemed to understand what Frank was doing, and even added that he’d had a
 fun time and thanked his dad for letting him stay. He’d smiled at Frank th
rough the truck window as they drove away, and Frank was sorry to see him g
o. Everything seemed to have gone downhill since. Being alone was just plai
n creepy in that house, and Oliver’s absence had managed to alert Frank to 
the fact that his mom and sister had been gone for much longer than an hour
. When he’d become even more aware of the sounds in the house and the darke
ning sky outside, he’d grown so uncomfortable that it felt nearly impossibl
e to sit still for anything, and he even wished that Mr. Dron would stop by
 to check on him. 
Frank was so tense that when the sound of a key unlocking the front door cli
cked in his ears before it opened, allowing in a burst of humid air, he jump
ed even as he saw his mother standing there with Rudy just behind her. 
“What good is a sheriff’s office with no officers in it?” Jessica demanded ir
ritably, seeming unaware of Frank’s strong sigh of relief. 
“You said an hour,” he said accusingly as he moved to meet them at the door
. 
Jessica frowned. “I’m sorry, but I was sent all over town looking for some
 man who supposedly would be able to help me,” she explained as she ushere
d Rudy into the house and closed the door. “I finally found his wife, who 



said he’s out catching their dinner--can you believe that? Catching their 
dinner? Anyway, she told me that she’d send him to us when he came home. I
 have no idea when that will be, and in the meantime, it looks like we’re 
on our own.” 
“My stomach hurts,” Rudy said from behind her mother. 
“Go pull out something for dinner, Rudy,” Jessica replied, “and we’ll get s
tarted.” She looked at Frank seriously. “Was everything okay here? Where’s 
Oliver?” 
“His dad picked him up.” 
“How did that go?” Jessica asked as Frank followed her towards the kitchen.
 
“Fine, I guess.” 
“Meaning you didn’t mention what happened today? Frank, Oliver got hurt. H
is parents have a right to know...” 
“So they can change their minds about letting him out?” Frank cut her off. 
“Mom, you know how they treat him’s messed up, and if you tell...” 
“I don’t know that, Frank,” Jessica stated. “The Martins have their reasons f
or wanting to keep a close eye on Oliver, and I’m sorry, but given their situ
ation. I can’t blame them for it.” 
“Their situation with Oliver?” 
Jessica stopped walking and turned to Frank with an expression that begged h
im to remain calm. She’d just realized that they’d never managed to finish t
heir earlier conversation about Oliver. “Frank, I honestly believe that the 
Martins are doing the best they can. Listen... I know Oliver seems like a ni
ce boy, and he is, but I think he has a few problems that might be a little 
over your head.” 
“Like what?” Frank demanded, naturally taking offense. 
Jessica sighed. “As the Martins explained it... there are times when Oliver h
as a few lapses. Sometimes he just... doesn’t understand why he’s doing somet
hing, or he’ll forget why he’s doing it in the first place. He...” 
“He forgets,” Frank finished for her. “Sometimes he wakes up and doesn’t 
remember. He told me, Mom--and it sounds fishy.” 
“It’s not fishy, Frank. That boy went through a lot when he was younger. Bef
ore his surgery, Mrs. Martin said that he couldn’t even feed himself. He’s c
ome a long way, and it probably has a lot to do with his parents.” 
Frank frowned. His mom was obviously going to be stubborn about this. “That
 still doesn’t explain the bruises... I know they’re hard to see, but they 
were on his face this morning. He looked like hell. He can’t even remember 
what happened to him, but Mom, there is definitely something going on over 
there that...” 
“Maybe you’re right,” Jessica admitted. “But have you considered that his par
ents have nothing to do with it at all?” 



“What do you mean?” 
“They talked to me a little bit about David, too,” Jessica replied, wiping he
r wrist tiredly over her forehead. “I’ll admit I did think it was unreasonabl
e for them to keep him as tightly leashed as they do Oliver after what you to
ld me, but according to the Martins, David wants to stay home with his brothe
r. Mrs. Martin thinks they’re very close, but...” 
“But what?” Frank asked. 
“Well... it seems to me that they might be focusing on taking care of the b
oys so much that they can’t really see that something might be wrong. It se
ems David has a temper. You know, that’s why they didn’t want you coming ar
ound, Frank. They were afraid David might try to cause trouble for you and 
I guess I can’t help but wonder if that’s because David’s jealous of Oliver
 more than David and Oliver being close to one another.” 
“Jealous?” Frank repeated. 
“Think about it for a second, Frank. Oliver’s parents are completely focuse
d on him and what he needs. They’re bending over backwards trying to suppor
t his needs and keep him educated, and while I’m sure they care about David
... he probably doesn’t get as much attention as his brother, so he acts ou
t. The Martins are probably so overwhelmed already that their way to deal w
ith David is to ground him. They try to control him rather than try to help
 him, and I wouldn’t be surprised to find out David is taking some of his f
rustration and anger out on Oliver.” 
“You think David hurt him?” Frank asked, more thoughtfully than skepticall
y. 
Jessica shrugged. “It wouldn’t be unheard of, one sibling picking on anothe
r. But, the Martins probably don’t see it because Oliver looks up to David.
 I suppose the only one who would know the answer to that is Oliver. Maybe 
you should try talking to him. The Martins think he likes you.” 
“They do?” Frank asked, surprised. 
“That’s why they’ve decided to let him keep coming over here... and, I con
vinced them that you’re worth spending time with.” She suddenly narrowed h
er eyes, albeit playfully. “Don’t you dare make me eat my words, young man
. Come on. Let’s get something to eat...” Jessica suddenly lowered her voi
ce and spoke to her son seriously. “And Frank, let’s talk about happy thin
gs, okay? Your sister’s pretty shaken up about what happened today.” 
Frank sighed, nodding in agreement. Happy topics sounded good to him, and 
he could hardly blame his sister for being upset. He only hoped that they’
d find out who’d been snooping around their house, and none of them would 
have to be upset for much longer. 
................................. 
Howard Crook wasn’t happy about having to leave the comfort of his bed an ho
ur earlier than usual before heading to his job at the taxidermist’s. At six



ty-two, he considered himself a reasonable old man entitled to his leisure t
ime, even if it cut into things like regular bathing and brushing his teeth,
 which he hadn’t done in a while he thought as he picked a piece of last nig
ht’s supper out of his two front teeth--or what was left of them--and then p
romptly popped it right back into his mouth. His wife, Brenda, was a good co
ok, and he had the gut to prove it. But Brenda could also be a pushy little 
banshee, like she was that morning when she threatened to withhold breakfast
 if he didn’t get on up to the lake to check out a complaint from the new te
acher in town. 
So, not being one to give up a meal so easily, Howard had strapped on his bo
ots, clipped the sheriff’s badge he shared with two other men in town to his
 shirt front, and headed to the other side of the lake. He never really like
d it there, up in the hills. His whole life he’d lived in this town, and the
 residents in the hills had always seemed separate. It didn’t really matter 
that their area code was all the same. Most of them were older residents who
’d been there for years. Hardly any of them showed up for Sunday service, an
d they stared out at the boats that drifted into their territory like invadi
ng enemies. Someone probably should have told these Seaberg people they woul
d have been better off in town, Crook mused. Least of all, they shouldn’t ha
ve moved into Odetta Grover’s old place. He was surprised that the town hadn
’t had the house condemned after the woman’s death. 
That was the last time Howard had been in the area, a year ago when they’d 
fished Odetta’s waterlogged corpse out of the lake. He’d been the volunteer
 deputy on call that morning, and had been the first to arrive. He wasn’t s
ure how the word got out on the accident, but before he was able to clean u
p the scene where the boat and Odetta’s body had apparently washed ashore, 
the entire town had shown up to see what all the excitement was about. He h
adn’t seen so much traffic in the area... well, ever. There’d been people e
verywhere, all curious about one cranky old woman who’d been crazy enough t
o take her boat out in the storm. Odetta had been a real reclusive woman. S
he was someone people liked to tell crazy stories about, and during all the
 craziness of that day, people had invaded her home, taking souvenirs. A di
sh. A bowl. Little knickknacks that looked as wicked as the old house did, 
and a few people even took cats. Odetta hadn’t had any relatives that anyon
e knew of, so the town had taken ownership of the house until recently, whe
n they’d sold it to Crook’s most recent assignment. 
He hoped that this Seaberg woman wasn’t about to waste his time. Many of t
he few complaints dealt with by Crook and the other volunteers involved si
lly things, like Mrs. Sander’s missing gloves. The last time he’d shown up
 to help the senile old bat find them, she’d been wearing both. His wife h
ad mentioned that the Seaberg woman had sounded upset, but Howard still ha
d a hard time imagining what it could be about, other than her choice in h



ousing. Apart from the occasional prankster, the town wasn’t prone to a lo
t of crime, which is why Crook once again felt disgruntled that he was mak
ing this trip in the first place. His tune changed, however, as he pulled 
up to the Seaberg house and caught sight of a young-looking woman with cur
ly brown hair down by the water with bare feet and cutoff shorts. She was 
splashing in the lake, just along the shoreline with her redheaded daughte
r, while an adolescent male who Crook thought could use a haircut sat on a
n old tire nearby watching. Mrs. Seaberg was a pretty little thing, Howard
 thought as he grinned to himself. Back in her day, his Brenda had been qu
ite the catch herself, but somewhere over the past ten years the woman had
 stopped shaving her legs and grown something of a mustache. Crook never c
omplained, but he also never turned down the opportunity to talk to a pretty lady. 
Turning the key and shutting down the engine, Crook wet his fingers with hi
s tongue and straightened his bushy eyebrows in the rearview mirror. When h
e got out of the car and waved to the Seabergs, his smile was just about as
 greasy as the balding patches of gray hair on his head, and the family reg
arded him warily as the boy went to stand near his mother and sister in suc
h a territorial manner that Crook nearly laughed. Instead, he pointed to hi
s badge and walked towards them. 
“Someone call for a sheriff?” he asked. 
Mrs. Martin noticeably relaxed, and came to introduce herself and her two ch
ildren. Crook, now less eager to leave, did his best to be polite as he aske
d the family how they liked the area, and did the neighborly thing by inviti
ng them to church. The little girl was so timid she hid behind her brother t
he whole time, and the brother was more than a little standoffish as he cont
inued to watch Crook’s every move, but it didn’t matter, since he was more i
nterested in dealing with their mother. But as Jessica Seaberg explained the
 problem, Crook was a little confused over the whole thing. 
“You say he took a picture?” Crook asked when Jessica had finished. 
“Yes,” she replied. “Through my daughter’s bedroom window. Would you lik
e to write any of this down, Mr. Crook.” 
“No need, no need,” Crook said animatedly and then tapped at his temple. “I ke
ep it all in here, sweetheart, all in here.” He laughed, but the family didn’t
 join him in it so he cleared his throat and looked at the redheaded little gi
rl. “He didn’t take a picture of anything indecent, did he?” 
Rudy turned as red as her hair, and Frank moved protectively in front of her,
 appalled by the man’s blackening teeth and total lack of finesse while handl
ing the situation. 
“She’d been changing,” Jessica intervened. “ She thinks the picture was tak
en while she was dressed, but this boy was still outside of her bedroom win
dow.” 
“I see, I see,” Howard said, although Frank looked skeptical over that. “An



d you say your boy and his friend chased him off?” 
“They fought,” Jessica said, and Howard looked at the young man’s split lip
 and grinned. 
“He gotcha a good one, didn’t he?” Crook remarked. 
“He took us by surprise,” Frank said tersely. “He hit Oliver, too.” 
“With a big stick,” Jessica added, wanting the sheriff to have all the details,
 despite the fact that his competence concerned her. “If you’d like to talk to 
him, too, he’s...” 
“No, that’ll be alright,” Crook said as he waved her concern away with his 
plump hand. He coughed, tasting last night’s cigar, and wiped some of the s
weat from his brow as he looked over the family, and then at Jessica, his e
yes moving straight up her body from her legs to her face. She was frowning
 at him. “I’ll do my best to ask around and see if anyone knows anything,” 
Howard offered. “But I gotta tell you, Miss, this is probably nothing. You 
know how kids are, anything to entertain themselves through the summer.” 
Jessica’s frown deepened. “Mr. Crook...” 
“There’s even a picture-taking club back in town. A bunch of kids who get t
ogether every week and... take pictures.” 
“You think it might have been someone from a photography club?” Jessica a
sked. 
“Could be. Maybe they came up here to find something more interesting, and o
ne of them thought it would be funny. Like I said, I’ll ask around. In the m
eantime, you and the kids try not to worry. I’ll get in touch if I find anyt
hing.” 
“That’s it?” Frank demanded. 
“Sorry, son. It’s all I can do for right now. Unless you saw who it was?” H
oward watched the boy closely for a moment, but only because he looked away
, as if to hide something; but then their eyes met again and Frank shook hi
s head. 
“Nope.” 
“Well then,” Crook said as he reached to shake Mrs. Seaberg’s hand again. “I
f you think of anything else, you be sure to let me know about it.” 
“We will,” Jessica said. She sounded disappointed, but it was unclear whet
her or not Howard Crook noticed it as his big body slowly moved back to hi
s vehicle and he drove away while the family watched. 
The truth was, he didn’t really care about the way Jessica Seaberg seemed t
o be overreacting over the situation. But, she was a woman, so he really ex
pected nothing less. But as far as Crook was concerned, some kid had gotten
 curious, and a few boys had exchanged blows. Not really a big deal. Still,
 nearly half a mile down the road, the dark figure of a man in a hooded jac
ket filled Howard Crook’s rearview mirror, and he hit the brakes before he 
looked again to make sure it wasn’t a shadow. Seeing that the figure hadn’t



 moved, he struggled in his seat to look out the back window. He saw a shad
ow move, and then whoever it was was gone. 
Howard shook his head and hit the gas. He hated it up here in the hills. He 
wanted to get back to town. He needed to get to his real job, anyway, and di
dn’t have time for the new teacher’s silly complaints. Besides, the object i
n the figure’s hands could have been anything besides a camera. 
............................... 
Oliver Martin sat up in his bed, yawning and stretching before he rubbed a
t his eyes, adjusting to the morning light coming through his bedroom wind
ow. He could smell cinnamon oatmeal and pancakes, and hear his parents tal
king about their plans for the day somewhere on the other side of the door. 
He adjusted his boxer shorts as he climbed out of bed, smiling to himself 
as he moved to look out the window. It was going to be a good day, he just
 knew it. Any day he saw Frank would be a good day as far as he was concer
ned. Not even the large, painful bruise on his arm was enough to dampen hi
s spirits. It was a small price to pay for the afternoon he’d had yesterda
y. Being with Frank was wonderful. Everything about Frank was wonderful. 
Oliver stared at his reflection in the window glass, noticing that it seemed 
to be coming closer and closer to him until it stopped and he realized that i
t wasn’t smiling back. Sighing, he opened the window and spoke through it at 
his twin. 
“What’re you doing out there, David?” 
“You’re waking up kinda late, Oliver,” David replied. “I thought you wanted
 to go see Frank today.” 
“I will after breakfast,” Oliver said, and then fell silent for a moment as h
e thought over his next words. “You can’t take pictures of Frank’s family any
more, David. He doesn’t like it.” 
“I’ll take pictures of whatever I want,” David said decidedly. 
Oliver frowned. “You’re gonna make him mad, David.” 
“So?” 
“Frank’s my friend.” 
“No he’s not, Oliver. He’s just some guy who feels sorry for you. I’m your
 only friend. Me and you--we only have each other. Don’t you remember that
, Oliver?” 
“Frank’s different. He likes me, David! And you told me he was different.
 Remember, David?” 
“I said you should say hi to him, not fall for him. He’s using you.” 
“That’s not true!” Oliver snapped in a rare outburst of anger towards his br
other. “He likes me. He told me so. He likes me more than you, even.” 
David laughed bitterly. “Doesn’t everybody? He’s not really your friend, Ol
iver. We don’t have friends.” 
Chapter 6 



by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
Frank bit into a fresh ham sandwich as he stood on his front porch and look
ed across the lake towards the red roof. Oliver had said he’d come over aga
in today, but so far he hadn’t shown up, and Frank was getting antsy. For a
ll he knew, Oliver could have told his parents what had happened yesterday,
 and they’d changed their minds about letting him come over. Then again, af
ter yesterday Frank needed to give Oliver more credit than that, he decided
. And he did. It was simply easier to concern himself with Oliver’s whereab
outs than to think about his other problems. Like David. 
It had been on the tip of Frank’s tongue that morning to tell Mr. Crook who
 he suspected of being responsible for yesterday’s unexpected events. He pr
obably would have, too, if it wasn’t for the fact that he couldn’t actually
 prove that it had been David; and then there was the fact that he complete
ly doubted Crook’s dependability, anyway. Even Frank’s mom pointed out that
 the man probably wasn’t fit to take on the responsibility of a dog, let al
one the duties of an officer of the law. Frank had to agree with her. Altho
ugh, Crook’s mention of the photography club had caught Frank’s attention, 
and for a good part of the morning he’d been wondering if he could seek out
 more information about the group in town. 
“Frank?” 
Frank glanced back at his sister, flashing her a welcoming smile. He’d been t
rying to be extra nice to her since yesterday afternoon. 
“Hey.” 
“Mom wants to know if you’re ready for lunch.” 
“Already taken care of,” Frank replied as he held up the remainder of his sa
ndwich before shoving it greedily into his mouth. 
“Oh,” Rudy replied, but didn’t go back into the house. Instead, she stared o
ut at the lake. Frank frowned. He couldn’t help being worried about her. She
’d been afraid to sleep in her own room the night before, and hadn’t at all 
been comforted by the sheriff’s visit. “There’s a cat under my bed,” she sai
d. “He hissed at me when I tried to get him out.” 
“Be careful,” Frank warned. “Some of them are kind of wild.” 
“Will you get it out for me?” 
“Sure,” Frank agreed. 
Rudy sighed as she moved to stand next to him. “I’m bored, Frank.” 
He smiled at that. “You’re the one who didn’t want to go back to camp today
.” 
“I hate it there. It’s stupid. Is Oliver coming over today?” 
“Maybe. I think so.” 
“Can I go with you and Oliver somewhere?” Rudy asked. 
Frank looked at her, stomping down the urge to say no. if Oliver came over, t



here was a lot that Frank wanted to say to him, and none of it was meant for 
his little sister’s ears. 
“We’ll see,” he told her, just as his mom came outside to interrupt them. 
“We have a phone, we have a phone,” she said in a sing-song voice. She was
 also hopping around like an over-caffeinated cheerleader, which had Frank
 rolling his eyes. She just grinned and ruffled his hair in response as sh
e repeated herself one more time. “We have a phone. So, who should we call
 first? Grandpa? Uncle Chris? One of your friends, one of mine? Who wants 
to go first?” 
“Daddy!” Rudy cut in as she rushed back into the house. Jessica sobered whil
e Frank only scowled after his sister. 
There were several moments of awkward silence before Jessica tapped her so
n’s arm and gave him an encouraging smile. “Do you want to go in and talk 
to him, Frank? It’s been a while. I’m sure he’d like to hear from you.” 
Frank gave his mom a look that clearly stated his opinion on the matter, al
though he held back from expressing it out loud. “I’m gonna go take a walk,
” he announced. 
“Now?” 
“Yeah. Now.” 
Jessica frowned, looking pointedly at the scab blemishing her son’s top lip. 
“Promise you’ll stay close.” 
Frank rolled his eyes and made a show being completely unconcerned with h
is mom’s worrying as he kissed her cheek and gave her a short nod. “I won
’t be gone that long,” he promised, but then stopped halfway down the sta
irs to look back. “Hey, Mom? Are you going back into town today?” 
“I’m not sure. Why? Is there something you need?” 
Frank shrugged. “Not really. Just let me know if you do, okay? I think I’ll 
wanna go with.” 
“Sure, honey,” she agreed. 
Frank turned to leave once more, but paused again for a different reason as h
e faced the lake. Not far off a familiar little motor boat was headed for the
ir side of the water with one dark-haired passenger. 
“It looks like you’ll have company on your walk,” Jessica commented. 
“I’ll see you later, Mom,” Frank said, and instead of heading off into the w
oods on his own, he started walking towards the low-lying bridge that Oliver
 liked to dock at. By the time he reached it, Oliver, with his messy hair an
d big crooked smile, was climbing out with a lightweight backpack strapped t
o his back as he waved to Frank. 
“Hi, Frank! My mom said I could come over by myself today, but I have to
 come home at four o’clock. I brought your clothes back. Do you want the
m now?” 
“That’s okay,” Frank replied. “You can give them to me later. Wanna go for



 a walk?” 
“You don’t want to go to your house?” Oliver asked, as if he were actually c
onfused by that. 
“Not really,” Frank admitted. “We got our phone hooked up so Rudy’s callin
g my dad. I don’t really wanna be around for it.” 
“Oh. Okay where are we gonna go walking to?” 
“I thought I’d ask you that,” Frank replied. “You’re better at not getting lost
 than I am.” 
Oliver smiled. “Okay, Frank.” 
They walked up the road, past the trails that Frank had already bothered to
 explore, and for about twenty minutes of that Frank felt guilty for not be
ing the best of company. He’d used most of the time to vent about his fathe
r, something he normally wouldn’t have done, but he couldn’t quite seem to 
help it. Oliver was a good listener, and never gave any indication that he 
thought anything Frank had to say was boring, nor did he jump in and give F
rank false reassurances or the well-intended but pushy advice that someone 
else might have. He simply listened. He also listened when Frank told him a
bout Howard Crook and what the man had said, but instead of adding his thou
ghts to the situation as Frank had hoped he would, Oliver chose to remain s
ilent. 
“He said he’ll call if anything comes up, but I doubt it,” Frank explained.
 “I think if I want to figure out who was outside of Rudy’s window I’m gonn
a have to figure out who it was.” He paused, and studied Oliver out of the 
corner of his eye for a long moment. “I mean, I don’t know many people with
 a camera, except David. Do you think... do you have any idea who it might 
have been, Oliver? I didn’t see anything, but I thought maybe if you did...” 
“I didn’t see anything, Frank,” Oliver said at the same time he reached over
 and took hold of Frank’s hand. Frank glanced down at the gesture, a reminde
r of the physical boundaries they’d crossed the day before. It took him a fe
w more silent steps to realize that he was returning Oliver’s grip. He frown
ed at himself, more than towards the situation. 
“Whoever it was could come back,” Frank said, realizing that he was sharing
 a genuine fear with Oliver. 
“Maybe they won’t, Frank,” Oliver replied after some consideration. Frank s
topped walking to face him, feeling irritated that Oliver appeared convince
d. 
“How would you know?” Frank demanded, sounding harsher than he’d intende
d. He couldn’t help it. He wanted answers, and it only aggravated him th
at everyone had something to hide, maybe even Oliver. 
Oliver’s brow knitted and he frowned at Frank. “I just don’t want you to be u
pset, Frank. I said that to make you feel better.” 
Frank stared at his friend for a long moment, and then choked back a laugh. 



To make him feel better. People told him things that were meant to make him 
feel better all the time. Like, his mom saying that everything was going to 
work itself out, or Rudy telling him that he didn’t look too bad on a hair d
ay from hell. But, no one but Oliver, Frank imagined, would have pointed it 
out to him. 
“Sorry, Oliver. I’m just stressed right now.” 
“About your dad, Frank?” 
“Among other things. Look, Oliver... I know you don’t want David to get in t
rouble, okay? But if you know it was him, then just tell me. I swear I’ll ju
st want to talk to him. Maybe if I know why he did it... and then attacked u
s--you remember he attacked us, don’t you? If I just knew...” Frank stopped 
talking to take in a startled breath when he suddenly found Oliver’s mouth o
n his own, and with a gentle hand to the other boy’s chest, he pushed him aw
ay. “Oliver, stop, I’m trying...” 
Oliver suddenly released Frank’s hand, looking offended enough to get Fran
k’s attention as he crossed his arms and looked at his feet. “Why not, Fra
nk?” he demanded. 
Because I’m trying to have a normal conversation , Frank thought. But, inste
ad of saying that out loud, he considered the question and how he wanted to 
address it. It wasn’t like Oliver was asking him why he didn’t want to be in
terrupted. “Okay...” Frank said slowly, allowing himself to catch up with th
e situation. “Yesterday...” 
“It was okay to kiss you yesterday,” Oliver cut in. 
“Yeah, well maybe we shouldn’t have done that,” Frank replied. He reached 
out to place a comforting hand on Oliver’s shoulder, but Oliver only shrug
ged him off. “Oliver...” 
“You said you liked me, Frank.” 
“I know I did... and I still do, but I was thinking about it, and maybe I shoul
dn’t have... maybe we...” 
“David said you were just using me,” Oliver said bitterly, surprising Frank a
s the other boy met his eyes again. 
“What?” 
“You don’t really like me, do you? You were just using me, Frank.” 
Frank took a physical step back when faced with the accusing look on Oliver
’s face and he shook his head, dumbfounded. “No, that’s not it. That’s the 
thing, Oliver, I don’t want to use you. That’s why....” Frank released a so
mething akin to a growl that sounded rather grumpy, and stopped himself fro
m saying what he might regret later when Oliver appeared confused. Frank di
dn’t think Oliver would like being told what had really been on his mind. 
It wasn’t that Frank didn’t like kissing Oliver. In fact, it seemed to him 
that he’d liked it too much. He liked a lot about Oliver a little too much,
 he was beginning to realize. He liked the smell of lemons, the soft messy 



hair, the often-laughing hazel eyes and the big, crooked grin that seemed m
ore charming every time he saw it. Physically, he saw Oliver for what he wa
s. An appealing young man who Frank could see himself doing a lot of things
 with. The problem was the fact that when Frank talked to Oliver, he often 
felt as if he was speaking to a boy much younger than himself. Not a stupid
 boy, but one who might not completely understand what those kisses meant. 
Of course, there was no nice way to say any of this to Oliver. Frank was de
finitely smart enough to realize he was walking on thin ice over the subjec
t, and was forced to do the best he could, hoping that Oliver would understand. 
“I do like you, Oliver... and I wouldn’t use you, okay? I just thought that
 maybe we shouldn’t do that anymore because I don’t want... I don’t want to
 take advantage of you, because I care about you. Make sense?” 
“No, Frank.” 
Frank ran both hands through his hair, wishing that he could rewind the enti
re conversation and start over while Oliver studied him searchingly. 
“You can’t take advantage of me,” Oliver finally said, and when Frank look
ed at him questioningly, he smiled. “And if you take advantage of me when 
you kiss me, then I like it.” Oliver reached for Frank’s hand, taking him 
off guard again when he suddenly sat down, seeming unconcerned with anythi
ng that might be on the ground beneath him before he looked up at Frank ex
pectantly. “I like you a lot, Frank. I don’t want David to be right.” 
Frank forced himself to sit on the ground because Oliver was still gripping 
his hand, and became annoyed when the moisture from the recent rain soaked t
hrough the back of his jeans, but tolerated it. “He’s not right, Oliver,” he
 insisted. “You are my friend,” he added sincerely, only to find that Oliver
 was no longer paying attention to him. “Oliver?” Frank paused when he reali
zed that Oliver was removing the backpack from his back and opening it in hi
s lap. He glanced inside at the contents, and then at Frank. 
“David says he’s my only friend,” Oliver said in nearly a whisper, as if he
 didn’t want to be overheard, despite the seclusion. “It’s because we’re th
e same, Frank. He says we don’t have friends. Were not supposed to... but y
ou’re here now, and I want things to be different. I don’t want David to ge
t in trouble anymore. Here. Here, Frank. Don’t be mad at him anymore.” 
Frank watched, curious and somewhat nerve-racked as Oliver removed a plast
ic bag from his backpack containing a thin stack of what were obviously ph
otographs. He held the bag out for Frank, and forgetting the meaning of pa
tience, Frank all but snatched them from Oliver’s hand and forced himself 
to look down at the first image. It wasn’t the horror he’d been expecting. 
“David took that one for me,” Oliver explained. “But I don’t want it if it ma
kes you angry, Frank. You can have it. You can have all of them. I tried to f
ind them all, Frank.” 
Frank unzipped the plastic bag and removed the photo he’d been aware of. Th



e picture Oliver had told him about, where he was on his bike. What startle
d Frank was that the photo seemed to have been taken at close range, since 
there weren’t many trees obstructing the image, and the idea of David getti
ng so close without Frank realizing it was unsettling. But, other than that
, the image seemed rather innocent. That’s probably why Frank found himself
 holding it out for Oliver when the other boy seemed nervous over his react
ion. 
“It’s yours,” Frank said. “Keep it if you want.” 
“You don’t care?” 
“I don’t care,” Frank insisted, and turned his attention to the next photo 
as Oliver quickly took the picture of Frank, as if he thought it would be s
natched back at any moment. It nearly was, too, but only because Frank was 
startled by the next one. He recognized it as the day they’d moved in. He w
as standing with Rudy, both of them looking rather depressed and disappoint
ed in front of their new home. And if Frank hadn’t known any better, he wou
ld have thought they’d posed for the picture. Facing the camera, their eyes
 seeming focused on the lens. It didn’t seem possible. The next picture was
 the same, only Frank’s mother was the subject, looking tired, but still mo
re cheerful than her offspring. Her eyes were looking right through the pic
ture at Frank. He frowned, wondering how none of them knew they were being 
photographed. “How did he do this?” Frank demanded, without looking up. 
“David knows how to use a camera, Frank,” Oliver replied, as if it were obvi
ous. 
Frank continued to flip through, deciding that most of the pictures had bee
n taken his first week there. There were some of him exploring the trails e
ither alone or with Rudy, and one where he was kissing his mom goodbye as s
he got in the car to head to town. And the more he looked the more it becam
e apparent that he was the main focus in the images. The photographs were d
ecidedly unsettling, but there weren’t any taken through the windows of Fra
nk’s house. He was disappointed, feeling that he still lacked the proof he’
d been hoping to find. Frank was beginning to realize that he didn’t just t
hink it had been David. He hoped it was. 
He knew it was a switch from thinking that David was a victim of his parent
s, and it wasn’t that Frank had completely ruled that out, either. He remem
bered the unsocialized boy who’d been suspicious of an ice cream cone, and 
still felt sympathy. But, after hearing his mother mention that David might
 be responsible for mistreating Oliver, Frank found himself developing a qu
ick bias against him. For Frank, it would make sense that David was the one
 sneaking around his house, especially now if Oliver was right when he said
 that David believed they only had each other. Maybe, Frank thought, David 
was jealous of his friendship with Oliver. It would go to his mom’s theory.
 And, as Frank thought of the attack the day before, recalling how their at



tacker had targeted Oliver first, he couldn’t help wondering if it really w
as Oliver’s brother. Jealous and angry brother. It could all make sense, if
 only Frank could prove it. If he proved it, then... well, Frank wasn’t sur
e what was supposed to come after that. Maybe he could help Oliver, because
 he was convinced that Oliver was in need of some sort of help. And if anyt
hing, he’d sleep easier at night. 
Frank suddenly became aware of the cool breeze striking his face, and the ha
ir at his nape prickled as he looked up, feeling crowded by the towering tre
es. He quickly slipped the photographs back into their bag and then placed t
hem in his pocket as he got to his feet and held a hand down for Oliver. “Co
me on,” he insisted, realizing a strong urge to get out of there. “Let’s get
 back to my place, okay?” 
Oliver took Frank’s hand, accepting the assistance off the forest floor, b
ut seemed put off when Frank placed a firm hand on his shoulder to guide h
im back the way they’d come with a noticeable amount of force. “Is somethi
ng the matter, Frank?” he asked, looking around curiously when Frank began
 to look over his own shoulder. 
“No... I mean... I just get the creeps out here, you know?” 
Oliver shook his head. “No, Frank.” 
Frank sighed. “Let’s just go. You have to be home at four, right?” 
“Yeah. Four o’clock, Frank.” 
“Okay, well, maybe we have the time to watch a movie or something before 
then.” 
Oliver smiled. “Okay, Frank.” 
..................................... 
“Frank! Dad wants to talk to you!” Rudy called through the house, her voic
e nearly fading before it reached Frank’s bedroom where he calmly pushed b
ack his bed sheets, walked barefooted across his bedroom floor, and slamme
d his door so hard that he was certain that the people in town could hear 
it. 
That should get the point across , Frank decided as he yawned, stretched, a
nd headed back to bed for another hour of sleep. It was another Saturday mo
rning, and for days now, ever since their phone had been connected, Rudy ha
d been making a point of calling their father. He’d even called them a few 
times, which made Frank rather eager to avoid answering the telephone. He d
idn’t want to talk to his dad, and the fact that the man suddenly wanted to
 talk to him didn’t make a whole lot of sense to Frank. It wasn’t as if the
 man had wanted to talk when they’d been in the same city, and there was no
 way that Frank was willing to set himself up for more disappointment by al
lowing his dad to think that he wanted to talk to him after all that. 
He’d just crawled back into bed, pulling the covers nearly over the top of h
is head, when there was a soft tap on his door. His mother didn’t wait for h



im to answer before she stepped in to check on him, and Frank was forced to 
open his eyes. 
“Are you alright?” Jessica asked. 
Frank frowned and wiped some more sleep from his eyes. “Why do you let her
 talk to him? She’s just gonna get hurt.” 
“I think he’s trying, Frank,” Jessica replied. “I’m not saying that you have t
o forgive him if you’re not ready to, but maybe...” 
“I’ll never forgive him.” 
Jessica sighed. “Okay. Listen, I’ve got to go to work pretty soon. There’s
 some more pancakes out here if you’re hungry, and you don’t have to worry
 about Rudy today. I’m taking her with me so she can meet a friend from ca
mp.” 
“I thought she didn’t have any friends.” 
“Well, I guess she does now. Seems like a nice enough girl. Do you want to
 come, too? You’ve been asking to go.” 
“No. Oliver’s coming over again today.” Oliver had been coming over just ab
out every day, a small fact that had helped ease Frank’s mind. It was reass
uring that Oliver’s parents were allowing the visits, and Frank had no inte
ntion of missing one. 
“Well, you guys have fun, then... just remember, if you go out, or even if you
’re here...” 
“We’ll lock the doors,” Frank promised. “Can I use the car tonight when yo
u get back?” 
“I guess so,” Jessica replied, leaning back on the doorframe as she regarded
 her son. “Where do you plan to take it?” 
“I don’t know,” Frank said grumpily. “I just wanna get out of here for a whi
le. I’ll probably shop or go to a movie or something.” 
“You’ll let me know before you leave?” 
“Fine. I’ll let you know before I leave,” Frank agreed with all the hostility
 of a seasoned teenager. Jessica just smiled, loving him anyway. 
Frank stared at the cracks in his ceiling as he waited for his mother to le
ave, and then he reached into his nightstand drawer and removed the plastic
 bags of photographs which had been there for nearly a week. Frank had done
 a lot of staring at them lately, and did some more after removing them fro
m their plastic bag. He’d become quite familiar with the eight images over 
the last few days. They were beginning to frighten him less and less, only 
because he’d been walking around his property every morning attempting to d
iscover where David could have hidden to take some of them, and had come up
 with a range of possibilities. That at least convinced Frank that David di
dn’t have some mutant ability to turn invisible. Very reassuring. Other thi
ngs, though, were not. 
Frank abandoned the idea of getting more sleep as soon as he heard his mom’



s Subaru drive away from the house, and twenty minutes later he was dressed
 and outside, staring across the lake at the red roof of Oliver’s house wit
h a pair of binoculars borrowed from Rudy. There was too much in the way to
 get a good view of anything other than the roof and the barn, but when a f
lash of yellow moving somewhere along the road leading to the house caught 
Frank’s attention, he focused on that. A yellow truck. It appeared that Oli
ver’s parents were leaving, so Frank looked back towards their property, ho
ping to catch a glimpse of the Martin children. Their boat was visible wher
e it was docked, and he watched it for a few moments, knowing that it would
 be there for at least another few hours. Oliver usually came over after lu
nch. That meant that if Frank left for a while, he probably wouldn’t miss h
im. 
He went to the shed, and a moment later he was on his bike and on the road,
 hoping he remembered the easy way to get to the other side of the lake. 
...................................... 
The Martin house was quiet, the curtains drawn shut, no light coming from 
within. Frank frowned, wondering if anyone was home at all. It was possibl
e that Oliver’s parents had taken him and David somewhere, but Frank doubt
ed it. From his short conversations with Oliver he already knew that it wa
s Mr. Martin who was most likely to go to town for work. Mrs. Martin worke
d from home, but on occasion the two of them went out together; but accord
ing to Oliver, they usually left him and David at home. 
Frank felt hesitant as he climbed the steps and approached the door, and fo
und himself tapping rather than knocking. A moment later he was lifting his
 fist to try again when he decided that no one would have heard him, but hi
s hand paused in midair as the doorknob began to turn. Frank took a step ba
ck, his eyes lifting to a familiar face that made it possible for him to re
lax, and he smiled back at it. “Hey, Oliver. I know you were gonna come ove
r later, but I was wondering if you wanted to come over early. It’s just ab
out warm enough for swimming,” Frank observed. “But, uh, since I’m here, I 
was wondering if I could talk to David before we left.” 
Oliver looked back at Frank, his smile slowly fading until it didn’t exist at
 all, and as he leaned back against the front door he crossed his arms in a d
efensive posture. “So what do you want with David, Frank?” 
Frank’s eyes narrowed. “David?” 
One of David’s shoulder’s shrugged. “Present. Come to give me grief about 
my hobby? What’s wrong, Frank, don’t like to get your picture taken? Perso
nally, I think you’re pretty photogenic.” 
“I just don’t like it when someone takes my picture and I don’t know about
 it,” Frank retorted. “Especially when they have to sneak around the bushe
s and peek through someone else’s windows. Did you learn how to do that in
 your stalker’s handbook, David?” 



David pushed off of the door and took a step forward that Frank interpreted
 as somewhat threatening, but held his ground. 
“You think it was me?” David demanded, sounding incredulously offended. 

“Why not?” Frank replied. “Seems like you like sneaking around, and I’m prett
y sure I owe you for this, too,” he added, indicating his lip, which was stil
l visibly bruised. 
David smirked. “If I’d hit you your teeth would be stuck to my knuckles abo
ut right now.” 
The arrogance of the comment aggravated Frank, and suddenly all his frust
rations were aimed pointedly at David as he blindly moved forward and gav
e David’s chest a shove. “Wanna prove that, asshole? Go the fuck on. You 
like pushing people around? Like pushing your brother around? Go ahead. T
ry me.” 
Frank didn’t get the attack he’d expected, and even wanted. Instead, David m
ade a point to step away as he looked at Frank like he’d lost his mind. 
“You think I hurt Oliver?” David sounded as if the very idea was hilarious.
 “I’ve never touched him!” 
“Then who did?” Frank demanded. “And don’t tell me I’m imagining things 
because a few days ago I saw him! And I don’t know what the hell’s going
 on around here but I know it has something to do with you!” 
“And why not?” David snapped. “Everything is my fault--but I never touche
d Oliver!” 
“Then who, David?” 
“Who do you think?” David growled. 
“Are you saying it was your parents?” Frank asked. 
David fell silent for a long moment before he shook his head. “No. They wou
ldn’t hurt Oliver. And I ain’t got nothing more to say to you, Frank.” 
David turned and reached for his door, but didn’t get it open before Frank 
grabbed his arm and spun him back around. 
“Do they hurt you, David?” 
David’s eyes met his guest’s suspiciously as he shook Frank’s hand off and 
his lip slowly turned up into a scowl. “You don’t get it? Do you?” 
“What am I supposed to get, David?” 
David laughed, and then met Frank’s eyes with a seriousness that almost s
eemed desperate. “Look around you. Look deeper.” 
Frank sucked in a breath and gripped his hair, suddenly resisting the urge to
 pull it out. “No. No. You know what, David? If you don’t want to talk to me,
 fine. But if anything else happens to Oliver I swear I’ll mention it to ever
yone who walks past me until someone believes it because believe it or not, I
 do care about him, and I’d help you too if you could just knock off this cry
ptic bullshit for five minutes!” 



David took an abrupt step forward, startling Frank into silence. “Oliver’s no
t here right now,” he said quietly. “Time to leave, Frank.” 
“David...” 
“I don’t got no answers for you. Everything else you can see. You’re just not
 looking!” he said, sounding angry over it. 
Frank opened his mouth to inform David that he sounded like a crazy person, 
but then closed it and decided that it wasn’t worth the effort as he turned 
and headed down the front steps. “Just tell Oliver to call me when he gets b
ack,” Frank said as he reached his bike and began to walk it towards the roa
d. 
“Hey Frank,” David suddenly called, causing Frank to pause and look back a
t him. “Did it ever occur to you that whoever was looking in your windows 
wasn’t looking to take a picture of anyone in your family?” 
“You think...” 
Frank didn’t get to finish his response when David turned, walked into his 
house, and gave an obvious dismissal as he slammed the front door. 
............................................................ 
Frank didn’t know what time it was when he arrived home, but he knew that s
omething wasn’t quite right when he got there. His mom’s car was parked on 
the side of the house, which he hadn’t expected. She should have been worki
ng until later that afternoon. When he saw that the front door had been lef
t carelessly wide open, he felt a knot rise in his throat as he rushed towa
rds it. 
“Mom!” Frank called as he entered, looking around for any signs of troubl
e. “Mom!” 
“In here, honey!” was the muffled response, and as he reached the kitchen 
he looked over the scene with a good amount of confusion. With good reason
, he thought. The scene at the kitchen table was strange enough. 
He had to look twice when he noticed not one, but two redheaded girls at th
e table sharing peanut-butter sandwiches. He was about to demand if Rudy ha
d multiplied before both girls looked over their shoulders and he saw that 
one had glasses and a lot more freckles. He shook off the oddity of the pic
ture they made and looked towards his mother, who was attempting to wrestle
 something out of the garbage disposal she’d insisted they install after mo
ving in. Frank strode across the kitchen and pulled her hand out of the dra
in before he reached in himself and found the mangled spoon that had gotten
 trapped. 
“Thank you,” Jessica said once he retrieved it. “I feel like I’ve been trying 
to pull that out forever. Where were you at?” 
Frank ignored her question. “The front door’s wide open,” he said accusingly
. 
Jessica sighed. “I know. It’s just so hot in here and that swamp cooler’s start



ing to smell again.” 
“You told me to lock the doors whether or not I’m home...” 
“Frank,” Jessica cut him off, looking amused. “It’s hot. And I think letting
 some air in will do us some good. Besides, we’re all here now. Have you sai
d hello to Rudy’s friend, Stephanie?” she asked pointedly, letting Frank kno
w that he was being rude. 
He sighed. “Hi, Stephanie.” 
“Hi,” the girl replied, sounding too chipper for Frank’s current mood. 
“Mom,” he started, but Jessica was already moving past him and into a plast
ic grocery bag left on the counter top. She reached in, and when she turned
 back to face him she was presenting a whistle connected to a shoelace. 
“Here,” she said. “We’ve all got one. I couldn’t find anyplace that sold pepp
er spray, but if there’s any trouble, we can blow our whistles.” 
Dumbfounded, Frank looked between the whistle and his mom until she finall
y rolled her eyes and put it around his neck herself. He noticed that Rudy
 was already wearing one before he finally cracked a smile and found himse
lf trying not to laugh. But, he did manage to keep from telling his mom th
at he thought blowing a whistle at an attacker would be about as effective
 as trying to tickle one with a feather. “What are you doing home?” he ask
ed. “I thought you were working today.” 
Jessica’s smile faded, and she headed towards the living room. Frank couldn’t
 tell if it was because she planned to avoid the question, or if she didn’t w
ant Rudy and her friend to hear her response. 
“Mom?” he asked again when they reached the living room and his mom went a
bout straightening things that didn’t need to be straightened. 
“Everything’s fine, Frank. They just didn’t need me today, that’s all.” 
“They fired you?” he demanded. 
Jessica straightened. “No.” she said quickly. “But it seems that in this tow
n, everyone has slow days. Even ice-cream stores on hot days.” 
“Oh.” 
“They said they’d call me back next week if they needed help.” 
“Next week?” 
“Frank,” Jessica said quickly. “Don’t make a big deal of it. We’re fine--and
 don’t you dare go looking for a job just because you think you need to supp
ort us. That’s not your job.” 
“Well not all of it should be your job, either.” 
Jessica sighed. “I talked to your dad a little this morning. He’s going to star
t paying child support.” 
“And you believe that?” Frank asked skeptically. 
“We’ll see what happens,” Jessica replied. “In the meantime, I don’t want yo
u worrying about this... Your dad wants to talk to you, you know. Maybe it w
ouldn’t hurt if...” 



“We’re not talking about this,” Frank stated. 
“Frank...” 
“Mom... please.” 
Jessica fell silent, although it was obvious she wanted to say more. It was 
better that she didn’t. The short fuse Frank had when it came to his father 
had only become shorter over the last few days, and they both knew it. He ne
eded more time. 
“Okay,” Jessica relented. “But I don’t want you to worry about my job, alrig
ht? I’ll be teaching again before you know it.” 
Frank gave a slow nod, also deciding against an argument. He was worried, an
d he was going to worry, but if it would prevent him from having to discuss 
his father, he could allow his mom to think that he was leaving all the worr
ying to her. For a little while. 
“So are you back for the day?” he asked. 
“Looks like it. Stephanie’s parents are probably going to come pick her up late
r. It turns out they live on our side of town. Isn’t that nice.” 
“Yeah. Good for Rudy.” 
Jessica smiled. “You can have the car now if you still want it. Any idea wha
t you’ll be doing yet?” 
Frank shook his head. “I’ll probably just look around town for a while, Mom.
 I’ll be back soon, too. Oliver should still be coming over in a while. Um, 
if he gets here before I get back, could you maybe ask him to wait for me?” 

“I can do that,” Jessica agreed, smiling. “You guys are still getting along, th
en?” 
“Yep,” Frank said before he leaned over to kiss his mom’s cheek. “Keys?” 
“In my purse,” Jessica replied, knowing that her son would help himself. She
 watched him do just that as she went to where it was sitting near the front
 door. “Frank?” 
“Yeah?” 
“You are okay, right?” she asked. 
Frank looked up to meet her eyes, and forced himself to smile somewhat ge
nuinely. “I’m fine, Mom.” 
................................................. 
For once, Frank saw the benefit of living in a small town. 
“Jenny Woodmoore has a camera,” the woman with dark, silver-streaked hair 
explained from behind the gas-station counter, where Frank had stopped to 
fill up the Subaru. “She took the pictures for my daughter’s wedding just 
last year. Turned out real nice.” 
“Do you know if she's in the photography club?” Frank asked. 
“Well, I don’t know if you’d call it a club. But I think she gets together wi
th her friends every once in a while. They’ve all got those fancy cameras. I 



think she’s working at Karrigan’s just down the street this summer. Maybe you
 could talk to her about it. She’s a real pretty girl,” she added with a wink
. 
Frank forced a smile. “Thanks... um, one more thing. Do you know where I 
can buy a camera?” 
The woman smiled brightly, and pointed to a rack of disposable cameras near
 the register, claiming, “The best in town.” 
No more than ten minutes later, Frank was discovering that Karrigan’s was on
e of the few restaurants in town as he pulled into the dirt lot in front of 
it. It seemed a little busier than the other businesses around, but not by m
uch. As he entered, he felt like he was walking into a fancy McDonald’s that
 had a sour odor beneath the smell of greasy burgers and thick fries. A wait
ress approached him right off, and after a quick look at her bright yellow n
ame tag, which didn’t say Jenny, he allowed her to show him to a table where
 he ordered a side salad and a soda. As soon as she disappeared, he was out 
of his booth and taking the long path to the restrooms, taking in everything
 he could on the way. 
There was an old couple on one side of the room, and an older waiter, but t
he action seemed to be in the opposite corner where a girl around his age d
ressed in the restaurant garb leaned over a corner booth laughing at someth
ing one of the three guys--also around Frank’s age--said to her. He detoure
d towards them, watching her closely as she flipped a light brown ponytail 
over her shoulder, and then turned. A quick glance down at her right breast
 told him that she was who he was looking for, and he headed to the restroo
ms to wash his hands. 
Frank’s meal wasn’t at his table by the time he returned, and in a last mi
nute decision, he decided to switch tables, moving into Jenny Woodmoore’s 
section where he removed his newly purchased disposable camera from his pa
cket and began to inspect it as if it were the most complicated instrument
 he’d ever come by. He only had to put on the act for about five minutes b
efore Jenny Woodmoore was standing over his table, regarding him curiously
 with a small salad and a drink between her hands. 
“Excuse me, this wouldn’t be yours, would it?” she asked. 
Frank looked up into friendly blue eyes and smiled. “Oh, yeah,” he replied. 
“Hope you don’t mind, but I switched tables. The other one was in the sun. I
t’s pretty warm today.” 
“That’s no problem,” Jenny insisted as she placed his food in front of him 
while Frank went back to playing with the camera. “If you need anything els
e just let me know.” 
“Sure,” Frank said, before suddenly aiming the camera at the girl’s face. “Sm
ile.” 
To his surprise, Jenny not only grinned, but struck a pose as he took his pi



cture, and when he lowered the camera, she grinned. “We don’t have a lot of 
tourists come through here,” she remarked, eyeing his five-dollar camera. 
“Oh, I’m not,” Frank said quickly as he looked sheepishly down at the camer
a in his hands. “Actually, I just moved here.” 
“Really? Wait--you have a little sister, right? Rudy? Red hair?” 
“Yeah, actually,” Frank replied, now regarding Jenny somewhat suspiciously
. 
“She goes to my family’s summer camp,” Jenny said excitedly. 
“Oh... um, yeah, that’s her.” 
“I like her,” Jenny commented as she surprised Frank again by slipping into 
the booth across from him. “She talks about you a lot.” 
“She does?” 
“She mentioned a few things,” Jenny remarked as a slow blush crawled over
 her cheeks before she eyed Frank’s camera again and promptly changed the
 subject. “So are you just out looking at the town?” 
“Nah,” he said. “I did that a few weeks ago. Actually... I lost my camera du
ring the move.” He held up the disposable to explain. “I picked this up beca
use... I thought it would be better than nothing. I really miss using mine, 
you know?” 
“That’s awful. Do you think you’ll find it?” 
“Probably not,” he said sincerely. “Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know where
 I could get another one around here, do you?” 
Jenny looked thoughtful for a moment. “That depends. What kind was it?” 
Frank blinked and then shook it off and did his best to sound humble. “Actua
lly,” he said, lowering his voice, “I have no idea.” Jenny gave him an odd l
ook, and he quickly explained. “It was a gift, from my grandmother. I mean, 
she died and left it to me.” 
“Aww...” 
“It was a while ago,” he said quickly. “But I was sort of teaching myself how t
o use it, and I’d really like to find another.” 
“Well, do you remember anything about it?” 
“It took pictures.” 
Jenny laughed. “Okay... hmm, you could try Mr. Gelve’s garage. It sort of 
doubles as a pawn shop, and he might have something there. But don’t get y
our hopes up. If you want to spend some money, I special-ordered mine.” 
Frank raised his eyebrows. “You’re into photography?” 
Jenny grinned. “Definitely. Actually, there’s a whole group of us that gets
 together on Sundays. There’s not much else to do around here, really... yo
u wouldn’t be interested in coming sometime, would you? It’s just a bunch o
f kids from school.” 
“I don’t know,” Frank said carefully. “I mean… would you wanna show up w
ith this?” He glanced at his camera, and Jenny smiled. 



“I’ll let everyone know what happened. I swear they won’t make fun of you. 
You should come--we’ll all be going to school together in the fall, anyway.
” 
Frank frowned. “That’s nice of you... Jenny.” He made sure to look at her n
ame tag again. “But I don’t know...” 
“Look,” she said, standing as an older man appeared across the room and re
garded her disapprovingly, “I’ve gotta get back to work. If you wanna come
 we’ll be meeting here around eleven o’clock. Just after church.” 
“I’ll think about it.” 
“Will I see you there?” Jenny asked. 
Frank looked at her as if she were deaf. “Like I said, I’ll...” 
“No,” she said, laughing. “Will I see you at church?” 
“Um...” 
“We’ll talk about it more then,” she insisted, and then rushed off to carry on 
with her duties. 
Frank sat back in his seat as he watched her walk away. Currently, there we
re two things he hoped for. First, he hoped that Howard Crook was as unreli
able as Frank thought he was, and hadn’t mentioned his family to any of Jen
ny’s friends. Second, he hoped that he could talk his mom into letting him 
use the car again before eleven o’clock tomorrow. 
.......................................... 
It looked like Oliver had attempted to get his hair to stay down today. It s
eemed neater somehow, but still stuck up in places from constantly running h
is fingers through it. Frank had noticed the habit a while ago. There were t
imes when Oliver would fall silent, as if contemplating something important,
 and his hands would take turns going to his head, his fingers reaching for 
the scars beneath his hair. He did that now as he stared at an outdated tetr
is game on Frank’s computer. 
“Hey,” Frank said as he stepped past the door. His mom had directed him th
ere when he’d arrived home and asked if Oliver had shown up. It seemed tha
t Jessica had sent Oliver there since Rudy was already over at Stephanie’s
 house, and she was busy putting lesson plans together. 
Oliver hadn’t heard Frank come in, and stood quickly, appearing startled 
as he turned to face him. His smile came soon enough, though. “Hi, Frank.
 I’ve been waiting for you. Are we gonna go swimming now?” 
Frank looked over Oliver, noting the light-blue swimming shorts he was wear
ing below a dark t-shirt, and frowned. “I was thinking about going swimming
 earlier,” he admitted. “Did David tell you?” Frank didn’t think it was lik
ely. It seemed obvious to him that David didn’t approve of his friendship w
ith Oliver. But, Oliver’s nervous expression told a different story. “Reall
y?” Frank asked, without waiting for a verbal response. “I didn’t think he’
d even tell you I was there.” 



“David’s mad again,” Oliver replied. “I don’t wanna talk about him right no
w, Frank.” 
Frank let out a breath, not at all as frustrated as he usually was when Oli
ver dodged his questions. In fact, this time, he agreed with Oliver. He did
n’t want to talk about David, either. He hadn’t been particularly pleased w
ith their conversation that morning. He’d hoped to find answers, but only w
alked away with questions, and the same lingering suspicion that David had 
been sneaking around his house. But there was more to it now. There was the
 photography club. He had as much doubt towards David’s involvement as he h
ad suspicion. He supposed that he didn’t want to rule anything out just yet
, but he needed a break from it. At least, until tomorrow. 
“You know what, Oliver?” Frank said as he closed his bedroom door. “Let’s
 go swimming. You want to do it here, or do you know a better place?” 
Oliver grinned. “We can take my boat, Frank.” 
Frank thought that sounded good enough, so long as they didn’t run into any
 floating, dead animals. He went to his drawers, unpacked his long-lost swi
m trunks, and stripped down to pull them on, not putting much thought into 
the way that Oliver had fallen silent as he watched, but Frank did find him
self laughing when he caught the other boy blushing. 
Downstairs, they said goodbye to Jessica, and Frank promised he’d be back be
fore it got too dark before they headed out with a couple of towels and the 
bottled water his mom had insisted that they have. Frank was glad they took 
it. It was a hot day, the kind that caused the sun to sting their skin and t
he humidity refused to allow them to escape the heat. But at least the water
 was cool. In fact, it was cold enough to be uncomfortable in some of the de
eper areas, so Oliver took the boat to one of the wider coves. They could se
e his red roof from it, but the area was still quiet, and perfect for swimmi
ng. Although, Frank had to be convinced of that last thing when he felt some
thing brush up against his knee as soon as he jumped in the water. Fortunate
ly, Oliver convinced him that it was likely a piece of driftwood, and assure
d him that he’d never seen snakes in the particular area. 
“Snakes?” Frank demanded, appalled. 
Oliver grinned. “Saw a whole nest of them the other day.” 
“That’s not funny, Oliver.” 
“You have to be careful if you see them in the water, Frank. They’ve got p
oison. D’you know what a water moccasin looks like? I’ve got some pictures
 of them I can show you. The babies look different from the big ones. You 
should know what all of them look like.” 
“You’ll tell me if you see one, right?” Frank asked as he warily looked dow
n at the murky water he was treading. 
Oliver laughed as he launched himself through the water towards Frank. “I’
ll make sure none get close to you, Frank,” he promised as he circled arou



nd behind Frank, wrapping both arms loosely around his neck to hold on. 
“You’d better not,” Frank grumbled, and then smiled despite himself when he 
felt Oliver’s nose gently nudging at his damp hair. He turned in the water t
o meet Oliver’s eyes, and with a playful smirk Frank dug his fingers into th
e other boy’s ribs, tickling until Oliver was laughing so hard he could hard
ly stay above the water on his own. This prompted both of them to move a lit
tle closer to land, where they could feel the rough bottom of the lake benea
th their toes. Oliver enthusiastically dunked himself and came up shaking ou
t his hair, causing Frank to laugh. 
“I don’t wanna go home soon, Frank,” Oliver commented. “I wanna stay with
 you for a long time.” 
“My mom said you could sleep over some time. Do you think your parents w
ould let you?” 
Oliver’s smile faded as he shook his head. The negative response was exact
ly why Frank hadn’t asked the question sooner, among other reasons. “They’
ll say no, Frank.” 
“That’s okay,” Frank insisted as he reached for Oliver’s waist and pulled 
the other boy towards him. “Maybe some other time. And we still have a whi
le before you have to go home, right?” 
Oliver nodded, and his smile returned when Frank leaned forward until their 
noses touched, and then their lips. 
Frank hadn’t bothered to tell Oliver that he wasn’t sure they should be kis
sing after the first time he’d done it, and it had quickly become obvious t
hat he’d changed his mind. Oliver had a lot to do with that when he’d promi
sed that Frank wasn’t pushing anything on him, which had been Frank’s main 
concern. And, Frank enjoyed the affection they shared. It was torture somet
imes, the way he tried to take things slow. He liked it best when Oliver ma
de the first move, and sometimes afterwards he’d question how involved he s
hould actually become with Oliver, but he’d decided that time would answer 
that question. The fact was, Frank was less lonely with Oliver. He’d known 
he had feelings for him, but it seemed that every day he saw him they’d dev
elop just a little bit more, and every day the things he thought were diffe
rent about Oliver seemed less important, almost as if they didn’t exist. Ex
cept one thing. The innocence factor was still bothering Frank, and not jus
t within their developing physical relationship. 
Even if the Martins had agreed to let Oliver and Frank see each other, Fran
k was still worried over what went on in Oliver’s home. But since Oliver in
sisted that he wasn’t being mistreated, Frank was forced to rationalize tha
t perhaps he was seeing a problem that wasn’t there. Maybe it was possible 
that he wanted to find something wrong, because if his attention was on the
 Martins, then it wasn’t on his own broken family. If this was true, then F
rank knew that it wasn’t fair to Oliver, but even so, it was difficult not 



to worry, because even when Oliver claimed that nothing was wrong, there wa
s another boy living in that house that seemed more wrong to Frank every ti
me he came to mind. 
Oliver’s eyes were closed when Frank gently pulled away from the kiss, giv
ing him a moment to study the other boy’s peaceful expression; his eyelash
es looked longer, wet and clotted together, his pink tinted cheeks and sli
ghtly puffy lips as his tongue slipped out to taste where Frank had just b
een. Frank suddenly wanted to pull him closer and hold onto him. He seemed
 fragile, and because of that Frank hated anyone who’d ever want to harm h
im. “Does he hurt you?” Frank asked, and Oliver’s eyes snapped open. 
“I don’t understand, Frank,” Oliver said quietly. 
Frank sighed, and didn’t explain himself. Instead, he kissed Oliver again, a 
gesture that was responded to with an equal effort. Right now, Frank decided,
 it was just better to kiss him. 
.......................................... 
He didn’t know how late it was, but outside his window Frank saw nothing bu
t shadows. Darkness, seeping through the glass just as sunlight might have.
 He couldn’t seem to move from that spot, despite the fact that he was unco
mfortable there with the awful creaks and moans that his mother insisted we
re normal for such an old house. The dripping of water from the gutters out
side seemed to grow louder in his ears, alerting him to the fact that the g
lass was cracked open and a warm breeze was coming through the screen, brin
ging with it the musky scent of the nearby lake. A layer of goose bumps ros
e over his skin as the rough, thin fur of the feline sharing his room brush
ed against his leg. All it had taken to tame this beast was a piece of hotd
og, but Frank still cautiously stepped away from it. He still had battle wo
unds all up his arms from wrestling the creature out from under his sister’
s bed--the feline’s favorite place in the house, it seemed. His mom had wan
ted him to throw it out of the house, considering how aggressive the cat ha
d seemed, but Frank had brought her--he’d checked--into his own room instea
d. She’d seemed annoyed by the situation at first, but now it was apparent 
that the cat was enjoying more comfort than Frank currently was. 
His eyes rose to the dark window again, and this time jumped as a startled 
cry became clogged in his throat at the sight of a human outline in front o
f his face. The shadow stepped closer, prompting Frank to step back, blindl
y reaching for anything that might become a weapon. But as the face appeare
d more clearly, his panic became confusion as he looked out at Oliver’s gri
nning face. 
“Christ!” Frank cursed as he leaned closer before beckoning for Oliver to r
emain where he was. He didn’t bother pulling pants on over his boxers as he
 left his room, and then the house. Barefoot he moved around in the darknes
s, his eyes searching out his unexpected guest. “Oliver?” 



Frank reached the outside of his own bedroom window, only to find that no 
one was there. He frowned, and then jumped at the tap on his shoulder. “Da
mn it, Oliver!” he cursed, spinning around. “What are you doing...” 
Frank’s voice seemed to fade away as he met eyes, shining at him through the
 darkness, dark and furious. It was Oliver’s face, but the expression... 
David stepped forward pointedly, lifting an object threateningly in his left
 hand. Frank couldn’t seem to move as he stared at the object, silver and sh
ining, polished to perfection, just like always, and as it came down with a 
blunt force towards his head all he could think was that his dad never would
 have given one of his old soccer trophies to David. They were even more imp
ortant to him than Frank and his sister were; his dad had taken those stupid
 trophies, but... 
Frank’s eyes snapped open. A glance at the glowing numbers on his clock told
 him that it was just past three in the morning. His chest was vibrating, an
d lifting a hand, he found the cat curled up and purring there. His throat f
elt dry and his head ached, and there was a faint ringing in his ears as he 
looked around at the shadows in his dark room, feeling disoriented. He relea
sed a shaky breath, purposely not looking towards his window, which he someh
ow knew, was cracked open, and his hands shook as he lifted them to his swea
t-dampened hair. He took a few deep breaths, and then fell still, listening 
carefully as he realized that the ringing wasn’t coming from inside his ears
 at all, but somewhere in the house. They hadn’t had the phone that long, an
d Frank wasn’t used to the sound. 
He moved the cat away from him carefully, or at least he tried to. It didn’
t work. She was quick to object to being pushed aside, and as she leapt ont
o the floor he winced when her claws momentarily dug into his chest. The pa
in succeeded in waking him, and he forced himself from his bed. He regrette
d it as soon as his bare feet touched the floor and he became lightheaded f
rom standing up too fast. 
Half walking, half stumbling, Frank made his way out his door and down the 
narrow hall, pausing at the doors of his mom’s and sister’s bedrooms. Rudy’
s door was cracked, and he could hear her softly snoring, undisturbed by th
e phone disrupting the night. His mom’s door was closed, and after a moment
 of listening, he decided that the noise wasn’t bothering her, either. He c
ontinued on, careful not to stub his toes on the furniture as he reached th
e living room. 
Each ring of the phone sounded more insistent than the last, causing nervous
 tension to swell in Frank’s chest, but he didn’t rush. He paused in front o
f the phone, sat down in the cozy arm chair next to it, and even took the ti
me to clear the sleep from his throat before he answered groggily, not putti
ng nearly enough thought into who would possibly be calling his house at thr
ee in the morning. 



“Hullo?” he mumbled, still rubbing at his eyes, which seemed slow to adjust 
to the severe darkness of the house, even after sleep. 
The response came in a whisper. “Is it you, Frank?” 
Frank blinked. Arron? Eric? Isaac? No. Couldn’t have been any of his friends
 from back home. He’d never called them with his number, only written again 
to give it to them, hoping for some sort of response so he could save on the
 long-distance bill. “Who is this?” he asked, and cleared his throat again w
hen his voice came out scratchy. He felt thirsty. Really thirsty. 
“Did you really mean it? Would you do it, Frank? Would you help?” The voi
ce seemed shaky. Distant. 
Frank woke up a little more, his awareness prickling. “I don’t know...” he sa
id cautiously. “Who is this?” 
Another whisper. “You know who.” 
There was a long silence as the caller waited for Frank to respond, and wh
en he finally did, he sounded far from happy. “David? Do you know what fuc
king time it is?” He was irritated. He’d given his number to Oliver. Not D
avid. His recent nightmare seemed reason enough to hang up now, but he did
n’t. “What are you even doing calling me at...” 
“I can’t do it anymore,” David interrupted. “I don’t want to. You can make it
 stop. You’re different.” 
Frank paused a beat, beginning to listen to what David was saying, ignoring 
his irritation over the situation. “You can’t do what anymore?” 
“It’s too much. Too fucking much!” David suddenly burst out. “I’m not here.
.. I’m never here. I’m empty.” 
“Did you get into your parent’s liquor cabinet or something?” 
“I can’t love them. I don’t know how anymore. I don’t. I don’t. What do I do, F
rank? Stop it? I can stop it. I will stop it.” 
“David, what are you talking about?” Frank asked. David kept saying his na
me, but it didn’t seem like he was actually talking to him. “Just tell me,
 okay? Did something happen? Where’s Oliver?” 
There was another silence, and even through the phone Frank could feel the 
anger on the other end of the phone, so much so that he felt himself recoil
 even before David’s next outburst. “Not Oliver! Stop with Oliver! It’s alw
ays fucking Oliver!” 
“Shit. Okay... David, is everyone there alright? David?” 
............................................ 
Mary Martin looked around the corner, into the living room where David wa
s now pacing with the phone in his hand. 
“No,” he hissed into the receiver. “Alright? Alright? It’s never alright, Frank
.” 
She thanked god that his back was to her and he didn’t know she’d left her 
room yet, and cursed him because of who he was on the phone with. She knew 



it was a bad idea to let Oliver see that boy. Now, David was going to tell 
him everything. She couldn’t let that happen. 
Holding her hand over her fast-swelling black eye, she moved cautiously ba
ck to her bedroom to think for a moment. Damn Brian! She had been complete
ly unprepared to be awakened in the middle of the night as David snuck bac
k through his bedroom window. She’d been afraid that Oliver had had a bad 
dream and went to check on him, but ended up with a confrontation to deal 
with instead, and she’d have to face it alone. She hadn’t been surprised t
o find her husband gone. She woke up to that more often than not, the same
 way she often smelled Francine Barker’s favorite perfume all over his clo
thes when he came home from town. Normally, she didn’t mind it. If he was 
with Francine, then he was leaving her alone, but tonight... damn him, she
 needed him tonight. 
There was a thud in the living room, furniture crashing as David cursed, and
 she jumped. He was just a boy, she told herself. But then, the pain in her 
eye reminded her that he was a strong boy. He’d threatened to kill her more 
than once, and she was beginning to believe he’d actually do it. But she had
 to stop him this time. Stop him before he ruined everything. Things were qu
iet. Peaceful. She wouldn’t let him take that away. 
Blindly, Mary Martin reached over her dresser, feeling a picture frame and a
 bible before she felt the thick, cheap candle holder Brian had given her la
st year for Christmas. She held it in her hand for a moment, concerned over 
the weight... she couldn’t strike him too hard. Had to be careful. She wrapp
ed it in Brian’s pillow case, hoping it would provide the safety net she nee
ded. 
On tiptoes she snuck back into the living room, careful not to trip, careful
 not to breathe. She did her very best not to make a sound as she eyed David
, now leaning over the windowsill, his head hung, the phone still to his ear
. He was speaking softly, and as she grew closer, she could hear what he was
 saying. 
“Do you know what it’s like, Frank? Do you know it’s like to be seen but not 
heard?... I do. I’m ready to tell you now. I’ll tell you everything.” 
Mary crept even closer, raising the candle holder only to lower it again, hesi
tating. She couldn’t do this. No. She had to. 
“I know what it’s like to not exist,” David whispered. “And when I do... they
 take the light away.” 
Mary lifted the object in her hand once more, closed her eyes, and swung, h
oping that it wasn’t too hard as she hard the blow make contact with the ba
ck of her son’s head. Her eyes snapped open when she heard him fall, and lo
oking down, she was faced with David’s startled eyes, now glazed over, wate
ring a stream of tears as he stared back at her and struggled to keep the p
hone to his ear while he managed a few last words before he dropped. 



“They always take... the light away. Help me.” 
Chapter 7 
by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
Honey, just have a glass of milk and try to go back to sleep. No more sugar
 before bedtime, m’kay?
That’s what Frank imagined he’d hear from his mom if he woke her up to tell
 her about the phone call he’d just gotten. That’s why he didn’t. Instead, 
he dressed, snuck into her purse for the car keys, and as quietly as possib
le, pulled the Subaru away from the house, hoping not to wake anyone. 
It was still dark, his headlights casting deep cutting shadows as he took t
he dirt road slowly, unable see beyond what was in front of him. The window
s were up, keeping out the cool air, which might have been comfortable any 
other time.
Frank felt like he couldn’t breathe, but he was wide awake, even while his 
mind was oddly numb of all the thoughts that should have been running throu
gh it.  The truth was, Frank didn’t want to think. He didn’t want to think 
about the last moments of that phone call before the line went dead--the pl
eading in David’s voice, the suspicious sounds of a scuffle, and the rush t
o hang up on him. He didn’t want to think about what he was about to do bec
ause of that call, either, because Frank knew that as soon as he started th
inking about it, he’d realize how incredibly foolish charging out in the ea
rly hours of morning to launch a rescue with no backup really was. He just 
needed to get there. Through every wrong turn before he reached the Martin 
house, Frank just wanted to get there, and when he did, he found himself so
mewhat grateful that he didn’t lose confidence at the door. 
He’d left the Subaru headlights on, aimed at the house. It was too dark, ot
herwise, and he wasn’t interested in any more surprises. This time, Frank w
anted to be the surprise, which is why he hardly hesitated before lifting h
is fist to relentlessly pound on the front door. No tapping this time. He w
anted to be heard, and he wanted to be heard quickly. He wasn’t disappointe
d when he saw a light inside come on just before the door cracked open, and
 was further relieved when he found that it wasn’t Oliver’s dad he was faci
ng. Mary Martin wasn’t as nearly as intimidating, especially in a fluffy pu
rple nightgown. She looked more frightened than surprised when she saw Fran
k, which he immediately used to his advantage. He really wasn’t in the habi
t of intimidating women. His mother would have made a point to tear him a n
ew asshole if he ever had, but this time, he was willing to make an excepti
on. “Where are Oliver and David?” he demanded. 
Mrs. Martin was quite the actress, Frank decided, when she appeared to be o
utraged through the thin crack in the door she was standing behind. “They’r
e sleeping, and you should be, too. Obviously your mother has no idea you’r



e out at all hours of the night or I’m sure...”
“I just got a phone call from David,” Frank cut her off. “He’s not sleeping. 
Get him.”
Mrs. Martin narrowed the one eye that Frank could see on him. “Go home, or I’
ll call the police.” She started to slam the door, but this time Frank was qu
ick to get a foot in.
“And I’m sure that’ll do you a whole lot of good,” he said sarcastically. “W
here is David?”
When Mrs. Martin didn’t answer and attempted to shove her door closed on F
rank’s foot instead, he’d finally had enough. With both hands on the door 
he pushed his way by it and Mary Martin, into the house. 
“That’s it!” Mary huffed, stepping back. “I’m calling the police!”
“Go ahead,” Frank replied as he looked over the perfectly normal living ro
om for anything not-so-normal. “I was gonna get to that, anyway.” He glanc
ed challengingly towards Mrs. Martin, and as he’d suspected, she stopped s
hort of picking up the phone. But what he hadn’t expected, was the swollen
 purple blemish marring her left eye. That definitely hadn’t happened from
 being clumsy, which is exactly the explanation Frank thought he’d get if 
he asked. “Where’s your husband?” he asked, finally recalling that forcing
 his way into someone else’s house wasn’t the safest scenario in the world
. Mary must have seen that the idea of running into Mr. Martin made Frank 
nervous. 
“He had to run out for a minute. You better not be here when he comes hom
e. I’m warning you...”
“Ran out at three in the morning?” Frank mumbled skeptically under his brea
th before he decided to focus on the task at hand. If Brian Martin was gone
 for the time being, then he thought it was best to hurry. “David?” he call
ed, moving further into the house, cautiously making sure that the door sta
yed wide open behind him. “David!” He raised his voice as he neared the hal
lway and Mary stepped into his path. 
“I told you, he’s sleeping!”
Frank ignored her and brushed by, opening the doors of two rooms, an offic
e and a master bedroom before he found the one he was looking for. He paus
ed in the doorway for a long moment, taking in the simple space. Tidy, but
 cluttered. And, there might as well have been a taped line down the middl
e of it. 
There were two twin beds, one on each side of the room. One was neatly made, 
looking like it hadn’t been slept in tonight. There was an old car magazine a
t the foot of it, right next to a red lighter. On that side of the room there
 were photos tacked over the walls, mostly of objects that most might find me
aningless. A wilted leaf, a fish on the end of a fishing line looking rather 
unhappy to be there, the shadow of a tree and a bird guarding over its fallen



 nest. The effect seemed dark to Frank. Angry and sad all at the same time. A
nd all of it, the pictures, the bed, the worn black sweater on the floor--it 
wasn’t Oliver’s. That was easy enough to see. 
The other side of the room was much more chaotic. But it seemed comfortable
. The bed was a pile of tangled sheets, clothes were folded on a chair, wai
ting to be hung. There were a few aquariums full of caught crickets and fro
gs, and a wedding photo of the elder Martins right next to a framed poster 
of a cartoon chicken that was smiling unnaturally. There were old action-fi
gure toys arranged over a dresser and a World’s Greatest Son trophy, likely
 purchased in a dollar store. But none of that was what Frank focused on as
 he moved to the unmade bed and lifted up a familiar picture of himself on 
a bicycle that had been partially tucked beneath the pillow. He stared at i
t for a long moment before placing it back where it had been, and when he l
ooked up to face Mrs. Martin, she looked like an animal who’d been suddenly
 caught in the sight of a predator. 
Frank simply felt stunned. It occurred to him that before walking into this 
bedroom, he’d actually expected to find at least Oliver in it. At this hour,
 someone should have been sleeping in those beds. It was possible that since
 Mr. Martin wasn’t there, he could have taken them somewhere; but if he had,
 Frank doubted that it was your average father-son outing, otherwise, Mary w
ould have simply told him. Instead, she’d chosen to lie, and every warning b
ell Frank had seemed to be going off in his ears. 
“Where are they?” he asked again, but the question seemed rhetorical when 
he didn’t bother waiting for an answer. This time as he pushed past Mary t
o get out of the room, he was calling more than David’s name, his voice so
unding slightly panicked in his own ears. “Oliver? Oliver? Oliver!”
“That’s enough!” Mary shouted as she followed after him, making a grab fo
r Frank’s arm only to have him shake her off. “I want you out of my house
! Now!”
Frank wasn’t listening. He was too busy moving through the Martin residenc
e as if he owned the place, leaving no door unopened in his wake. Closets,
 bathrooms, even a three-foot-tall chest used to store blankets; he checke
d it all, calling for Oliver in the process, and occasionally shouting out
 David’s name. But nothing. Nothing.  Surely, Frank thought, if they were 
there, someone would have called out. Someone would have responded. He wou
ld have gotten something. Frank rounded on Mary as he backtracked to the k
itchen and she followed him in, flipping on a light that momentarily assau
lted his eyes. “Where are they?”
She crossed her arms, pursed her lips. Nothing. Frank released an exasperat
ed sigh and headed through the kitchen, towards the back door. He only had 
the garage left to check, or so he thought. He had his hand on the back doo
r, knowing full well that Mary Martin planned to lock him out as soon as he



 went through it, when he spotted another door off to the side. It looked l
ike another closet, but Frank still reached for it, knowing he’d found some
thing important when Mary shouted out for him to stop, even as he yanked th
e door open and looked down a steep staircase in front of him that led down
 to a thick door. He was there in a moment, surprised by the bluntness of t
he surface as his fists began to meet it after he found it locked. “Oliver!
 Oliver? Answer me! David?”
No response. Frank spun around, jumping slightly when he found Mary Martin
 behind him once again, this time appearing more upset than angry. She alm
ost looked like she was going to cry, but Frank found himself completely i
nsensitive to it. “Unlock it!” he ordered, startling the woman with his to
ne. She shook her head at him, and in response he turned and aggressively 
began to move back up the stairs. He was surprised when two steps later, M
ary changed her mind and rushed down them to do what he’d told her to do. 
Frank didn’t consider himself a very intimidating individual, especially o
ne capable of intimidating adults, but when it worked this time, he wasn’t
 about to apologize for it and watched as Mary Martin removed a key hidden
 beneath a piece of worn carpet on the floor. With shaking hands she broug
ht it to the lock, and when she appeared too upset to make it work on the 
first try, Frank snatched the key out of her hands and did it himself. He 
heard the lock click, paused momentarily, and shoved the door open.
And then he stared. There. In the strip of light provided from the open do
orway a boy he knew lay seemingly unconscious, knees curled into his chest
, on the cold cement floor of a windowless basement.
“Please,” Mary suddenly said. “You have to understand...”
Understand? Frank took the time to flash the woman a disgusted look before 
he was in the room, kneeling down to the form dressed in a t-shirt and loos
e jeans. Frank touched a cold arm, and then slid his hand around to the bac
k until he was satisfied that the other boy was breathing. When he glared b
ack at Mary Martin and saw that she was crying, he felt like doing a little
 crying himself. “How could you do this?” he demanded. “Why would you do th
is?”
Mary Martin choked back a sob. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Frank was on his feet before she even started to close the door, but by the 
time he got there he was hearing the click of the lock, and suddenly David’s
 strange message made sense as the light went away.
...................................................
Jenny Woodmoore was an early riser. She always had been, a habit she believ
ed she’d inherited from her mother, who’d always said that the sky looked i
ts best just before the sunrise. Jenny agreed. Most mornings she could be f
ound out on the docks with her camera in the dark, waiting for those first 



few perfect moments of the sunrise. 
This particular morning was a cool one, and as she sat on the edge of the doc
ks it didn’t stop her from slipping her bare feet into the icy water until he
r toes nearly ached. Looking up at the sky, still cluttered with a few visibl
e stars, she once again thought about how she wouldn’t mind spending the rest
 of her life right where she was. Their little town was a peaceful one, and s
he couldn’t think of any place better. I wish Jay could feel that way, she th
ought wistfully as she heard soft footsteps coming up behind her. 
Jenny didn’t bother turning to see who else would be out that early on a S
unday morning. Instead she just waited as she felt a warm body kneel down 
behind her, and leaned back onto a comfortably firm chest as loose arms wr
apped around her body from behind. 
“You’re late,” she grumbled, leaning her head back on a shoulder to look at 
the pale face and chocolate eyes watching her. 
Jay shook his long blond bangs out of his face and smiled. “Next week, you 
let me sleep in,” he informed her.
Jenny rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You know you don’t sleep in.” 
Jay let out a breath and turned his attention the shining dark water while Je
nny continued to watch him. 
“What’re you thinking?” she finally asked. 
It took a moment for him to respond. “He knows it was us.”
Jenny frowned. It felt like they’d been having this conversation repeatedly 
since the day before. “Don’t you think he would’ve said?”
Jay shook his head. “Yesterday wasn’t a coincidence. He wanted you to invite
 him into the group today. Bet the guy’s never taken a picture in his life.”

Jessica fell silent for a long moment. “Isn’t this what you wanted? If he sho
ws today, you can ask him...”
“I can’t just ask,” Jay stated. “Don’t know if I can trust him.”
Jenny sighed and leaned closer to him, causing him to tighten his grip on he
r. “I wish you could let this whole thing go,” she whispered. 
“I can’t.”
“Why not?” she asked, annoyed. “It’s getting to be too much for you, Jay. Le
t it go.”
He shook his head again, and then rested his chin on the top of her head. 
Jenny sighed. She wouldn’t get anywhere with him. He was too determined. 
“He has to know something, Jenny,” Jay insisted. “He’s spending time with 
the Martins.”
“That doesn’t mean...”
“It has to.”
................................................
Frank rubbed at his eyes with his swollen fists, becoming frustrated as he b



egan to realize that it didn’t matter how much time passed, his eyes would n
ever adjust to the darkness. No light. It was suffocating. To make matters w
orse, he had no idea where the door was. He’d quickly realized that there wa
s no handle on this side of the wall, and everything felt the same beneath h
is fingers. For all he knew, he’d been screaming at walls for at least a hal
f hour.
Sliding down against the wall until he was seated on the cool floor, Frank 
tried to remain calm. He was most definitely in trouble, but he was confide
nt that he could still get out of it. He guessed that Mrs. Martin was waiti
ng for her husband to get home. Frank didn’t even want to think about what 
might happen then. He chose to think about his own mother, instead. She’d b
e waking up in a few hours, and as soon as she realized that both he and th
e car were gone, he had no doubt that she’d be sending up smoke signals. Sh
e’d find him. She had to. 
A soft groan reaching his ears pulled Frank away from his own troubles as he
 remembered that he wasn’t alone; and feeling guilty and foolish, he felt hi
s way across the floor on his hands and knees until he felt a sock-covered f
oot and inched his way closer to the body, realizing that he still didn’t kn
ow who his company was. 
“Head hurts,” a voice mumbled, and Frank immediately felt his way to the b
oy’s hair, remembering that there was one simple way to figure out who the
 voice belonged to. 
“Oliver,” he whispered as soon as he felt the familiar stretch of scar tissu
e. And with that out of the way, he quickly began to search for the cause of
 the pain Oliver was experiencing. Only, a lump on the head proved difficult
 to feel against the already uneven skin. “Don’t move,” Frank insisted when 
Oliver attempted to sit up. Gently, Frank shifted and lifted Oliver’s head o
nto his knee, hating that he couldn’t see him. 
“Frank?” Oliver asked, sounding surprised. “Frank?”
“Shhh. Yeah. It’s me.”
Oliver was silent for a long moment, and Frank jumped a little when he felt t
he other boy’s finger’s touch his cheek. Frank took the hand and held it over
 Oliver’s chest, where he could feel the other boy’s steady heartbeat. “I don
’t like it in here, Frank. It’s too dark.”
“Yeah,” Frank agreed. “Listen, Oliver. We’re in trouble, okay? I need you to
 tell me what happened. Please, it’s important.”
“What happened?” Oliver repeated, sounding dazed. 
“How did you get down here?” Frank asked. 
“I don’t know, Frank.”
“Oliver,” Frank started, quickly becoming frustrated. But, he managed to c
heck himself when he felt Oliver become tense over his tone. “Oliver, do y
ou know where your brother is?”



It seemed like an important question to Frank. He felt relieved that one brot
her was accounted for, especially since it was Oliver, but David was still mi
ssing, and despite the danger of his own situation, Frank couldn’t help being
 worried for the other twin. 
“He was here,” Oliver said groggily. “I thought he was here with me... it wa
s dark, but...I don’t know, Frank. I don’t remember.”
Frank paused for a moment, wondering if it was possible. “David?” he called
 out. When there was no response, he carefully eased Oliver into a sitting 
position. “Stay right where you are, okay?” he said, but as soon as Frank b
egan to move away from Oliver, Oliver reached out and clutched his arm.
“Don’t go, Frank!”
“It’s okay,” Frank promised, reaching out to touch Oliver’s face for reassura
nce. “I’m not going anywhere. “I’ve just gotta find out if your brother’s her
e.”
Oliver released him then, and Frank slowly crawled away, allowing his hands 
to search the floor for him until he came to a wall. Back and forth he moved
, feeling for any sign of David. As he searched, he listened to the sound of
 Oliver’s breathing. It became shorter and strained as Frank grew further aw
ay, and finally, Frank made a point to talk to him. 
“We’ll get out of here, Oliver.”
“Okay, Frank.”
Frank froze in one corner of the room as his fingers brushed against somethi
ng other than the hard floor. A soft material, coarse in texture. He slid hi
s hand up it. “Has this ever happened before, Oliver? Have you ever been stu
ck in here before?”
Oliver was silent for a moment, and Frank heard him release a frustrated so
und before he answered. “It’s the blackouts, Frank,” he replied miserably. 
“I don’t remember.”
“You don’t remember if you’ve been trapped in here before?” Frank asked as he 
lifted the object he was touching. It seemed to be just a blanket. He lifted i
t to his nose, deciding it was clean, if not a little dusty. David wasn’t ther
e as far as he could tell.
“No,” Oliver groaned. “I... sometimes I come down here on my own, and the
 door accidentally locks. My mom has to let me out.”
Frank turned his head in the direction of Oliver’s voice and shut his eyes. T
he blackness of the room was beginning to get to him, causing his head to spi
n. “That’s not possible, Oliver. The door locks from the outside--with a key.
 It was never an accident. It sure as hell wasn’t an accident that I got lock
ed in here.”
Frank heard Oliver sniffle and started to crawl back with the blanket. “I do
n’t know why I’m in here, Frank,” Oliver said as Frank found his knee in the
 dark.



Frank moved so that he was behind Oliver and pulled the other boy back to 
rest against on his chest as he draped the blanket over him. “Try to remem
ber,” he insisted. “Look, your mom was hiding you when I got here. If I ha
dn’t seen the door... shit, Oliver. She locked us both in here, okay? I ne
ed to know why. When that door opens again, we’re both gonna have to fight
, you got that? My mom’s gonna figure out that something’s wrong when she 
wakes up, but until then... shit.”
“My mom will let us out, Frank,” Oliver insisted, obviously not seeing the si
tuation as dire as Frank did.
“No, Oliver... you don’t get it...” Frank paused to collect his thoughts, and
 found himself pulling Oliver closer against him, as if it would help him to 
convince his friend that they were in trouble. “Okay. How ‘bout this... do yo
u know what time it is?”
“I don’t think so, Frank.”
“Early,” Frank informed him. “So early that it’s not even light out yet. Thi
nk, Oliver. You’re usually sleeping in your bed right about now, aren’t you?
 So how did you get here?”
“Are you usually sleeping in your bed right now, Frank?”
Frank released an exasperated sigh. “David called me. He wasn’t making an
y sense. I knew something was wrong, so I came over here. Your mom locked
 me in here with you, and I still don’t know where your brother is. Your 
dad was gone, too... do you think David’s with him, Oliver?”
Frank felt Oliver shake his head. “Dad says David’s bad,” Oliver said quietl
y. “I don’t want him to get in trouble anymore.”
“Neither do I, Oliver,” Frank said honestly. “They keep him down here when
 he’s in trouble, don’t they? They keep him in the dark.”
Oliver sniffled again, and Frank lifted his hand to Oliver’s cheek, dismayed t
o find it wet with tears. “No, don’t cry,” he insisted. “Not right now, Oliver
...”
“He tries to be good, Frank!” Oliver suddenly said. “He tries. He tries. It d
oesn’t work, Frank. He gets angry. He doesn’t like the dark, Frank!” 
As Oliver burst into tears, his body shaking, Frank was at a loss, unable t
o provide much more support than the way he hugged the other boy to his bod
y, gently shushing him. He wanted to scream, wanted to get up and find the 
door. It was hopeless, but it didn’t stop him from shouting out once more t
o be let out. It only seemed to aggravate Oliver more. But suddenly, the so
bs stopped and he became still in Frank’s arms.
“It’s too dark,” Oliver whispered. “I know, I know.”
“Oliver?” Frank asked hesitantly. 
“I can’t. Can’t do it. We have to stop, okay? I don’t want to be in trouble.”
Frank frowned, hugging him tighter as he tried to understand what Oliver was
 talking about. But as he continued to listen, the only thing that became cl



ear to Frank was that Oliver wasn’t speaking to him at all. 
“No one is bad. We all have to be good. Be good. It’s too dark. He’s my frie
nd. I don’t want to hurt Frank. Never, ever let anyone hurt Frank.”
Frank felt a chill creep up his spine with those last few words. He didn’t 
understand what Oliver meant, and he wasn’t even sure he wanted to. He was 
beginning to feel sick. Dizzy. Blind. Taking in a deep breath as if he sudd
enly couldn’t get enough air he moved his fingers to Oliver’s hair, tilted 
his head back and searched out Oliver’s mouth with his own. Frank’s lips we
re aggressive, insistent as he guided Oliver to turn towards him, and as th
eir tongues met he pulled Oliver closer, wanting to be smothered with somet
hing other than the darkness. 
.................................
Brian Martin stood frozen in his kitchen, staring out the small window beh
ind the sink. Outside, the morning glowed orange with sunrise. But there w
as no beauty in it. Not in his house. Not this morning. This morning, ever
ything was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong! And now they were in trouble, thank
s to his wife. And he supposed that she expected him to fix everything. Id
iot. The woman was a complete idiot. An idiot who happened to be sobbing a
t the kitchen table in the most obnoxious manner.
“Shut up!” Brian finally snapped, spinning around to glare at his wife as the
 veins in his forehead threatened to break his skin. “Just shut up!”
His harsh tone shocked Mary into silence. For about five seconds. When she s
tarted crying all over again, Brian dug his fingers into his hair and moment
arily closed his eyes, willing himself to be patient. But, as he looked at h
is wife again, all he could do was growl. 
“You locked him in?” he demanded. “What was he even doing in the house in
 the first place?”
“He forced his way in!” Mary said defensively. “I told you, I didn’t know
 what else to do! When he saw Oliver... I just know what he was thinking,
 Brian! And you weren’t here, damn you! You should have been here!”
Brian frowned. “I told you, I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t think I wouldn’t be abl
e to go fishing for a few hours without everything falling apart!”`
Mary bit her tongue, refraining from pointing out that he hadn’t been fishing
. She accepted that excuse every other time, and this time would be no differ
ent. Besides, they needed to focus on bigger things. Their lives weren’t just
 falling apart. They were going to hell.
“What are we going to do, Brian? We can’t just leave him there, and when w
e let him out you know he isn’t going to keep his mouth shut.”
“Yes he will,” Brian stated.
Mary swallowed nervously. “What’re you gonna do?”
“We have no choice. We have to make him understand why it’ll be a bad idea
 to cause trouble for us.”



...............................................
Oliver’s breaths were slow and steady, his hands calm and warm on Frank’s 
shoulder, and he returned every peck of a kiss as gently as Frank gave the
m as he pressed his body softly against Oliver’s while they stood against 
the wall where Frank imagined the door was. 
“Are you okay?” Frank whispered.
“I think so, Frank.”
“And are you sure you can do this?” Frank asked. “It’s important, Oliver.”
It had been a horribly slow process for Frank, trying to convince Oliver tha
t something was very wrong with his parents. In fact, Frank hadn’t entirely 
succeeded. Oliver was convinced that his parents loved him. He was good. The
y wouldn’t hurt him. But, it seemed that Frank had managed to convince him t
hat they were in a bad situation that they needed to get out of. Or, at leas
t he’d convinced Oliver that everything would be okay once they got out of t
he basement. Frank wasn’t happy that it had required a little manipulation o
n his part, but he didn’t have a choice. He’d explained his plan to Oliver a
s if it were a game, but if there was a chance that they could get out, Fran
k planned to take it. It seemed like the hardest part would to be make sure 
that they both got out. 
“I think so, Frank,” Oliver said again, but he didn’t sound nearly as certain
 as Frank would have liked him to. 
“Oliver, please... I have to get out of here. Your brother could be in troubl
e. Do you understand that?”
“Because he was bad?”
“No,” Frank said quickly. “That’s just it, Oliver, I don’t think he is...please,
 help me get out of here, and I swear we’ll get this all sorted...”
Frank stopped as he heard something on the other side of the wall, and holdi
ng his breath, he listened carefully until it became clear that someone was 
coming down the stairs. More than just one person if the muffled voices were
 any indication. 
“They’re coming to let us out,” Oliver said optimistically as he attempted 
to move past Frank, but Frank quickly pushed him back.
“Oliver, no! Remember what we talked about?”
“But, Frank...”
“Oliver... help me,” Frank begged, feeling even more desperate than he had a
 few moments ago as he waited for a response, unable to read, or see for tha
t matter, Oliver’s face.
“Okay, Frank,” Oliver finally said, and Frank allowed himself a small sigh o
f relief as he handed Oliver one end of the blanket he’d found in the room.
“Okay,” Frank said. “Just like we practiced, okay? But not until they open t
he door.”
“Okay, Frank.”



Frank leaned over to press one last kiss onto Oliver’s cheek, and then mov
ed away, into position. His plan was relatively simple. He was going to do
 the only thing he knew how to do in this situation. He was going to attac
k and run. He’d been smart enough to figure out that Mary Martin wasn’t go
ing to come back alone. She’d have Oliver’s dad with her, and Frank knew t
hat he couldn’t best Brian Martin with strength alone. All he had at his d
isposal was a blanket, so with Oliver’s help, he hoped to tangle the Marti
n parents in the blanket long enough for them to escape. It seemed like a 
good enough plan. They probably wouldn’t see it coming, and he only needed
 to slow them down enough to get away. He knew that there was still a poss
ibility that Oliver wouldn’t be joining him, but that problem could be sol
ved as soon as he got home and told his mother everything. As soon as she 
learned what was going on in the Martin house, she’d make sure that the Ma
rtins would never get near Oliver or David again. Frank was confident. The
re was just one thing he hadn’t counted on. 
It had been hours since his eyes had been exposed to even the faintest amou
nt of light. When that door opened, he could hardly make out the two shadow
s behind it as brightness flooded his senses and he was blinded with white,
 piercing light. Instinctively, he wanted to flee from it, but instead he t
ugged the blanket and charged forward. “Oliver, now!” Frank ordered, hoping
 that Oliver was willing to try, even if he was as handicapped as Frank was. 
As it turned out, Oliver did try. The two of them moved towards the door qu
ickly, holding onto the blanket, using it to prevent the Martins from grabb
ing them as they forced their way out the door. As Frank began to make thin
gs out he heard Brian Martin curse, and Mary Martin gasp as they became tan
gled in the blanket. Frank didn’t stop to see how tangled they’d become. He
 started up the staircase, half crawling to keep himself balanced and jumpi
ng when he felt a hand on his ankle. He nearly kicked whoever was behind hi
m until he looked back to find Oliver there, squinting and looking terrifie
d.
“Oliver! Stop!” Brian shouted.
“No, don’t!” Frank stated, reaching down to grab Oliver’s hand. He was too 
late. Mary Martin had managed to get out of the chaos long enough to grab h
old of her son and pull him to his feet.
Oliver didn’t struggle as his mom’s arm went around him. Instead, he looked 
at her curiously as she smiled and touched his face, as if she weren’t guilt
y at all for mistreating him. Frank was disgusted, but decided his best chan
ce was to deal with it later when he realized that Brian Martin was catching
 up to him, and catching up fast. “Wait! Wait a minute!” Brian shouted. Fran
k was fairly certain that Mr. Martin was speaking to him, but waiting for th
e man to catch him simply wasn’t on his list of priorities. 
Frank reached the top of the stairs, and remembering that the back door was c



loser that front, he went for it. His hand slipped on the lock, once, twice, 
on the third try he was shoving the door open and taking in the fresh air wit
hout pausing to enjoy it. He felt disoriented as he made his way around the h
ouse, focusing on getting to his car. The sun was out now, but the musty scen
t in the air told him that it was still early morning. He supposed that it di
dn’t matter what time it was, so long as he made it home. 
The Subaru was where he left it, but he stopped short of reaching it, his shoe
s skidding on the dirt as his heart leapt to his chest and he stared at his ca
r keys, held firmly in Brian Martin’s grip as he blocked Frank’s path. 
Frank immediately began to back up, ready to run into the woods if necessar
y, but this time paused when Brian Martin spoke. “Hold on, son. I’m gonna g
ive you your keys, and you can go, alright?” he said gently, holding his ha
nds up in a passive gesture. “I just wanna talk to you for a sec.”
Frank, out of breath, regarded the man skeptically.
“Okay,” Brian tried again when he realized he wasn’t reaching him, “here. H
ere.” He tossed the keys, and Frank caught them one-handedly, refusing to b
e distracted. He didn’t even bother to look at them as he glared at Mr. Mar
tin.
“Get out of my way,” Frank ordered, but this time Brian shook his head. 
“In a minute. Before you leave here, I need to make sure you and I reach an
 understanding.”
“Understanding?” Frank repeated, incredulous. “Your wife locked me in a 
basement!”
“Yes, she did,” Brian admitted. “That was a mistake, I’ll tell you right now
. But she was scared. You gave her a real fright, and she didn’t know what e
lse to do.”
“It’s true. I’m sorry,” Mary Martin’s voice said, and Frank forced himself t
o take his eyes off Brian long enough to see that Mrs. Martin was standing o
n the front porch. 
“Where’s Oliver?” Frank demanded, concerned that he was back in that bas
ement again.
“He’s in his room,” Mary insisted. “He’s fine, I promise you. Please, Frank, 
just listen to what we have to say to you.”
Frank swallowed down a knot of nervousness in his throat. “I’m listening,” he
 said carefully, not really sure he had any other choice. 
“Frank,” Brian said as he took a step closer, “you’ve got us all wrong.”
“Stay back!” Frank snapped, and Brian complied. It took Frank another mom
ent to determine that the man wasn’t going to come any closer. “I saw wha
t you did to Oliver. You had him locked down there.”
“We had no choice. It was for his own safety,” Brian insisted.
“His own safety?”
“Yes,” Brian stated. “We’re not bad people, Frank... Oliver, he’s just... he’s



 not like other boys. We tried to warn you about it...”
“He’s different so you keep him locked in a basement?” Frank demanded. “Y
ou people are completely fucked! And what did you do with David, huh? I k
now you’ve kept him in there, too, and don’t think you can stop me from..
.”
“We’re not gonna try to stop you, Frank,” Brian interrupted. “But before yo
u go tell everyone what you’ve seen here, I want you to think about somethi
ng for a minute.”
“And what’s that?” Frank asked hotly.
“When was the last time you saw David and Oliver together?” Brian asked, w
atching closely for Frank’s reaction.
Frank frowned. “I don’t know, I guess...”
“Never,” Brian said. “You’ve never seen them together, have you?”
“So? What does that have to do with anything?”
“It has everything to do with what’s happening here, Frank,” Brian Martin 
insisted. “You see, we couldn’t have done anything with David--because Dav
id doesn’t really exist.”
“Excuse me?”
“David and Oliver are the same person, Frank,” Brian explained, and he migh
t as well have been speaking another language for the look Frank was giving
 him. “It’s true,” Brian said.
“It is,” Mary added. “There is no David, Frank.”
Frank shook his head. “No. No, you’re crazy. Both of you...”
“A long time ago,” Brian continued forcefully, as if he suspected Frank did
n’t want to hear it, “our son--our only son, Oliver, had a bad accident. Ma
ry and I thought we’d lost him... we did lose him. For a long time he wasn’
t the Oliver we knew anymore. He couldn’t talk, he couldn’t eat... he could
n’t even smile, and then one day, we met a doctor who told us that he could
 give us our son back, and he did. But Oliver didn’t come back alone, Frank.”
“And you expect me to believe that David...”
“We thought it was just a phase at first,” Brian explained. “He started talk
ing to himself. We thought he was just playing, but when he started talking 
about David, we realized that he had an imaginary friend. When he started sc
hool... well, we tried to discourage it. Other kids were laughing at him. Bu
t, David didn’t just go away. Instead, Oliver began to take on his persona, 
like he was two different people.”
“I saw their room,” Frank stated. “They are...”
“It seems that way. Mary and I accepted it a long time ago. We accepted Dav
id. I guess we thought it would be easier for Oliver if we let him believe 
he really had a brother... but as he got older, well, things changed. David
... David’s persona, he started acting out, causing fights, arguing with us
. He became violent, and no matter what we did... he just got worse. We fin



ally figured out that the only way to deal with him was to tell him we didn
’t want him. It worked some, too. Oliver has been more... Oliver, since the
n. But sometimes David... well, sometimes we can’t handle him when he turns
 up. We’ve found that a dark room...”
“Oh god,” Frank mumbled, suddenly feeling sick to the stomach as he took i
n exactly what he was being told and considered it. 
“My wife didn’t lock Oliver in there last night, Frank. It was David,” Brian 
explained. He pointed towards the front porch. “Do you see what he did to her
?” he asked, referring to her black eye. “It’s not the first time, and it won
’t be the last. She had to knock him in the head just to get him down there, 
he’s...”
Frank suddenly looked towards Mary Martin, her eye... the phone call from Da
vid. In the basement, Oliver had said his head hurt. And it was true, he’d n
ever seen the two of them together before. Not once. He’d been all through t
he house, and not a single family portrait with all four of them flashed in 
his mind. 
“Do you understand now, Frank?” Brian asked, and Frank looked at him. “ 
Do you understand why you can’t tell anyone about David? They’ll take hi
m away. They’ll put him in a hospital somewhere.”
“Well maybe that’s where he needs to be!” Frank snapped, feeling overwhe
lmed. 
“Is that where Oliver needs to be, too, Frank?” Brian demanded. “Because it
 wouldn’t just be David they’d be taking.”
“Frank?”
Frank spun around at the sound of Oliver’s voice, and stared at the boy stan
ding on the front porch with his mother.
“Frank,” Oliver repeated, starting to move forward, looking as if he expect
ed Frank to go meet him.
But Frank couldn’t. Frank found that he couldn’t do much of anything at th
e moment as he realized that he didn’t know who was behind those hazel eye
s at all. He was suddenly overwhelmed with the desire to run as he stared 
at Oliver, shaking his head. “No. No,” he said.
Oliver stopped, frowning. “Frank...”
“I can’t do this,” Frank stated, looking between three family members when
 there should have been four. He moved towards his car, no longer cautious
 of Brian Martin, which was just as well since the man moved aside to give
 Frank room.
Oliver watched, confused as Frank moved into the Subaru and started the e
ngine, refusing to look at him as he began to back down the driveway. “Fr
ank!” Oliver called as he began to walk after the vehicle. “Frank! Why ar
e you leaving, Frank? Are you gonna come back? Frank?”
Mary moved to join her husband, and the two of them exchanged glances as t



heir son stopped ahead of them, looking dejectedly down the dirt road. 
“So what do you think?" Mary asked. We can’t keep this up forever. People as
k question’s, Brian. It’s in their nature. He could be trouble for us.”
Brian frowned. “He’d better hope not.”
.....................................
Jessica rolled her eyes as she finished brushing her teeth. The phone had ju
st started ringing, and already she heard Rudy’s rushed footsteps as her dau
ghter ran to answer it. Jessica didn’t need to ask who it was, either. Sam h
ad been calling a lot lately. Jessica still had quite a few issues with her 
ex-husband. He’d hurt her, and even worse, he’d hurt her kids. When Rudy had
 first wanted to call him, Jessica had made a point to call and warn him fir
st... at which time she also threatened a good amount of bodily harm if he d
ecided it was necessary to break either of her children’s hearts again. But,
 she’d been pleasantly surprised when she found that Sam was remorseful over
 his past behavior, and ready to make an effort towards his children. It mig
ht have come a little late, but Rudy seemed satisfied.
Jessica only wished that Frank would give his father another chance. She co
uld understand why he wouldn’t want to. He’d probably been hurt the worst b
y Sam. But she hoped that for Frank’s sake, he’d eventually come around and
 at least talk to his father. They’d been close before the divorce, and she
 knew that her oldest hadn’t been particularly happy since. 
Jessica combed her hair, listening to Rudy as she chatted happily away with 
her dad, and then decided to see if Frank was up yet. It wasn’t likely, but 
maybe if she caught him off guard she could talk him into getting on the pho
ne for a few minutes. That wasn’t very likely, either, but worth a try, Jess
ica thought. 
She was debating over whether or not she wanted to wake him gently when she
 opened his bedroom door, and frowned to find that he wasn’t in his room at
 all. It seemed that a cat had taken over his pillow, though. The very same
 cat she swore she’d asked him to put outside the night before. 
Shaking her head, Jessica headed towards the kitchen, blowing a kiss at Rud
y on the way. If Frank wasn’t sleeping at seven o’clock in the morning, he 
was definitely eating. But, when she reached the kitchen, there wasn’t even
 a dirty dish in the sink. She headed out the front door, standing on the p
orch for a few moments as she looked around, wondering where he’d gone off 
to. It was then that she realized that something was missing other than her
 son, and her mouth dropped open as she thought of all the ways to ground h
im for taking the car without asking first, or even leaving a note for that
 matter. Honestly, he knew better than that. 
She was just about to go back inside when she heard an engine, and turned in
side to see Frank parking her car around the side of the house. She crossed 
her arms, and as soon as the driver-side door was open and she was sure he c



ould hear her, she was telling him exactly what she thought of this situatio
n.
“Frank Seaberg, where have you been? So help me, if I find out you’ve been
 out all night with my car...” Jessica paused, frowning as her son moved c
loser. Something wasn’t right. His walk was sluggish, his face drawn. He l
ooked pale, bringing out new circles under his eyes, which seemed pitifull
y red and swollen. She’d seen him after a night of hard partying before, a
nd this wasn’t it. “Frank? Where have you been?” she asked as she moved to
 meet him. “What’s the matter?”
She was startled when he walked right to her and leaned down to rest his ch
in on her shoulder, but she did exactly what her instincts forced her to do
 and hugged him. “Hey,” she said, a new gentleness entering her voice. “Wha
t’s the matter? Are you alright?”
Frank straightened himself, and met his mom’s eyes, shaking his head. “No,”
 he said with a scratchy voice. “Not really.”
“Well Frank...” Jessica started, but was abruptly cut off when her daughter 
rushed out of the house screeching.
“Mom! Mom!” Rudy said, squeezing her way between Jessica and Frank to t
ug on the arm of her mother’s bathrobe. “You have to come inside!”
“Hold on,” Jessica insisted, still looking worriedly at Frank.
“No, it can’t wait!” Rudy insisted. “Mom!”
Jessica released an exasperated sigh and turned her attention to her daught
er. “Okay. What?”
“You have to talk to Dad!” Rudy informed her.
“Why?”
“He’s coming!” Rudy exclaimed. “He’s coming to see us! He’s coming here
!”
Jessica’s eyes widened, and she immediately turned to see Frank’s reaction,
 but he was no longer standing there, and she watched worriedly as her son 
moved through the front door, slamming it hard on his way. 
Chapter 8 
by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
Oliver wiped at his eyes with the back of his hands as if it would stop the
 tears from flowing. David always told him not to cry. Guys just didn’t do 
that, and Oliver was no baby. But, what else could he do when he felt so lo
st? Nothing around him was as it was supposed to be, and as his dad literal
ly dragged the twin bed that belonged to David out of his bedroom, Oliver w
anted to do more than cry. He wanted to scream.
“Don’t do that, Dad!” he called. “David won’t like that! You’d better put h
is bed back!” But the mattress had already disappeared out the door. Oliver
 turned his attention to his mother, who was purposely avoiding his eyes as



 she filled a box with pictures that covered David’s side of the room. Oliv
er went to her. “Mom? Mom? Why’re you taking all of David’s stuff? Mom, don
’t do that. Those are his pictures.” Oliver reached for one, but Mary quick
ly put the box down to grasp his hands and give him a gentle smile. 
“Oliver, why don’t you go outside for a while, alright? Feed your chicken.”
“But Mom--Mama, David’s things...”
Mary’s smile faded and she lowered her voice. “Now you’ve gotta stop this,
 Oliver. There is no David.”
Oliver frowned. “No. No. David’s my brother, Mom. I love him.”
“He’s not real, Oliver. Remember? We talked about this. Now you can’t ta
lk about him anymore.”
“But...”
“You don’t want anyone to take you away from us, do you?”
“No, Mama, but David...”
“And you want to see Frank again, don’t you?”
Oliver paused, his face bunching up in distress. Nothing was right. For d
ays now, nothing had been right. He wanted to see Frank, but Frank hadn’t
 come to see him, and he didn’t understand why his parents were saying th
at Frank didn’t want him to go over there. “Can I see him?” Oliver asked.
 He’d been asking since Frank drove away without saying goodbye. He hoped
 the answer had changed.
“Well, that depends,” Mary replied. “Oliver, I want you to try to understa
nd that Frank isn’t very happy with you right now. We’ve already talked ab
out what will make him happy, haven’t we?”
Oliver turned his eyes away from his mom’s, shaking his head. “No,” he said
 flatly.
Frustrated, Mary reached up, grabbed Oliver’s chin, and forced him to look 
at her. “Frank doesn’t want to hear about David. No one does.”
Mary gasped when Oliver suddenly pushed her hand away. “ “It’s not nice to
 say things that aren’t true, Mom!” he snapped. “Frank said David’s not ba
d. He’s my brother!”
“You don’t have a brother!” Mary stated. She could feel her hands shaking, p
ressure building behind her eyes. Why couldn’t Oliver just understand? And s
he hated the look on his face, the confusion, the hurt, the anger. Things ha
d gone too far, and now Oliver had to suffer for it. 
Mary suddenly reached for him, wanting to provide comfort, but Oliver lur
ched away from her, pulling his own messy hair. “Why? Why? Why?” he deman
ded, moving to the box full of David’s pictures. “These are his! You can’
t take them away. He won’t like it! You can’t!” 
Oliver finished, only to jump right along with Mary when they heard a cras
h in the doorway and turned to find Brian standing there over David’s now 
shattered camera as he looked disapprovingly at Oliver. 



“There is no more David in this house, son,” he said before looking at his w
ife. “I need your help outside, Mary.”
Mary frowned, but followed her husband, glancing back at Oliver only brief
ly before they left him to mourn over David’s most cherished possession.  
......................................................
Frank was well aware of his mother standing at the attic stairs, frowning at 
him as he looked through one box after another, but that didn’t stop him from
 pretending that he wasn’t. Until she finally talked to him. It was always a 
bad idea to pretend not to hear her, because she’d figure out what he was doi
ng and he wasn’t likely to hear the end of it for days.
“What are you doing? I thought we decided that everything up here is stuff
 we can do without. What are you looking for?”
“A camera,” Frank said flatly. “Any camera.” Besides the disposable one, he
 thought. Anything else would be better. “How is it that we have, like, a b
illion family pictures and no camera?”
Jessica looked thoughtful for a moment, and then turned on a light as she s
tepped further into the attic, illuminating the small room. Frank frowned. 
After all the boxes he’d hauled up here, he’d been completely unaware that 
this part of the house even had electricity, which is why he’d been relying
 on a pathetic amount of light coming from a sliver of a window. A dusty wi
ndow. 
“I think we have a few of them,” Jessica said as she knelt down next to him
 to help look. “Have you checked the box that old stereo’s in? The one with
 the brown speakers?”
Frank stood to do just that. “Nothing here,” he said a few moments later. “
Whatever happened to that polaroid?”
“We tossed that. It was a pain in the butt. What do you want a camera for, 
anyway?”
Frank shrugged. Now was a good time to be evasive. “Just thought I’d take p
ictures of a few things around here.”
“Hmm... I don’t know if I can find a camera... but come with me.”
Frank watched curiously for a moment as she left the attic, and then followe
d her, turning off the light on his way out. In his mom’s bedroom, he watche
d her reach up onto the shelf he’d installed there the week before, and a se
cond later she was passing him a small black case that he hadn’t seen in a w
hile. Opening it, he didn’t find a camera, but the video camera his parents 
had bought two years before.
Jessica shrugged. “It’s better than nothing. But, you might want to charge it f
irst.”
Frank had to agree. “Thanks,” he said as he turned to go. “This’ll work.”
“Hey,” Jessica called, following him. “You’re not going out now, are you?”



Frank looked at her. “Depends. Can I use the car?”
Jessica narrowed her eyes. “Frank...”
“One way or another,” he cut her off, “I’m not going to be around when he g
ets here. Oh, and if you let him stay here, could you let me know now so I 
can clean out the shed? I’ll need somewhere else to sleep.”
“You’re not sleeping in that shed.”
“So he’s not staying here?” Frank asked.
“You know, it wouldn’t kill you to make an effort here, Frank,” Jessica state
d. “But for the record, no. I told your father that he’d have to make other a
rrangements.”
“Good.”
Jessica followed Frank out into the hall, and then cornered him in the livin
g room. “You know, you’re going to have to talk to him eventually,” she said
.
“No. Actually, I don’t,” Frank said confidently before walking around his moth
er to get to the front door. She still got there first, though.
“Honey, I understand that you’re trying to protect yourself here, but is this 
really how you want it to be?”
“What I want, is for him to leave us alone,” Frank informed her. “He didn’t 
have a problem with it before. I don’t see what’s so different now. So can I
 use the car, please?”
Jessica sighed. “I’m sorry, but no. Your dad’s supposed to call when he get
s into town and your sister and I are going to go meet him. I wish you’d co
me.”
“I already have plans,” Frank said flatly.
“With Oliver?” Jessica asked, raising an eyebrow. She was well aware that f
or the last week, Frank hadn’t seen Oliver once. In fact, he’d hardly left 
his room. She’d thought that the sudden dark mood her son had slipped into 
had a lot to do with his dad’s visit, so she’d been hopeful when he actuall
y gotten out of the bed and joined the rest of the family for breakfast tha
t morning; but now she could see that nothing had changed, and she was begi
nning to suspect that Frank’s problems had to do with more than just Sam co
ming into town. Unfortunately, when Frank didn’t want to discuss something,
 it was frustratingly hard to get him to open up. 
“No. I just... wanted to go do something in town. I don’t want to be around 
here right now, okay?”
Jessica sighed. As much as she wanted to, she knew that it would be cruel t
o force Frank to stick around and visit with his dad. If anything, it would
 only make matters worse since he’d not only be furious with one parent, bu
t two. He needed space, and Jessica was good at choosing her battles, which
 was why she was prepared to give it to him.
“Well... you could always ask Mr. Dron for a ride. I know he’s going to head



 out in a little while for more paint. He might even give you a ride--even t
hough you haven’t lifted a finger to help him all morning.”
Frank frowned. His mom was paying Mr. Dron twenty-five dollars--mostly beca
use he wouldn’t accept any more--to paint the trim on the outside of the ho
use white in an attempt to brighten it up. Normally, it was something Frank
 would have done himself, or at least helped with, but two nights ago he’d 
accused his mother of trying to fix the place up for his dad’s benefit. He 
was sticking to that theory, and wanted nothing to do with it, but that did
n’t stop him from plugging in the camera to charge for a while, and heading
 out the front door. 
It was windy more than it was cold, and although the occasional cloud passed
 over the sun, it was a fairly bright day. Frank appreciated it, the sunligh
t they’d had over the last week. It tended to ease his disturbing nightmares
 when he woke up to it, and that had happened more often lately than he foun
d acceptable. 
The darkness. Frank hated it every night when he went to bed, though he ref
used to sleep with a nightlight. But every time he turned off his bedroom l
ight, closed his eyes and submerged himself in darkness, he was back in the
 Martin house. Back in the basement. He’d become aware of how much the situ
ation had shaken him the first night he’d spent in his room afterwards, and
 seven days later, it was becoming all too clear to Frank that his sudden f
ear of the dark wasn’t going to be as easily conquered as it had been when 
he was five and his dad had scared the monsters away. And Frank had only be
en forced to endure his experience for a few hours. 
Wondering if Oliver was okay, safe, and not in that horrible, dark place, h
ad been a constant in Frank’s mind since he’d driven away from the Martin h
ouse. The thought of Oliver alone in that room shook him, frightened him an
d angered him. But he hadn’t been back to check. He hadn’t woken up early, 
expecting to see Oliver, and he hadn’t pondered going across the lake to kn
ock on the Martins’ door. In fact, Frank had done his very best to avoid ev
en looking towards the red roof that Oliver Martin slept under. 
It wasn’t Oliver’s fault. Frank might have thought he was angry with Oliver 
at first, but it hadn’t taken him long to figure out that that wasn’t the ca
se at all. He couldn’t be angry with Oliver. He didn’t even know if Oliver h
ad been intentionally hiding anything from him.  Frank simply didn’t underst
and. He didn’t understand any of it, and every time he tried, he quickly cam
e to the numbing conclusion that he didn’t even know where to start.
He’d replayed what Brian Martin had told him a thousand times in his mind,
 each time attempting to recall every word until he no longer knew if he w
as remembering what really happened, or remembering something his own mind
 had fabricated. The one thing that had continued to come back to him with
 an abundant amount of clarity, was the look on Oliver’s face.  Oliver’s f



ace. Oliver was the one who’d befriended him when he’d been alone. He was 
the one who listened to Frank every time he talked about the things anyone
 with lesser patience wouldn’t have been able to stand. They’d shared kiss
es, and the kind of looks that were only meant for each other. He’d done a
ll of this with Oliver, but now it seemed that he’d done all of this with 
David, too. He knew Oliver, but not David. But if he didn’t know David, th
en Frank had to wonder if he knew Oliver at all, and the entire concept co
nfused and frustrated him. Oliver was David. The sweet kid with a happy sm
ile and innocent demeanor was the arrogant, crude, prick. And Frank couldn
’t see it. He didn’t understand how one could be the other when they were 
so different. But he believed it. 
He’d never once seen them together. True, it wasn’t necessarily solid proo
f that they were one and the same. But, when he thought about how close Ol
iver claimed to be to David, how much Oliver cared for him, it was rather 
difficult to believe that Oliver hadn’t wanted David around more when they
 were together. And that smile--they had the same one. Even David in his l
ess coarse moments had that smile.
Frank thought back to the time he’d gone to the Martins and found David th
ere alone as he slowly walked around his house. When David had greeted him
 at the door, he’d thought it was Oliver, and perhaps, it had been. The bo
y’s demeanor had changed only when Frank had specifically asked to talk to
 David... and then David had been there. 
Perhaps he was putting too much thought into it. Maybe he just needed to ke
ep doing what he’d been doing for the last week, and stay away. It wasn’t a
s if he didn’t have his own problems to deal with.
Frank could smell paint even before he saw the ladder leaning up against t
he house and looked up to see Mr. Dron slowly painting the trim around the
 attic window. He frowned at what he was actually considering. Being trapp
ed in a car with Mr. Dron for any amount of time wasn’t within Frank’s com
fort level, but at the moment, he was desperate.
It wasn’t that Frank thought Mr. Dron was a bad guy. Mr. Dron just happen
ed to remind him of every old, unapproachable cowboy from every western h
e’d ever seen with his weather-burned appearance and tired but sharp eyes
. Perhaps those characters could be entertaining in a few movies, but up 
close, Frank found that men with large-rimmed hats, who never smiled or l
aughed about anything, didn’t make for great company. 
Frank approached the ladder slowly, feeling uncomfortable when Mr. Dron gl
anced down to acknowledge he was there, but didn’t offer any greeting. Not
 even a simple nod. Frank wanted to walk away, but chose to hold the ladde
r instead, as if it were actually needed.
“Need some help?” Frank called up. He didn’t want to help, either, but he fi
gured that outright asking for a favor would be considered rude. Then again,



 the way that Mr. Dron glanced down at Frank as if it were a skunk at the bo
ttom of his ladder, could have been considered rude, too. At least his respo
nse was civil enough. 
“Just about to come down. I’ll be heading out soon. I’m sure there’s plent
y more you can help your mom with around here, though.” 
Frank frowned at the accusing look that Mr. Dron shot him. The old man seem
ed to be under the impression that Frank didn’t lift a finger to help his f
amily. But, instead of becoming defensive, he put his pride in check and fo
rced a smile as he looked over Mr. Dron’s work. “You’re not finished yet.”
“I’ll finish tomorrow. Gotta pick some stuff up.”
“Are you going now?” Frank asked. “I mean, to get what you need?”
Mr. Dron stepped off the ladder, wiped his hands on his jeans, and openly f
rowned at Frank. “Might as well.”
“Want some company?” Frank asked, only to have Mr. Dron step past him to 
clean up the opened paint can he’d left on the ground.
“Don’t think so.”
Frank stared at Mr. Dron’s back for a long moment, and then stepped deter
minedly up behind him. “Well would you tolerate some company, then? I nee
d a ride to town.”
Mr. Dron looked over his shoulder, raising a bushy eyebrow beneath his larg
e hat.
Frank let out a breath and added, “I’ll pay for the gas.”
....................................
Mr. Dron had about twelve cars in various conditions around his house, and s
ince Frank had offered to pay for gas, he’d made sure to stop and get the on
ly one with the empty tank on the way out to town. By the time he dropped Fr
ank off in front of the movie theater, like he’d requested, Frank was feelin
g a little bit like an idiot and a lot perturbed with Mr. Dron for being an 
all-around jerk. But, at least he was away from his house. 
He’d needed to get out. The biggest reason was because his stomach had been
 in knots all week over his father’s visit. He didn’t even know how to begi
n to deal with it, so he avoided it. Just like he was avoiding Oliver... or
 David. Or whoever he was. Oliver, Frank decided. It was simply easier to t
hink of him as just plain Oliver. Who happened to share his body with someo
ne named David. 
He was avoiding them both, he figured. When he wasn’t worrying over whether
 or not they were okay, Frank had to admit that doing his best to avoid the
m was currently one of the more important things in his life. And a lot of 
it had to do with the fact that he was afraid. He was afraid of what they w
ere. He was afraid of how it worked, because he was afraid of the way it wa
s so different from anyone’s normal standards. He’d been afraid to leave hi
s house during the day because there was the possibility that he could run 



into someone with Oliver’s face, and not know how to respond to it. And he 
had no one to talk to about any of it. 
His mom. She would have been a good choice, had he wanted to share these bu
rdens with anyone, and Frank knew it. But he was afraid of that, too. He wa
s afraid she’d be too good. If Frank told her about any of it, especially t
he part where Mrs. Martin locked him in a basement, his mom was likely to r
aise hell and drag the devil up by his toes. And he wanted her to. He wante
d her to so badly that it was torture to keep it from her. He’d never felt 
so in-over-his-head before and he wanted to give it all away. Just let her 
take care of it. She would, he had no question about that. But he felt he c
ouldn’t. It would only make matters worse. He kept thinking about what Bria
n Martin said. They’d take Oliver, put him somewhere. Maybe somewhere worse
 than the dark. Frank couldn’t live with that. And maybe, he told himself, 
the Martins were doing the best they could. He’d seen Mary Martin’s eye, pr
oof that David was dangerous. If they had to lock him up to keep the family
 safe, he wasn’t so sure that he could condemn them for that. He just hated
 that Oliver had to share the experience with David. Because no matter the 
circumstances, Frank knew that Oliver wasn’t David. Or rather, Oliver wasn’
t like him. He couldn’t do anything that might hurt Oliver. He wouldn’t. So
 for now, he’d keep their secret. 
Getting away was a good thing, according to Frank. And, it wasn’t as if he’
d asked Mr. Dron to drop him off at the theater so he could spend his day w
atching movies and forgetting about his problems. Although, as he walked th
rough town towards Karrigan’s, he couldn’t help feeling that that would hav
e been the better idea. Unfortunately, Frank disliked loose ends when they 
involved creeps photographing his little sister. And currently, Frank had a
 rather large loose end.
It hadn’t been David. It couldn’t have been, not when Oliver had been in 
his room when the whole thing had happened. Not to mention, Oliver had be
en with him when he was attacked. And without David, Frank’s list of susp
ects had dropped down to zero, which was actually more than it was less. 
Now, everyone was a suspect. He didn’t have a clue.
But, he wasn’t willing to forget about it. Armed with a video camera, he wa
s following the only lead he had, hoping that he wasn’t too late. It was el
even fifteen. The week before, Jenny Woodmoore had told Frank to meet her a
t eleven o’clock, when the photography club planned to get together. Frank 
had no idea if these meetings occurred every week at the same time, or even
 on the same day for that matter, but he was willing to find out. If anythi
ng, the trip would occupy his time with some much needed distraction. 
Karrigan’s was less empty this time around. Frank had walked in during a sm
all lunch rush. It was unexpected, but welcome. There seemed to be less of 
a chance of being noticed in a crowd, and he found that’s exactly what he w



anted when his attention was drawn to a noisy corner full of other people h
is age. 
There were six of them, sharing two plates of greasy fries. He recognized Je
nny right off. This time, her jeans skirt and faded blouse suggested that sh
e wasn’t working, and he was pleased to see a camera in her hand and a few o
thers over the table. He was quick to take in the others: two girls, includi
ng Jenny, who he paid little attention to. A guy with dark, shaggy hair in t
he corner seat was too big to be suspected of being at Rudy’s window. He was
 beyond tall, and rather big-boned. Frank decided that there was no way he w
ould have been able to tackle him. Another with curls and bushy eyebrows was
 too thin, and at least a foot shorter than Frank. 
That left two. Frank’s eyes were first drawn to the mullet-topped guy with 
dark hair and artificial red streaks. He was toying with a camera, looking 
irritated over the chatter going on around him, which made Frank wonder why
 he didn’t just leave the table. Frank also wondered if it was possible tha
t he was staring at the guy who’d left him with a split lip a few weeks ago
. But, speculation wasn’t going to get him anywhere, so he forced himself t
o look over the last guy at the table, who seemed to be all over Jenny Wood
moore. 
When Frank was in kindergarten, he’d been invited to his friend Eric’s birt
hday party. For a final surprise gift, his parents had presented him with a
 German shepherd puppy. Everyone had wanted to take their chance to say hel
lo to the little creature with cute, uncut floppy ears and enough kisses fo
r an army of giggling school children. But, from the moment his parents had
 placed that puppy in Eric’s lap, he’d had his arms around it, and his poss
ession of his gift seemed borderline greedy as he refused to let anyone els
e get in a good scratch behind the ears. Frank was reminded of the experien
ce as he looked over at Jenny and the guy who couldn’t have been anyone oth
er than her boyfriend.  
He was subtle, but the this-is-mine attitude seemed to be written all over 
him. It was as if he always had to be touching her, tucking her hair behind
 her ear whenever she looked at him, holding her hand atop the table when a
nyone else was looking. Even when he reached for his drink his free hand wo
uld be under the table, touching her knee. 
Body language told a lot, Frank thought. It was something he was paying mor
e attention to lately. Or, at least reflecting on. Like with Oliver. When h
e was with Oliver, there was comfort, nudges, mild looks and smiles.  Every
 time he’d been near David, there had been a wall up. Tension, anger, and s
uspicion. The same face, but two different beings. 
Frank momentarily closed his eyes. It was too much. All of it was too much.
 He missed Oliver. But, maybe Oliver, or the guy he thought Oliver was, did
n’t exist. Never existed. 



Frank felt like he couldn’t breathe, but as he opened his eyes, he was star
tled into sucking in a deep breath. Oops, he thought, realizing that Jenny’
s boyfriend was looking right at him. With the way that Frank’s luck had be
en going lately, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the guy assumed that he
 was looking at Jenny and now wanted to express how much he didn’t like tha
t. But fortunately for Frank, Jenny spotted him next, smiled, and went to g
reet him. The boyfriend was on her heels the whole way, but at least his ex
pression seemed relaxed and approachable as they reached Frank together.
“Hey there,” Jenny said, eyeing his bag. “Did’ya find your camera?”
“Not exactly,” Frank replied, opening the black case to show her the camera.
 “But, there’s probably no harm in using this for a while.”
“Nice!” This came from Jenny’s boyfriend, who surprised Frank by practicall
y snatching the video camera out of his hands to inspect it before walking 
back towards the table, already pushing at the buttons.
Jenny rolled her eyes as she watched the blond go, and then flashed Frank a
n apologetic look. He just shrugged.
“That’s Jay,” she explained. “He’ll give it back in one piece, I promise.”
Frank smiled. “That’s okay.”
“You didn’t show last week. Wasn’t sure I’d see you here today.”
“I didn’t even know if you’d be here today,” Frank admitted. “I figured I mi
ght as well find out, though. Um, sorry about last week. I got kinda busy.”
“That’s fine,” Jenny insisted, nodding him towards her table. “Come on, I’ll
 introduce you.”
Frank followed, and wasn’t surprised when Jenny formally introduced him to J
ay, first. He seemed nice enough. A lot nicer than what Frank’s first impres
sion had led him to believe, even if Jay didn’t seem interested in returning
 Frank’s camera any time soon. Frank couldn’t have cared less as he put his 
attention into meeting everyone else at the table. 
This one girl apart from Jenny was chatty, and seemed a little overeager wh
en she asked Frank to sit next to her; the tall guy was eager to express ho
w friendly their town was; and the short one wanted to know if Frank had an
 album at home so they could see his work. Frank conveniently lost that in 
the move, too. 
Overall, he was encouraged by how quickly these people seemed to accept hi
m. All except for one. When Jenny finally introduced him to the red-streak
ed mullet head, Frank was quick to forget about everyone else at the table.
“And this is Jeremy,” Jenny said. “He takes mostly black and whites. Seems 
to think he has enough color in his hair.”
Frank looked across the table, ready to greet Jeremy as he had everyone el
se, but seemed to lose all track of what he was doing as Jeremy offered hi
m one cold glance to acknowledge he was there, and then dismissed him by g
oing back to his camera. 



Jenny was still talking, but Frank had no idea what she was saying as he st
ared at Jeremy a little longer. Something was familiar. Frank had a bad fee
ling about the guy, but couldn’t quite place it for several long moments be
fore something clicked. The name. Jeremy... Jeremy. Jeremy Flaskis. Oliver 
had mentioned a Jeremy, and Frank was quick to suspect that Oliver’s Jeremy
 and this one were one and the same. The guy definitely seemed intimidating
, and Frank could just picture him threatening Oliver if he didn’t like him
. Although, now that Frank thought about it, there might have been more of 
a reason than that. Like, maybe Jeremy’s dog really was threatened. But, wh
en Oliver had sworn that he didn’t do it, perhaps that wasn’t the complete 
truth. Maybe it was David. It would make sense. If David was capable of att
acking his mother, he was capable of tormenting an animal.
Frank remembered the image of the dead cat, floating in the lake. He had a
 sick feeling that David had had something to do with that, too, and swall
owed down an uncomfortable thickness in his throat before forcing himself 
to shake off the memory and focus.
Jeremy Flaskis... he’d seen David tormenting his animal... perhaps David h
ad run off. Later, he saw Oliver and threatened him, not knowing the diffe
rence. And why would he notice? They shared the same body, after all. 
Frank narrowed his eyes at Jeremy before he realized he was doing it, and unf
ortunately, it was just in time for Jeremy to notice.
“What?” the other boy demanded, drawing the rest of the table’s attention to
 Frank. 
For a moment, Frank wanted to respond. A protective urge had him close to
 daring to tell Jeremy Flaskis what he thought of him; what he thought of
 someone who’d wish harm on someone like Oliver, even if it was warranted
 to a point. Right then and there, he was fully tempted to ask Jeremy Fla
skis why he was looking through the windows of his house as he remembered
 something David had said. Did it ever occur to you that whoever was look
ing in your windows wasn’t looking to take a picture of anyone in your fa
mily? Jeremy Flaskis was looking for Oliver... or David. But why? Frank w
ondered. Did he suspect that something was wrong with them--him? Did he k
now the truth? Oliver’s secret? If he did, that made him dangerous, Frank
 decided. Maybe he wanted to prove it. Maybe he wanted to prove that Oliv
er--David--was dangerous. Maybe he wanted him gone. Frank would have love
d to know, but quickly decided that this wasn’t the time. David had told 
him to look deeper. Frank hadn’t known what that meant at the time, but m
aybe Jeremy Flaskis was a good place to start. Maybe that’s what David wa
nted. He wanted Frank’s help to protect himself...and Oliver. 
And not knowing if that was exactly what he wanted to do, Frank knew he w
ould anyway as he forced a friendly smile in Jeremy’s direction.
“I like your hair,” he lied. “Any idea where I can get that done?”



Instead of responding, Jeremy rolled his eyes, and once again went back to 
his camera, leaving everyone at the table in an awkward silence until Jenny
 released a nervous laugh and looked at Frank. “Why on earth would you want
 to do that?” she asked, surprising him by ruffling his hair. “I love this 
color.”
“Frank’s lip quirked in amusement, but it wasn’t what he was feeling as he l
ooked to Jay for his reaction to his girlfriend’s antics. But again, Jay see
med relaxed, friendly. He also seemed very efficient when it came to a much-
needed subject change. 
“Alright,” Jay said, taking Jenny’s hand. “You losers ready to get out of h
ere?” He paused and looked at Frank, finally handing back the video camera.
 “Come on, Frank. This’ll be fun.”
.........................................
Oliver’s eyes itched. Swollen, and dry, he rubbed at them like the irritatio
n they were, the pressure from his fingers making him feel dizzy as he attem
pted to walk a straight path away from the back of his house. Attempted to w
alk it quickly. 
He was supposed to be feeding his chicken. That’s what he told his mom he w
as doing. It was the only way he’d been able to get outside. His dad had go
ne to town, but not before saying that Oliver needed to spend some time in 
his room--his half empty room. His own room. It all felt wrong to him. Ever
ything was wrong to him. It was frustrating that he seemed to be alone in s
haring the feeling. But he wasn’t right. Oliver knew that. He’d always know
n he was different. It just became hard to bear when it was shoved in his f
ace in the large doses he’d been getting lately. He’d wanted to get away. H
e needed to think. Needed to be free. Just for a little while. He was afrai
d he’d only have a little while. His mom would go to the garage to check on
 him--probably already had. And then she’d look. She’d look until she found
 him, and he’d be back in that room again. That horrible, suffocating room 
that made him feel...sad. Sad. That was it. An emotion Oliver could latch o
nto through the rest of the confusion and uncertainty he was experiencing. 
Sadness--loneliness. They were like the same thing to Oliver. 
He stopped wiping at his eyes as the place where the tire swing used to be c
ame into sight. It wasn’t there anymore. Now, it was no more than a rope han
ging from a tree, but the place held memories. When he was still small, Oliv
er used to sit there, and he and David would tell one another their secrets.
 It was the place where David first told Oliver that his parents were not go
od people; that they should be punished. It was a secret. Oliver had never t
old a soul. 
He looked past the frayed rope, swaying lightly against the wind, as if some
one had just walked past it. He could see a thin path from where he was stan
ding, created by light traffic over the years, and moved that way, walking t



hrough a patch of the woods that seemed greener than the rest, spotted with 
wildflowers and tall weeds. He could hear the sound of trickling water flowi
ng along the earth, but couldn’t see the natural stream, only felt it as he 
trudged through it, the water flooding his tennis shoes somewhere below the 
knee-high grass. Moving into the shadows of tall trees, Oliver stopped and l
et out a breath. A relieved breath, as he abruptly turned around and despera
tely spoke to the space in front of him.
“What do I do? You were right about them. You were right, David. You have
 to tell me what to do. David, I don’t know what to do!”
...................................
When Jay had told Frank that they were going to have fun, he’d hoped that th
e outing would include a trip to his side of the lake, so he could get a goo
d idea of what went on out there. But, no one even mentioned getting in a ca
r, let alone leaving town. 
The group headed away from the restaurant, walking the sidewalks like well
-rounded individuals who had no intention of wreaking havoc on their belov
ed small town. Conversation revolved pretty much around Frank, which didn’
t surprise him. They were curious. They wanted to know where he was from, 
and how he came to be in a town that wasn’t even on the map. He could at l
east be honest about that, and even found a new place to vent over what a 
jerk he thought his dad was. When the majority of the teens agreed with hi
m, he found that he actually liked the group--not counting Jeremy Flaskis-
-and had to remind himself why he was there in the first place. It wasn’t 
to make friends. 
He was supposed to be looking for faults within these people. Suspicious be
havior. Anything. The truth was, as they moved through the town, Frank no l
onger knew what he was looking for. Whatever it was, he expected to see it 
in Jeremy Flaskis. Unfortunately, Frank realized, in his mind Jeremy Flaski
s was already guilty, and that was making it difficult for him to see wheth
er or not there was someone else there who might have an issue with his fam
ily... or Oliver’s.
Frank almost wanted to ask. But again, he held back. He listened, he studie
d, and when four others with cameras joined him he turned on the video came
ra and let the tape do some of the memorizing for him since he couldn’t rem
ember everyone’s names, let alone faces. The camera was still rolling fifte
en minutes later as Frank took in the inside of an old, closed-down brick b
uilding after sneaking through a busted-out back window.  
“Won’t we get in trouble for this?” Frank asked no one in particular. 
Jay was the one who answered him. It was no surprise, he’d been sticking pr
etty close to Frank since they’d left the restaurant. He’d even let go of J
enny’s hand a few times to do it. “Only if we get caught,” he replied, grin
ning. When Frank didn’t look amused, he continued, “Look, this town has no 



real cops. Worse thing that happens is someone hears us in here and calls s
omeone else’s mom. But, it probably won’t happen. We come here all the time
. It’s not like anyone else is using it. The owner was some old man who nev
er came to church; he opened a skate rink here but it closed down a year la
ter. Hear he died or something.”
That would be a shame. If the owner had to close down because of slow busin
ess, he certainly wouldn’t have had that problem now, Frank thought as he l
ifted his camera and watched two twelve-year-old boys on roller blades dart
 by on the screen. Granted, not everyone was on skates--there were plenty o
f skateboards, sneakers, and even a scooter--but the place was certainly bu
sy. The group he’d come with seemed to be socializing more than anything bu
t there were some getting in the best shots they could of all the action. F
rank turned his camera on Jay just as Jay took a picture. When Jay looked b
ack, he only smiled, seemingly unbothered by the attention.  At least, a lo
t less bothered than Frank was when Jay turned the tables and took his pict
ure. Frank was quick to hide his unease, but Jay didn’t miss it.
“Don’t you like getting your picture taken?” he asked. 
Frank glanced away, feeling like he’d had this conversation before and not c
aring for it. “Not really,” he admitted. “I mean, not anymore.” He looked ba
ck at Jay, wanting to see his reaction, but the other blond only seemed conf
used.
“Not anymore?”
Frank studied Jay for a long moment, decided he had no idea why Frank wou
ld be wary of people with cameras, and forced a smile. “I guess I’m camer
a-shy.”
Jay smiled. “That’s okay. Lots of people are.” To prove it, he raised his c
amera just as Jeremy walked by and snapped his picture. He was flipped off 
for his effort, but Jay only seemed amused by it. Frank wasn’t, and found h
imself narrowing his eyes on Jeremy’s back before Jay drew in his attention
 again. “So’ve you had any problems?”
“Like what?” Frank asked suspiciously.
“Like, at your new place. It’s kinda run down.”
“We’re working on it,” Frank replied. He was frowning, wondering what els
e Jay knew about his place. 
“Hey, I didn’t mean to offend,” Jay replied. “I just meant... listen, I’ve don
e some work over there at your place. I’m familiar with it, so if you think yo
u might need help with anything, I’ll help.”
Frank’s mouth dropped open, and he was fairly certain that it was unflatter
ing since his eyes were practically bulging, too. But he managed to compose
 himself as he turned his full attention, and the camera’s, on Jay. “When?”
Jay shrugged. “A while back. Actually, I used to end up over there every time
 it rained. The place needs a new roof, but I can help you out with a tempora



ry patch job. The plumbing’s not too bad, I think they fixed the electrical. 
But like I said, if you...”
“You’ve worked on my house?” Frank cut him off, and Jay frowned at him. 
He’d already answered that question.
“Didn’t I just say that?”
“When the last owner lived there?”
Jay’s frown deepened now. “Yeah. I used to help her out when she needed i
t. She was in your house all by herself. Do you know anything about her?”
Nasty woman who threw a rock at Oliver’s head.
“Just what people say,” Frank replied. 
“And what’s that?” Jay asked, sounding somewhat defensive to Frank’s ears
.
“She was a crazy witch,” Frank replied. “Liked to throw rocks at her neighb
ors. I heard no one misses her.”
“Who told you that?” Jay demanded.
“Just a friend of mine.”
Frank hadn’t initially intended to get a rise out of Jay, but it seemed ap
parent that they guy had some sort of fondness for Odetta Grover. It was a
 development that he hadn’t expected. He thought back to everything Oliver
 had told him about the previous resident of his house. Nothing would sugg
est that the woman even had friends. But, if Jay had been close to her, an
d knew of her troubles with Oliver and David--mostly David, not that anyon
e else would know it--then maybe David had made another enemy for Oliver, 
and Frank was looking at him.
“Friend, huh?” Jay repeated, shaking his head before he narrowed sharp eye
s on Frank. “You really shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”
“Oh yeah?” Frank replied, sounding taunting. He couldn’t seem to help it, an
d it occurred to him that maybe he wanted to make Jay angry... or get him to
 react to something. Slip, and say something he didn’t intend to. 
It didn’t work. Instead of the angry outburst Frank expected, Jay just loo
ked at Frank as if he’d been unnecessarily cruel. “Yeah,” Jay said. “I mis
s her.” He paused to give Frank a long, searching look. “And you don’t kno
w anything,” he added decidedly, right before he walked away and Frank los
t him in the crowd. Jay didn’t approach him again before he snuck out the 
broken window and headed for home.
.....................................
Frank ached; from his ankles to his lower back he was stiff and tired, and th
e humidity had left him feeling the need for the longest shower of his life. 
Next time, he told himself, if he wanted to go to town without a car, he’d ma
ke sure he had a ride both ways. Because it was really a long, long, long... 
long, walk home. 
He knew he could have called his mom. Unless she’d gone to meet his dad, th



at is. And if she was with his dad, Frank would have rather walked, anyway.
 Besides, it gave him plenty of time to think. It was just too bad that the
 more Frank thought about things, the more lost he became. 
He didn’t know what he was doing. He’d confirmed his suspicions that someth
ing wasn’t right in the Martin house, and while he was beginning to think h
e was better off not knowing what that was, he couldn’t ignore it. But ther
e were other things that he could ignore, but chose not to. Like, the perso
n who’d been caught lurking outside of his house. There’d been no sign of a
ny mysterious figures for weeks now, but Frank couldn’t get it out of his h
ead, especially after new revelations about Oliver. The more he dwelled on 
it, the more convinced he became that Oliver... or David, had an enemy. At 
this point, Frank didn’t want to admit that he cared about that, but it was
 just another thing he couldn’t help. He could have made friends today, he 
realized. But he only had room to concern himself with one, and it happened
 to be the one that he wasn’t sure he even wanted. Not now. 
He wished that the video camera’s battery had a longer shelf life. He would
 have liked to review the movie he’d taken on the way home. He didn’t know 
what he’d find on it. Things in the old skate rink had been pretty much a b
lur, but he knew that after Jay left him, he’d done his best to film everyo
ne that passed by. Maybe if he watched close enough, he’d see something. A 
gesture, a movement, or a familiar black sweater. He could look at the vide
o as soon as the camera charged, and it made him eager to get home. 
Or, maybe he could just forget it all. Maybe he could let it go and focus o
n the shower and long nap he was looking forward to. That sounded like a go
od idea. He could put off everything else until tomorrow. Maybe he would ha
ve, if he hadn’t been abruptly reminded that he had another problem entirel
y to deal with. 
Somehow, the shiny black Lexus just didn’t look right in front of the shack
 he called home these days. Tired, hot and sore, Frank stopped behind the v
ehicle and stared for long moments as he felt a fair amount of resentment o
vercome him. He hated that car. The sight of a pin-sized scratch on the rig
ht rear bumper was almost enough to celebrate over, he thought. Waxed month
ly, washed weekly or every two hundred miles during trips, rain or shine. F
rank hated it. He hated everything about it. All it was to him was a remind
er of the last time his parents fought.
The tension been going on for a while. And then one weekend his father had 
come home with that car. An impulse buy that his mom insisted they couldn’t
 afford if they wanted to celebrate Christmas that year. What got Frank, wa
s how how unlike his father it was to go out and do something like that. At
 the time, he’d been sure that the man would see reason and return it to th
e dealership just for the sake of keeping the peace--mentally and financial
ly--in the family. But he’d kept it, and no more than two weeks later, he w



as gone. His mother had done her best to make it a good Christmas later on,
 but it had been gone as soon as his dad had bought that damn car, as far a
s Frank was concerned. 
Frank suddenly reached down, picked up a rock, and moved forward before he
 could think what he was doing. Too perfect. The damn thing was too fuckin
g perfect, just like his dad’s life now that they weren’t in it. He had th
e jagged edge of the rock about six inches away from the side of the bumpe
r when his mom’s voice from inside suddenly caught his attention.
“Don’t you dare talk to me like that! If you think you have any right to w
alk through my door and have the nerve to tell me what I’m doing wrong, Sa
muel-Martin-Seaberg, you can just get out now!”
Frank looked down a the rock in his hand, realized what he was about to do, 
and tossed it over his shoulder. Still holding his camera bag, he headed tow
ards the back door, optimistic that he’d found a more reasonable outlet for 
his anger. 
“Oh, stop overreacting, Jessica!”
Frank’s steps faltered at the sound of his father’s voice, but he forced himsel
f to continue.
“Overreacting?” his mother repeated. It was her dangerous tone. A smart m
an would get out now.
“They’re my kids, too,” Sam said in a passive voice. “I have a right to say wh
ere I want them to live, and if you think this dump cuts it...”
“This dump is what I could afford! You haven’t lifted a finger with Rudy o
r Frank in months!”
“Will you stop yelling? I’m just saying...”
Frank reached the open back door just in time to see his mother’s face turn r
ed as she narrowed her eyes on the tall man with overly tanned features and a
 full head of blond hair. “Stop that!” Jessica ordered. “I swear if you keep 
acting like I’m being unreasonable...” 
“You are being unreasonable. Just listen to yourself,” Sam stated, crossing 
his arms as he leaned back against the kitchen counter.
“I can’t!” Jessica ranted. “I’m too busy listening to all the bullshit coming
 out of your mouth!” Sam opened his mouth, likely ready to say something anta
gonizing in that aggravating calm tone of his, but Jessica cut him off first,
 pointing her finger. “Don’t you dare! I swear if you keep treating me like a
n unreasonable female I’ll start acting like one!”
“Where’s Rudy?” Frank was hardly aware that he’d said it out loud before bo
th of his parents looked at him, startled. His father stepped away from the
 counter, meeting his eyes, but Frank was quick to look at his mother. He’d
 come in, wanting to scream at the intruder, but as soon as he’d seen his p
arents in the kitchen it was nothing more than a bad flashback. The fightin
g. He’d learned to cope before, and his survival mode had kicked in. But ju



st like before, he couldn’t allow himself to get away without his sister. S
he’d always been more sensitive to his parents’ arguments than he was, and 
if he found her in her room crying right about now he wouldn’t be surprised
. He’d be pissed, but he wouldn’t be surprised. 
Jessica knew it, too. She looked nothing short of ashamed as she looked at Fr
ank. She never liked her kids to hear her fighting. “Frank...” Jessica starte
d carefully before pausing to compose herself as she forced a smile in his di
rection. “I talked her into going to Stephanie’s for a while. After you left,
 I thought it would be best if I met your dad on my own at first,” she explai
ned, glancing towards Sam. “There were a few things we needed to talk about.”

“You weren’t talking,” Frank pointed out, surprised by how calm he sounde
d when his hands were shaking so badly he had to put down the camera and 
shove them in his pockets. 
“Hey, Frank... you look...”
Sam’s gentle attempt at polite conversation was quickly cut off when Frank c
ut his eyes in his direction. “Don’t talk to me,” Frank said flatly, and the
n looked right back at his mother. He couldn’t seem to make eye contact with
 his father for more than a few seconds at a time, especially when the man w
as looking back. It was irritating to Frank, how simply looking at him cause
d an unwanted reaction that felt suspiciously like vulnerability. “I’m going
 for a walk.”
Jessica sighed. “Frank, you just got back. You don’t have to...”
“Frank,” Sam cut her off, moving even closer to his son. “I know you’re angr
y with me, but we have a lot to talk about. I think...”
“I don’t care what you think,” Frank stated, right before he turned to walk r
ight back out the door. He’d felt brave before. Now he just felt cornered. 
“Frank, wait a minute,” Sam called, his patient tone fading. Frank could he
ar the man’s large footsteps coming from behind him.
“Sam, don’t,” Jessica hissed. “Now’s not a good time...”
“Frank!” Sam persisted. He was growing tired of being avoided, and reached 
out to grab Frank’s arm before the boy could get out the door. But, Frank w
as no longer a passive little boy willing to be snatched up like a toddler,
 and Sam Seaberg wasn’t expecting the way the teen rounded and shoved at hi
m as if he were warding off an attack. 
“Get off!” Frank snapped.
“Frank!” Jessica cried, obviously as startled as her ex-husband. But, even h
er voice didn’t seem to calm her son.
“Don’t you get it?” Frank shouted, glaring at his father. “You might have 
Rudy fooled but I don’t want you here--the only reason you are is because 
of her! Don’t fucking talk to me, and if you talk to my mom like that agai
n I’ll throw you out myself!” Whirling, he stepped out the back door, but 



paused momentarily before he added for good measure, “Asshole.”
“Frank, wait!” Sam insisted, but Frank did no such thing.
As Frank headed away from the house, he could hear his mom telling his dad 
that he needed to back off. He wasn’t sure if he wanted the man to listen t
o that advice or not. He’d thought that yelling would make him feel better,
 but he found that all it did was make him want to yell more. He wanted to 
scream about everything that infuriated him about Samuel Seaberg until it w
as right again. But that was impossible, and even if it wasn’t, he couldn’t
. He kept walking instead, needing to maintain at least some control. 
Frank felt shaky, suffocating in his own skin. He pulled his shirt over his 
head and dropped it on the ground as he walked around the house, as if it wo
uld provide him with some extra air. He needed to sit down, but didn’t dare.
 He was too exhausted. If he sat down, he’d never get up, effectively trappi
ng himself to deal with his dad. And the nerve of the man! We have a lot to 
talk about. They had a lot to talk about during the divorce, Frank thought f
uriously. There was plenty to talk about, as far as Frank was concerned: eve
ry weekend that he expected his dad to show up only to be disappointed. Ther
e was no way he wanted to talk now that it was convenient for his father. He
 had more pride than that. I have more sense than that, he told himself. It 
hurt, but he wasn’t going to let his dad get to him. He didn’t trust the man
 enough to let that happen. Moreover, he didn’t trust himself. Frank could h
ave kicked himself for all the times he’d found himself missing someone who 
didn’t give a damn about him. 
“Frank?”
He heard his mom’s voice as he reached the front of the house and looked ba
ck. He couldn’t see her, but obviously she meant to catch up to him. He alm
ost wanted to go to her; even took a step back in that direction. 
“Jessica, hold on! I want to know what you’ve been telling him!” Frank hear
d his father’s voice, and stopped.
“What are you talking about? You think it’s my fault he won’t talk to you?
” she demanded. “You’re as self-absorbed as ever.”
Frank briefly closed his eyes, shook his head, and started walking again. H
e needed to get away. He’d come back later, crawl into bed... he hoped by t
hen his dad would be gone. His mom wouldn’t let him sleep at the house. Fra
nk hoped she wouldn’t let him sleep at the house. He couldn’t take that now
. In fact, he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to take it later, either. 
Frank turned down the shoreline towards the bridge as he wondered whatever 
happened to getting through one day at a time. It had been so much nicer th
an stressing over how to get from one minute to the next. He kept thinking 
that if he could only get away, things would be right again. Incidentally, 
he was having those thoughts when he came to the bridge and took abrupt not
ice of a small motor boat rocking above the water’s surface, and not just a



ny boat. His eyes slowly widened as realization dawned, but there was no ti
me to think about it when he heard his name being called, and spun around t
o see his father headed down the shore, jogging in his direction. A prickle
 on the back of Frank’s neck caused him to look to his right, and as his ey
es met hazel ones his balance faltered and he swallowed hard.
Oliver… David… Frank had no idea who he was looking at. This guy--the one 
he’d been avoiding to escape that very question. But it didn’t matter. Loo
king at him, Frank found that he really didn’t care. Whoever he was, he wa
s exactly what Frank needed.... at least, he needed his boat. 
“Oliver,” Frank finally decided, figuring that David would have said somet
hing obnoxious by now. Frank reached out, grabbed the boy’s wrist, and pul
led him towards the boat where they stepped in one at a time. “Go!” Frank 
ordered, taking no notice of the surprised expression studying him as he l
ooked back to see where his dad was. Samuel was getting closer, could see 
what Frank was doing and picked up the pace. 
There was a jerk as Oliver pushed the boat away from the bridge, and Frank
 turned to help him only moments before the engine gurgled to life, and fo
r long moments as they glided across the water Frank watched the image of 
his father become smaller, until he could no longer make out the disappoin
ted expression on his face.
When Frank turned back to his unexpected rescuer, he was short of breath, b
ut still managed to move to the seat across from him.
“Who was that, Frank?” Oliver asked, still staring back towards the bridge.
“My dad,” Frank replied uneasily. “I mean... he used to be my dad.”
Frank stared down at his hands, and for minutes he picked at the dirt benea
th his fingernails, knowing that he was being watched. When he looked up ag
ain, his host’s eyes were wide, curious... and something else. Hopeful? Rem
orseful? ... searching.
Frank frowned, wiping his hands on his jeans as he took a deep breath and f
ound his bearings. “So,” he finally said. “Who are you?”
Chapter 9 
by DomLuka
Thanks to jim for editing!
Tiredly, Frank leaned over the side of the boat, staring at the dark, glisten
ing surface of the water as it passed over his hand, his fingers leaving a sm
all wake next to the boat. The sound of the engine was no more than a hum in 
his ears now, and the setting sun cast an orange hue in the air that left him
 feeling a little too warm, and even more so disoriented as they circled one 
cove after another. 
Frank was feeling awkward with his company. Asking who Oliver was had been
 a mistake. At least, it seemed that way when the boy’s only response was 
to sulk as he guided the boat around the lake. Oliver didn’t seem to be ta



king them anywhere specific, which suited Frank just fine. He was content 
touring the water for a while. He just wished that he could feel as comfor
table with Oliver as he had last week.
Frank was startled so badly he nearly jumped out of the boat when Oliver m
ade a sudden move towards him. It was difficult to know what he should thi
nk when the other boy grabbed his wrist and yanked his hand out of the wat
er. Frank jerked away from him, pushing him back into his seat.
“What the hell...” Frank started, but was quickly cut off by Oliver’s concern
ed voice.
“I’m sorry, Frank,” he sad, cutting the engine and leaving them in silence ex
cept for the water sloshing against the sides of the boat. He pointed out at 
the water, about two feet away.
Frank looked, still frowning until he saw something just beneath the water. I
t was long, dark, and moved like a raised flag as it slithered beneath the su
rface. Leaning over the side for a better look, it took him a moment to reali
ze that it was a snake he was looking at.
“Those have poison,” Oliver said. “I thought you were gonna touch it, Frank
.”
Frank watched the snake disappear, turned back to Oliver, and let out a breat
h. He felt like an idiot. Thanks to the hurt look on Oliver’s face, a sorry i
diot. Frank didn’t know what he’d been thinking. Obviously, he was on edge fo
r many reasons, but this wasn’t the time to release his frustrations. Oliver 
wasn’t the right person to release them on. “Listen,” he said, feeling exaspe
rated. “There’s... there’s some really weird shit going on around here, and I
 don’t know if I can...”
“Are you mad at me, Frank?” Oliver interrupted, looking as if that was the o
nly thing in the world that concerned him at the moment. In fact, he looked 
almost terrified of the answer, and suddenly, the last thing Frank wanted to
 do was disappoint him. 
“No. Not at you, Oliver,” Frank said, although he probably could debate that
 with himself for a while. “It’s... the situation.” Frank paused, collecting
 his thoughts. When he met Oliver’s eyes again, he decided to be blunt. “Why
 didn’t you tell me?”
Oliver scratched at his head, looked down at the water as if it was supposed
 to tell him how to answer.
“Tell you what, Frank?”
Frank groaned. “Okay, that--that, makes me angry.”
“Don’t be angry, Frank,” Oliver whispered.
“Then tell me the truth! Why didn’t you tell me about David? Why did you l
et me think...”
“I did, Frank! I did. I told you about David all the time!”
“No, that’s not... I know you talked about... god. Damn it! You let me thin



k you had a brother!” Frank blurted. “And you let me worry--you let me thin
k ...” Frank stopped himself and rubbed tiredly at his face. He was beginni
ng to feel dizzy. Nauseous. His head ached and his emotions were in turmoil
. He was damn sure that the long walk from town to home wasn’t helping any.
 He felt himself sway and closed his eyes briefly before he felt a hand gri
p his upper arm, followed by Oliver’s voice. 
“Frank!”
Catching himself against the rocking boat, Frank looked to see that Oliver 
was next to him now, steadying him. “I’m talking about him like he’s real,”
 Frank mused. “David’s not real.”
Oliver’s eyes widened, as if he’d just been betrayed. “No, Frank. You’re wro
ng, and he won’t like that.”
Frank laughed, not knowing what else to do. “You mean you won’t like it. Yo
ur parents told me, Oliver. I know the truth.”
“David...”
“No!” Frank snapped, causing Oliver to recoil. “He’s not real! Just stop lyin
g to me and tell me the truth!”
Oliver took in a deep, shaky breath, pulling at his hair some more as he sho
ok his head. His following outburst wasn’t at all what Frank was expecting. 
“You’re wrong! He’s not a lie, Frank! He’s real! He’s real!... They’re wrong
! You’re all wrong.” Oliver gasped, covering his mouth as if to catch it. “T
hey took away his things, Frank. They took it all away, and told me I couldn
’t talk to him anymore. But it’s not the truth. He’s real.”
“Where?” Frank demanded. “If he’s real, then where is he? Where is he?”
“Here!” Oliver shouted, holding his head. “Here is the truth, Frank. And here
...” he suddenly fell calm, bringing his hand to rest over his heart. I love.
.. I love my brother, Frank. And that’s the truth. It’s the truth! Why, Frank
?” Oliver asked, looking desperately to his friend. “Why are they taking him 
away? You said... you said we’d be safe, Frank. You said it!”
A sudden flashback of being submerged in total darkness sent a chill up Fr
ank’s spine as he faced Oliver, who at some point had latched onto his wri
st until his knuckles turned white. Frank was suddenly at a loss when it c
ame to what to say. Had to close his eyes for a minute. “That was before..
. I thought...” Frank was having trouble. Back in the Martin’s basement, h
e had told Oliver that everything would be okay. But that was when he’d th
ought that Oliver and David had been suffering inexcusable abuse. What he’
d learned from the Martins changed that. The parents weren’t the ones who 
were a danger. David was.  “Don’t you get it, Oliver? All David does is hu
rt people.” Frank stared down at the water, frowning for long moments befo
re his eyes suddenly snapped up to Oliver’s. “Do you remember the cat? It 
was dead. You said that there were some things we weren’t supposed to see.
 Remember, Oliver? Were you talking about David? Oliver...”



Oliver shook his head, and wiped at his eyes before they had a chance to wat
er. “Why are you doing this, Frank? David’s not bad... he tries. He tries. H
e is my brother! He couldn’t be anyone else, Frank!”
He’s you, Frank thought, feeling exceptionally depressed about it. But, eve
n as he thought it, seeing the expression on Oliver’s face made him questio
n whether or not Oliver actually knew it. The realization cautioned him to 
be careful. It wasn’t as if he’d stuck around to ask the Martins exactly ho
w this thing worked last week, but it was clear that Oliver was agitated. T
he idea of him becoming agitated enough for David to emerge was enough for 
Frank to dial it back a few notches. He had to admit that he was curious ab
out what happened when they switched, but he didn’t want to satisfy that cu
riosity over the murky water of a secluded cove. And, he could admit that O
liver played a part in his decision to calm down, too. Seeing him so upset 
was only upsetting Frank more. He felt frustrated, guilty, and furious over
 it all at the same time. The way that Oliver caught a single tear beneath 
his reddened eye, sniffled, and looked away, was just about all Frank could
 take today.
“Hey,” he said, rubbing Oliver’s shoulder with a gentle hand. “Hey.” Frank s
hook him softly, enough to get his attention, and then he forced a reassurin
g smile. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, okay? Let’s not talk about it right now. I d
on’t want to talk about it anymore.”
Oliver half nodded, half shook his head as he rocked himself and leaned into
 Frank’s hand. “I don’t want to leave again, Frank. I just want you to stay 
with me.”
“Okay,” Frank was quick to agree. He slid his arm around Oliver, drawing h
im closer. At the moment, Frank would have done or said anything to wipe t
hat look off his face. “Okay. It’s okay.”
“Okay,” Oliver repeated, turning into him, wrapping his arms around Frank’s
 waist while he buried his face against his bare shoulder. 
The boat continued to sway, bringing them closer and closer to the shore as 
they each caught their breath. Frank kept an arm around Oliver as the temper
ature in the air dropped, keeping the warmth of his body close to his skin. 
His fingers had found their way into Oliver’s hair, and he absently traced t
he scars hidden beneath.
“We should go to your house,” Frank finally said.  He was tired of being in
 the boat, and decided that Oliver’s place was just as good as any. Under n
ormal circumstances, Frank knew that he wouldn’t have been comfortable with
 the suggestion, but anything was better than going home to face the visito
r at his house. Oliver, however, didn’t seem to agree as his head snapped u
p and he had the nerve to look at Frank as if he were the crazy one. 
“No! No, I don’t want to go home, Frank. They won’t let me... they said yo
u didn’t want to see me anymore.”



“Your parents?”
Oliver nodded slowly. “They took David’s things. My dad broke his camera.
.. and they get mad when I say his name.”
Frank frowned. The Martins had mentioned that David had gotten so bad that 
they had to take extreme measures to control him. Now, it sounded that they
 were trying to get rid of him entirely. From what Frank knew about the sit
uation, he couldn’t entirely disagree with their decision. But, he did wond
er if it was even possible. Whatever part of Oliver that David played seeme
d to be a big one, and he wasn’t sure getting rid of him would be as simple
 as pretending he didn’t exist. Furthermore, he wasn’t sure if it was affec
ting Oliver in a positive way. If anything, it seemed to be hurting him. 
“We don’t have to go there,” Frank finally said, doing his best to downplay th
e situation. “I know what it’s like to want to avoid your parents. But let’s g
o somewhere, alright? I need... I need to get out of this boat for a while.”
.......................................
“Baby, you’ve gotta order something or they’re gonna make me kick you ou
t.”
Jay looked up from the table he was sitting at in Hannigan’s restaurant, to f
ind Jenny leaning over him.
“Milkshake, fries... whatever looks good is fine,” he told her before turning h
is attention back to his table. 
Jenny frowned. She was used to his attention being on her, not Frank Seaber
g, who happened to be in every photo laid out in front of her boyfriend. Ja
y reached for another to add to the rows he was making, but she caught it, 
and his hand beneath hers, and shook her head when he looked up at her expe
ctantly. 
“Okay, this has gotta stop, Jay,” she said firmly. “It’s getting weird. Besid
es, I thought you said he didn’t know anything.”
“I don’t think he does,” Jay admitted, eyeing his girlfriend’s supervisor lo
oking in their direction. “Are you gonna get my food, or have I gotta go som
ewhere else?”
Jenny released an exasperated sigh, but went to get Jay something to eat. He
 watched after her for a moment, deciding that an apology would be in order.
 Later, of course. Covering his mouth as he yawned, he turned his attention 
back to the photographs in front of him. Decidedly, it wasn’t his best work.
 Most were out of focus, but it couldn’t be helped. Earlier in the day he ha
dn’t been focusing on the perfect picture as he followed Frank all over the 
whole skating rink, paying attention. 
What had he been looking for? Jay wondered. In every shot Frank was aiming 
his own camera at a different person. Or who was he looking for?  Jay had a
 good idea, but he had his doubts that Frank would actually take things thi
s far. It seemed that he was the suspicious sort. In a way, Jay could respe



ct that. If anything, he could relate. He wished that he’d been more patien
t with Frank earlier. Played it nice, until he learned more. He wondered if
 there was anything he could do about it now. He supposed that he still had
 another option; one more thing that could get him close enough to Frank. T
he problem was, he didn’t know whether or not it would work, and he didn’t 
know if trying it was the best of ideas. 
Someone sliding into the booth across from Jay caught his attention, and he di
d his best not to frown at the tall boy with red streaks in his hair.
“Jay,” his company said casually.
“Jeremy,” Jay returned. Jeremy’s very presence compelled him to start stack
ing up the pictures. They weren’t friends. At least, not by Jay’s standards
.  Jeremy was one of those guys who just didn’t get along with anyone, but 
chose to consider the people he didn’t like as friends anyway. Otherwise, h
e wouldn’t have any. So, there really wasn’t anything surprising about him 
randomly sitting at Jay’s table. And, usually, Jay didn’t even mind. Only t
oday, he wasn’t in the mood for it. Jeremy might act like a dumb jerk, but 
Jay was completely aware that the guy was somewhat intelligent. And observa
nt. 
“What the hell is this?” Jeremy remarked. He’d noticed the pictures quickly, 
and the similarities in them. 
“Nothing special,” Jay replied. “A lot of bad shots. The lighting was wrong, 
wasn’t paying attention...”
“No, him,” Jeremy interrupted, dropping a heavy finger directly over Frank’
s face in one of them. “Looks like you must really like this new friend of 
yours. Sure Jenny won’t get jealous?”
“Fuck off, Jeremy,” Jay said, gathering the rest of the photos.
Jeremy laughed. “Seriously, is that loser still around? I might wanna get out
 of here if he shows up again.”
Jay looked up. “Why’s that?”
Jeremy shrugged. “I just don’t like him around. He creeps me out.”
“How so?” Jay asked skeptically. He’d never known anyone to creep Jeremy 
out before. 
Jeremy frowned. “Never mind. I just don’t like him, alright?” He stopped, 
and Jay frowned. He didn’t think he’d get anymore out of him. But it seeme
d that a few moments of silence was all Jeremy needed to continue. “I saw 
him hanging out with those freaks. Like, he was over at their house.”
Jay swallowed, wishing he had a drink in front of him to pick up. “Freaks?”

“Don’t play dumb, Jay. My dad works with Brian Martin. Everyone knows tha
t whole family’s fucked up. That guy’s been around them a lot,” Jeremy sa
id, nodding towards the stacks of pictures. Who the hell knows what’s goi
ng on in that house. They’re all a bunch of devil worshipers or something



. And it don’t seem to bother your new friend much, either.”
“You’ve seen Frank go to their house? When?”
“Saw him when I was out walking my dog. He was all chummy in their little 
boat, and...”
They were interrupted when a plate full of fries was dropped roughly in front
 of Jay.
“There’s your fries,” Jenny said, frowning.
Jeremy smirked up at her. “Look, she is jealous.”
............................................
Frank’s legs felt wobbly as he trekked through the woods alongside Oliver, 
not far from where they’d left the boat. He figured that they were about a 
mile away from the Martin house, and he was exhausted. He didn’t even bothe
r to explain his actions when he suddenly sat, leaning back against the tru
nk of a tree as he ignored the way the bark scratched his back. Oliver stop
ped walking and cocked his head curiously.
“Is something wrong, Frank?”
“Yeah,” Frank said honestly. “I’m tired. I’m dehydrated. I don’t remember t
he last time I ate. I can’t go home... and I’m out here with you, avoiding 
everything that we should be talking about because I’m completely freaked e
very time I think about how you might flip on me.”
“Why would I do that, Frank?” Oliver asked, alarmed as he moved to sit do
wn.
Frank only sighed and leaned into him. “I’m sorry, Oliver. I’m just kinda te
sty right now, you know? I’m not feeling real good.”
“Are you gonna be sick, Frank?” Oliver asked.
“It’s possible,” Frank replied, realizing that it was an actual possibility a
s he closed his eyes, only to find that doing so made him dizzy. Oliver stare
d at him for long moments, seeming unsure of the situation before he tentativ
ely raised his hand to Frank’s shoulder. “I just need to rest for a few minut
es,” Frank told him when it came to his attention that Oliver was worried. 
“We could stay here for a long time, Frank,” Oliver suggested, surprising h
im. “Like camping.”
Frank laughed, mostly because he liked the idea, as absurd as it was. “We do
n’t have any food. No water, and it’s been cold at night.”
“What happened to your shirt, Frank?”
“Took it off somewhere I guess. Listen, Oliver, we can’t stay here. It’s eit
her your house or mine, and right now I think your place would be best.”
Oliver shook his head again. “No, I don’t want to go home, Frank.”
“Because you snuck out without telling your parents?”
Oliver was quick to look guilty. “They wouldn’t let me see you, Frank. I 
left when my dad went to work. My mom thinks I’m feeding my chicken. It’s
 a lucky chicken.”



Frank sighed. “Well trust me, she doesn’t think you’re feeding it anymore. 
They’re probably looking for you. Shit, she could have seen you on the lake
 with me.”
“I know that, Frank,” Oliver replied, lowering his voice. “David...”
“David what?” Frank asked when Oliver suddenly stopped, as if he’d said 
something wrong.
Oliver met his eyes. “David told me to be fast, or they’d catch me.”
Frank sighed. “David told you?” He wasn’t sure he liked that Oliver could 
be influenced by David even when David wasn’t in control. 
“He told me how to get out,” Oliver explained. “He told me how to get to y
ou, Frank. I don’t wanna go back home.”
Frank took in a deep breath as he slowly pulled himself to his feet, and then
 held down a hand for Oliver. “Well, you’re gonna have to,” he insisted as he
 pulled him up. “And you’re not going to get in trouble--if we go now. I’ll t
alk to your parents. It’ll be alright, Oliver.”
Oliver leaned back against the tree, crossing his arms. Frank frowned.
“Look,” Frank said. “What if I promise not to leave you there unless you say
 it’s okay?”
“You won’t leave?”
“Not until you understand that you’re not in trouble.”
Oliver looked thoughtful. “Will you make them let me see you, Frank?”
Frank indulged Oliver in a small smile as he reached out and took his hand 
again. “I’m not going anywhere this time. I promise.”
...................................................
“Why didn’t you lock him up?” Brian Martin demanded of his wife as he fol
lowed her out to the front porch. “You were supposed to be watching him!”
 He wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take. He’d expected his wi
fe to be more competent than this, but the phone call he received at work
 in the middle of the day proved otherwise.
“We agreed not to put him in the basement anymore,” Mary reminded him. “I
t’s too risky now. We never should have moved David’s things. It’s too ha
rd on Oliver.”
“Well he’s going to have to deal with it. He’d be just fine if you hadn’t mo
thered him so much!”
Mary turned to face her husband, shaking her head. “None of us are fine, Bri
an! Not anymore! And this is too much to do to Oliver. He doesn’t want to be
lieve that David’s not real, and if we can’t convince him...I can’t do this 
anymore, Brian. I can’t. Everything’s falling apart.”
“Then we’re just going to have to hold it together, just like we always hav
e. I’m gonna start by finding Oliver, and once he’s home he’s staying home,
 Mary. I don’t care what we’ve gotta do to make that happen!”
Brian turned, heading for his truck, only to stop at the sound of his wife’s vo



ice. 
“Brian. You don’t have to find him. He’s home.”
Brian turned and followed Mary’s eyes out to the river until they fell over
 Oliver’s little motorboat coming towards them slowly. He was going to have
 to get rid of that thing, he decided. But, that would come later. It appea
red they had company, and he was irritated to find that Oliver wasn’t alone
. But, that didn’t stop him from forcing a smile as he moved towards the wa
ter to help the boys out of the boat. He took only a moment to consider Fra
nk Seaberg’s shirtless and worn appearance before he reached for Oliver, he
lped him out, and pulled him in for a hug. “You had us worried to death, Ol
iver! Where’ve you been?” Brian demanded, frowning at the tense way Oliver 
regarded him. 
“It was my fault,” Frank said as he moved to the shore with no assistance. 
He looked at the Martins each in turn. “He came to see me, and I wanted to 
take a walk before we came back here.”
“Well we’re sorry if he bothered you,” Brian said, guiding Oliver into his m
other’s hands. “It won’t happen again. Go ahead and use the boat to get back
 across the lake if you want.”
Oliver looked over his shoulder at Frank as his parents led him towards the 
house, as if Frank would go back on his promise and do just that. But, Frank
 was quick to follow the family.
“He didn’t bother me, Mr. Martin,” Frank said, stopping the older man. “It w
as... it was good to see him.”
“Well that’s nice of you,” Mr. Martin replied.
“Not really,” Frank replied, and Mr. Martin turned to face him completely. “I
 shouldn’t have... look, I handled the situation badly. I want to make it up 
to Oliver, and...”
“There’s no need to do that, Frank,” Brian insisted. “Mary and I understand.
”
“I want to,” Frank said firmly. “Actually... I was wondering if I could talk to
 you, sir.”
Brian sighed. “I’m not sure it’s really a good time for...”
“Come in, Frank,” Mary said, earning herself an impatient look from her husb
and. “Come on in,” she repeated. “Oliver has a shirt you can use, and it’s g
etting close to suppertime. I’ll fix you boys something to eat.”
Frank gave her a nod. “Thank you.”
Frank followed the family up their front porch slowly, not appreciating his
 last memory of being there. In fact, he wasn’t sure he would have stepped 
foot in that house at all if it weren’t for Oliver, and the fact that he wa
s exhausted. It left him questioning his ability to make sound decisions as
 he entered the house and found it uncomfortably dark. He was immediately d
istracted from that discovery, however, when Oliver made a sudden move away



 from his mother and grabbed Frank by the wrist.
“Come look, Frank!” he shouted, pulling Frank down the hallway as if he w
ere afraid someone would stop him. 
“Oliver!” Mary scolded, sounding annoyed. But, Oliver didn’t stop until he’d
 led Frank straight to his room and flicked on a light. 
“See, Frank! See--they took all David’s stuff!” Oliver stated, surprising F
rank even more than the half-empty room.
Frank simply had no idea how to react. Oliver seemed to expect Frank to be j
ust as upset as he was, but Frank wasn’t sure he should be. Looking around, 
it seemed that the room belonged to one person. All of the things that had b
een David’s were, in fact, gone. It was the way it should be. David didn’t e
xist. Oliver did. Frank just wished that Oliver wasn’t so upset about it. Bu
t, there wasn’t much he could do apart from a reassuring hand on Oliver’s sh
oulder. 
“We’ve been making a few changes around here,” Mary Martin said from behi
nd them. “Oliver hasn’t been taking all of it well.”
Frank only nodded. He wasn’t comfortable commenting on it. Oliver was standi
ng right there, after all, and he didn’t want to talk about him as if he was
n’t. Instead, he found himself squeezing Oliver’s shoulder, and smiling at h
im. “You know, if you move some stuff in here around, your room could look b
igger. I mean, it’ll look nice if you spread your stuff around a little. Lik
e, it’s all yours.”
Oliver’s brow creased, but instead of responding, he only hung his head, cau
sing Frank to feel for him even more. He felt like he should apologize, but 
he wasn’t sure exactly what he should be apologizing for. 
“Frank, you look like you could stand washing up a bit,” Mary remarked, pas
sing them to head for Oliver’s closet.
“Yeah. Sorry about that,” Frank replied, feeling a little embarrassment kicki
ng in. “I’ve been outside for most of the day.”
“Give him the blue shirt, Mom,” Oliver said, sounding rather sullen. “It goes
 with his eyes.”
“Sure, honey,” Mary replied, and did just that. “Oliver can show you where 
the bathroom is, Frank.”
“Oh, I know where it is,” Frank replied, and then regretted it as it remin
ded everyone of his invasion of the Martin house and the following events 
the week before. At least Mary had the decency to look ashamed. Frank foun
d that he didn’t mind that very much as he looked at Oliver. “How about yo
u show me, anyway.”
“Okay, Frank.”
Oliver and Frank left the room together, while Mary went in the opposite d
irection to join her husband. Frank found himself watching Oliver on the w
ay to the bathroom, noticing that his carefree persona seemed to be missin



g for the moment, and if the boy didn’t seem to bothered by current circum
stances, Frank might have thought that David had taken over. He turned to 
Oliver as they reached the restroom, and smiled again.
“Hey,” he said. “I’m still not going anywhere, alright? I’m gonna talk to you
r parents.”
“But you’re not gonna tell them to let David come back, are you, Frank?” Ol
iver asked. 
Frank frowned. If David was Oliver, then it seemed that Oliver did have some
 control. If David wasn’t allowed to exist, then Oliver didn’t allow him to.
 At least, not to the extreme that he had before. It would make sense, since
 Oliver had to be the most obedient person on the planet as far as Frank was
 concerned... unless he was listening to David. Frank sighed. He definitely 
needed to do his best when it came to getting answers from Oliver’s parents.

“No,” Frank said carefully, taking a step closer to Oliver. “David doesn’t be
long here... but you do. Believe me, Oliver, I’d rather just have you here.” 
Frank leaned forward, pressing a soft kiss to his cheek. “Don’t be sad, alrig
ht? It’ll work out. Things usually do.”
Frank’s words didn’t seem to make Oliver feel much better, so Frank had to
 settle for Oliver’s short nod before he walked away from the bathroom, an
d Frank turned on the light as he closed himself in, pausing for a moment 
when he saw a labeled toothbrush holder. The one that fit into the slot ma
rked David was missing.
........................................
Clean hands. Clean face. Fresh shirt. Frank almost felt human by the time h
e left the bathroom, wondering where everyone was in the quiet house. Halfw
ay down the hallway he heard Mary Martin’s voice call for him, and it led h
im to the living room where he was happy to see that they’d turned on a lam
p, but as he looked at the Martins sitting together on a sofa, he found him
self feeling troubled.
“Where’d Oliver go?” he asked.
“He’s in the kitchen starting on dinner,” Mary explained. “I think he volunt
eered because you’re here.”
“He’ll burn the biscuits,” Brian added. “But it’ll mean the world to him if yo
u try just one.”
Frank nodded. “I’ll do that.” He was so hungry he would have eaten charcoal
. 
“Why don’t you come sit down,” Mary said politely as she directed Frank to
wards a chair. He sat, and she poured him a tall glass of lemonade, which 
Frank readily accepted and downed in just a few seconds.
“Would you like some more?” Mary asked, amused.
He certainly did, but not wanting to embarrass himself further, Frank declin



ed.
“So,” Brian said, looking Frank up and down. “Why don’t we get right to it.
”
“Okay,” Frank said. “I want to talk about Oliver, how...”
“You don’t have to pretend with us, son,” Brian said. “If you’re over here t
o avoid something else, there’s no need to pretend you care about Oliver.”
“Brian!” Mary said.
“I do care about Oliver,” Frank stated. “That’s why I’m here.”
“Oh come on now, be honest. I know a runaway when I see one. Now, I can 
appreciate that you wanna get away from something you don’t like, but I 
won’t have you using my boy...”
“You’re wrong!” Frank snapped, and then let out a long breath before he fo
rced himself to meet Brian Martin’s eyes. “Look, my dad’s here visiting my
 sister,” Frank admitted. “I don’t want to see him, so I’ve been out all d
ay. I know I haven’t been around since... but I mean, come on. Seriously. 
Can you even blame me? Your wife locked me in a basement and then you drop
ped that bomb about David...”
“Okay,” Brian quickly interrupted. “Just calm down there. All we’re saying he
re is that...”
“I know what you’re saying, but you’re wrong. Oliver’s my friend, and I wan
t to keep it that way. I promised him I would. But I can’t do that unless..
. I need to know how this thing works. That’s why I’m here, Mr. Martin.”
The Martins were both silent for a minute. Brian looked annoyed, while Mar
y flashed her husband pleading looks. 
“How it works?” Brian finally asked.
“Yeah,” Frank replied impatiently. “How does it work? Brian and Oliver are
 the same person, right? So do they like, take turns, or does David just c
ome out of nowhere whenever he wants?”
“David has always done what he wants,” Brian replied, as if that would be 
explanation enough.
“Well, you’re obviously trying to get rid of him. Is it working?”
“We’re doing what we think is best,” Brian said, and then added, “David’s no
t real. The sooner Oliver understands that, the better.”
“Then Oliver doesn’t really know? He thinks David’s real?”
Brian and Mary exchanged glances, and then it was Brian who spoke again. “
Yes. He’s convinced that he really has a brother.”
“Well... why?”
“They talk to each other,” Brian replied. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Oliver 
tells you that he’s physically seen David. But, we’re working on it, and I th
ink we’re making progress.”
“But David can still show up at any time. Can’t he,” Frank said, more than a
sked.



“Oliver thinks he needs him.”
Frank thought on that for a moment. “If Oliver’s real, and David’s not... 
how come Oliver seems so much... younger, than David?”
“Well, the boy’s always wanted to be normal,” Brian said. “Maybe he wants 
to be like David.”
“Maybe?” Frank asked skeptically. “If he wants to be normal, why would he
 make someone up who’s so... David’s violent, right? Why would Oliver wan
t to be that? He always tells me that he wishes David could be good.”
“Well, obviously, he’s let the situation get out of hand,” Brian responded, 
sounding irritated. He wasn’t accustomed to being interrogated by a teenager
.
“Or you’ve let the situation get out of hand,” Frank said.
“Now wait a minute,” Brian snapped as he leaned forward on the sofa, but hi
s wife dropped a restraining hand on his arm before he could stand.
“You’re right, Frank,” Mary said quickly. “We’ve let it get out of hand. But 
we’re trying to fix it now.”
“And that’s all you need to know,” Brian said firmly, this time standing.
Frank stood, too. “Hold on. You haven’t told me anything. Before David tak
es over--are there any warnings? And Oliver’s blackouts... does he do that
 when he’s David? Or is it something else? How come he remembers some thin
gs, but not others if...”
“Young man!” Mary cut him off, surprising him. “That’s quite enough. My so
n is very stressed out right now, and he doesn’t need you adding to it. No
w unless you’re going to stay calm when you join us for supper, we’re goin
g to have to ask you to leave.”
Frank frowned, wanting to respond negatively to that, but holding back. Wh
en Oliver suddenly returned from the kitchen to ask his mother if she’d he
lp season the chicken--which was okay to eat because it wasn’t lucky--Fran
k volunteered to go with them, and escaped Brian Martin’s cold glare.
..................................
The food was hot, filling, and flavored. Perfect, as far as Frank was concerne
d, and he told Oliver just that as he sat at the Martin’s table to share dinne
r with them. It brought the first real smile to Oliver’s lips that Frank had s
een all day, and it made suffering through dinner with the other Martins worth
 it. 
Mary and Brian remained polite, just like Frank, but that didn’t erase the te
nsion in the air. Conversation lagged, giving Frank plenty of time to think. 
He wasn’t sure he liked what he saw. 
Oliver had asked if he could make a plate for David, and was denied. It was
 increasingly difficult to see Oliver so sad, and Frank wished that there w
as something he could say or do to make him feel better. But, what Frank re
ally wanted to see, was the Martins make an effort. They carried on as if n



othing was wrong, when Oliver was clearly suffering. Frank pictured him the
re, after he left. Alone in that house with his parents. Confused. Lonely. 
Frank didn’t like what he saw.
“Hey, Oliver, what do you think about spending the night? You know, at my
 place?”
Oliver’s head snapped up at Frank before his eyes snapped to his parents. O
bviously, the suggestion wasn’t something he’d expected. And neither had th
e elder Martins, Frank observed as he took some satisfaction in their worri
ed faces. 
“Can I, mama?” Oliver asked eagerly.
“I don’t think so, Oliver,” Mr. Martin said; and then so he wouldn’t complet
ely look like the bad guy added, “I believe Frank has family visiting.”
Frank returned Brian Martin’s fake smile. “My dad isn’t staying the night 
with us, and my mom won’t mind. You can call and ask her if you want.”
“Still,” Mary said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. Oliver’s never spent a nig
ht out of the house before.”
“I’ve been camping!” Oliver objected.
“That was different,” Brian stated. The look he was currently giving Frank wa
sn’t friendly at all. “You were with family then. I’m sorry, Oliver, but I do
n’t think it’s a good idea, either. Finish your dinner now, son.”
Oliver sighed heavily, looking defeated. Frank wasn’t willing to give up so e
asily.
“If you’re worried about that,” Frank said, “he’ll be fine. If he’s not, it’s n
ot like I can’t call. And I mean, if it makes you feel better, I can call my mo
m right now and tell her all about Oliver. I’m sure she’ll understand.”
Frank’s threat seemed to alert everyone at the table, except for Oliver, and
 for several tense minutes he saw the Martin parents try to figure out wheth
er or not he was bluffing. It seemed that Frank didn’t know whether or not h
e was, either. He’d already decided that it could prove dangerous for Oliver
 to tell his mom the truth, but at the moment, he was determined. He had no 
intention of leaving Oliver there tonight.
No more than thirty-five minutes later, the leftovers were put away, the di
shes were clean, and Brian and Mary Martin stood on their front steps in th
e dark, watching as Oliver and his friend climbed into the small motorboat 
armed with flashlights and overnight bags. They both agreed that Frank Seab
erg was becoming more than the average nuisance. 
“He cornered us, Brian,” Mary said. “He cornered us and he’ll do it again
. You never should have let Oliver leave this house. You know what’ll hap
pen now, don’t you? Brian? What are we gonna do? What are we gonna do, Br
ian?”
“Mary,” he returned coldly. “Just shut up.”
.........................................



Jessica Seaberg looked over her kitchen table, currently dressed for dining.
 Lately in her home, it had been serve-yourself-and-sit-down. But tonight, s
he’d taken the time to set the table and garnish it with a modest meal. Some
 pork chops, a few seasoned green beans, and her homemade potato salad. She’
d even put out the pudding dessert that she’d end up freezing for popsicles 
later. And she was furious for herself for all of this. The display.
Honestly, she didn’t know what she’d been thinking. To assume that Sam was 
going to show up, smooth things over with her kids, and allow them all to s
it down to a nice family dinner had been completely delusional. It was hard
 to admit that her teenager was smarter than she was, but just as Frank sai
d, Sam no longer had a place in their home, and attempting to impress him w
as only irritating her, especially since he’d called ten minutes ago to say
 that he was going to take Rudy out to dinner. 
Jessica knew she shouldn’t mind it. This time with her father meant a lot t
o Rudy. But, it was possible, Jessica admitted, that she was feeling a litt
le lonely. Maybe it was because Sam had been so reasonable with her over th
e phone. And he really was trying with the kids. But she’d made the mistake
 of believing for a split second that things would be better when he came. 
Not just with the kids, but with everything. For a brief moment, she’d forg
otten that she was completely capable of surviving on her own, even in a ru
ndown lake house in a town in desperate need of some modernization.  
And now she was alone in her house with dinner getting cold. But most bothe
rsome to Jessica, was that she had no idea where Frank was. It went without
 saying that she was worried about him. Although, when Sam had told her tha
t he’d climbed into a boat with another boy, she did feel better to know th
at he was with Oliver. At least Frank wasn’t alone. She’d been worried that
 he’d had a falling out with Oliver, and since Oliver was the only friend t
hat Frank had bothered to make, she was happy to discover that wasn’t the c
ase. But she still wished that Frank would come home. At the very least, sh
e wished he’d call. Especially now that it was dark. She knew he was angry,
 and there was a possibility that he wouldn’t come home at all tonight. Tha
t’s what worried her the most. He wasn’t familiar enough with the area to s
tay out all night, and if he was in the woods, it would be easy for him to 
get lost. 
Jessica left her lonely dinner table and headed towards the living room, hopi
ng to see a sign of her son, even though the last three times she’d checked h
ad made it clear that all she’d find outside is darkness. She reached for the
 curtain, but stopped short of pulling it back when the turn of the front doo
rknob clicked in her ears and she spun to face it. 
Frank stepped through the door slowly, stopping halfway, as if he expected 
her to be lurking in wait. He met his mother’s eyes, and looked guilty enou
gh to ground, Jessica thought. At the very least, he looked deserving of a 



long lecture. But Jessica held off, instead doing something that she though
t was much more important as she moved to across the door and silently wrap
ped Frank in a comfortable hug. She could feel in his shoulders that he was
 stressed out, but at least he was calm.
“Where is everyone?” he asked cautiously.
Jessica leaned back and brushed a lock of hair from his face to better meet 
his eyes. “Your dad took Rudy to dinner.”
“Oh.”
“Are you alright?” Jessica asked, studying him carefully.
He seemed to consider the question. It was a good thing, Jessica decided. S
he’d get an honest answer that way.
“Yeah,” he finally decided. “But I don’t want to see him.”
“Well, you can stay in your room when he drops Rudy off if you want... but F
rank, he could be here for a while, and he’s probably going to try to talk t
o you again. He’s still your father, you know. Whether or not you like it, t
hat’s never going to change. Take advantage of the situation. All those thin
gs you’ve been wanting to say to him--here’s your chance.”
“But I don’t want to say anything to him at all.”
Jessica smiled gently. “But you will. When you figure out it’s hurting you m
ore than him, you will.”
“Mom...”
“Come have dinner with me,” Jessica cut him off as she turned away from th
e door. She wasn’t looking for an argument. There’s been too many of those
 for one day. Now, she just wanted to enjoy dinner with her son, regardles
s of whether or not it was cold. But, Frank suddenly reached out, grabbing
 her wrist.
“Mom, wait,” he said, and she frowned at the look on his face. She knew tha
t look. He was about to ask for something he didn’t think she’d agree to.
“Yes?”
Frank sighed, and pushed the door open a little wider. Jessica stepped back
 as she realized he was waving someone in. She was surprised, but still man
aged a polite smile when she saw Oliver Martin appear behind her son, looki
ng oddly timid.
“Hi, Oliver,” she said, and then eyed Frank. “It’s a little late, isn’t it?”
“Can he spend the night?” Frank asked, determined to get straight to the poin
t. “His parents already said it was okay.”
Put on the spot, Jessica stared between her son and his friend for several lon
g moments. It was obvious that she didn’t think this was the best night for a 
sleepover, but further consideration brought her to decide that it might be th
e best night for Frank to have a little distracting company. 
“Well, I guess if it’s okay with his parents...”
Jessica was as surprised as Frank was when Oliver voiced his thanks... and 



demonstrated it by lunging forward to hug her. 
...........................................
Frank ran his tongue over his teeth in an effort to wash away the rest of t
he toothpaste. His quick retreat back to his room when he’d heard his fathe
r arrive back home with Rudy hadn’t given him much time to properly rinse. 
Now, he could hear voices in the living room as Rudy happily told their mot
her all she’d done. He heard his dad laugh, and resented it. The man was su
pposed to be upset, like Frank was. But, Frank quickly reminded himself tha
t he wasn’t supposed to care. 
He moved down the dark hallway, could see the light coming from his door. O
liver had left the door cracked. Thinking about it, Frank hoped that Oliver
 was tired enough to go to sleep. It had been a long day and his eyes were 
beginning to feel heavy. But his ears were open enough, it seemed. At least
 enough to hear the lone voice coming from his bedroom, and as he reached t
he door, he realized with some concern that Oliver was speaking to himself 
again. But this time, Frank understood perfectly who he was talking to, and
 it sent a cold chill up his spine.
“I told you, David. I told you I’d do it. Frank is my friend... I did what yo
u said, David. It’s okay now, alright, David? Don’t get mad at me, David... I
’m not supposed to talk to you anymore,” Oliver said, suddenly dropping his v
oice into a whisper. “They all say everything will be okay if I don’t talk to
 you anymore. But I know the truth. Don’t worry, okay, David? When it’s safe.
.. I’ll talk to you when it’s safe. I don’t want to get in trouble anymore. L
ike a secret, David. It’s our secret.”
“Oliver?” Frank’s voice sounded a little dry to his own ears as he pushed th
e door open and looked cautiously into his room, as if he actually expected 
someone other than Oliver to be there. And for a minute, he got the impressi
on that that’s exactly what Oliver thought as he caught sight of the boy sit
ting on his bedroom floor where he’d made a bed out of spare blankets. Olive
r was on his knees, wearing the shorts and t-shirt he’d brought over to slee
p in, looking up at Frank’s bed as if someone was actually sitting there. “O
liver?” Frank said again.
Oliver looked over his shoulder this time, and smiled his crooked smile in F
rank’s direction. “Hi, Frank.”
“Hey,” Frank replied as he slipped into his bedroom and closed the door b
ehind him. “Who were you talking to?”
Oliver flushed, and shrugged his shoulders. “No one, Frank.”
Frank frowned. As far as he could tell, this was the first time Oliver had
 purposely attempted to deceive him. But, at least he could tell that the 
one-sided conversation had nothing to do with a blackout. Frank hadn’t lea
rned much useful information from the Martins when it came to Oliver’s con
dition, so now he was determined to piece it together on his own. If Olive



r didn’t black out when he talked to David, Frank couldn’t help wondering 
if that happened when he became David. He didn’t ask, though. For those an
swers, Frank decided that he would be better off simply observing, so he f
orced a smile and headed towards his bed, pausing briefly as he looked to 
the place where Oliver had been staring. Real or not, something about the 
idea of David sitting on his bed was bothersome to Frank. But, he forced t
he feeling away as he climbed into bed, resting his head on his pillow bef
ore he looked down at Oliver, who was watching him now. Frank allowed a mo
ment or two to pass before he decisively moved closer in towards the wall.
 “Wanna come up?” he asked. 
Without answering, Oliver grabbed his pillow and moved onto the narrow mattr
ess, not minding that the space there was limited as he settled in and quiet
ly stared at the ceiling with Frank.
“My stomach hurts,” Oliver commented.
“Yeah,” Frank replied, sighing. “But there was no way I was gonna tell my 
mom we already ate. I’m lucky I’m not grounded as it is.”
Oliver fell silent again. They could still hear voices coming through the 
house, and when the only male voice promised to be coming back tomorrow, F
rank sighed heavily.
“Is that your dad, Frank? Oliver whispered.
“Yeah. He’s dropping my sister off. Should be gone in a minute.”
“You really don’t like him, Frank?”
Frank was silent for a moment. “There’s a lot I don’t like about him. Yeah.”

Oliver turned his head towards Frank, and his eyes went a little wide. “I’m 
not allowed to not like my dad.”
Frank smirked. “Says who?”
“My dad.”
Frank outright laughed. “It doesn’t work that way, Oliver. He can’t control
 your feelings. You should know that.”
“I don’t want to get in trouble, Frank.”
“You won’t if you don’t tell him... I don’t think I like your dad, either.”
“You sound like David, Frank.”
Frank frowned, unsure if that was supposed to be a compliment. Oliver’s br
ow knitted, as if he’d become aware that he’d said something wrong. “I wan
na go to sleep now, Frank.”
“Alright,” Frank replied, sitting up long enough to lean across Oliver and t
urn off the lamp. He felt Oliver’s hand touch his chest as the room grew dar
k, and placing his palm over it, Frank turned into him and closed his eyes, 
and then he remembered nothing as he slept until Oliver shook him awake firs
t thing in the morning. 
Frank wondered if Oliver was always such an early riser, or if he’d just ch



osen the one morning Frank needed extra sleep to wake him up early. Frank’s
 attempt to drag a pillow over his head only made Oliver laugh and try hard
er to wake him up, and the sound made Frank smile, despite the fact that he
 was still half asleep.
Frank opened one eye slowly, allowing it to adjust to light that wasn’t supp
osed to be there. It took him a moment to realize that Oliver had opened the
 curtains, and now sat over him already fully dressed with a smile on his fa
ce. 
“Good morning, Frank,” he whispered. 
“Morning,” Frank mumbled. “Not so sure it’s good. But morning... go back t
o sleep, Oliver.”
“But we’ve gotta wake up, Frank. It’s morning. I’ll help you do your chores
.”
“Chores?” Frank repeated. He didn’t recall his mom asking him to do anythi
ng this morning. “I don’t have any chores.”
“Then what do you do in the morning?” Oliver asked, obviously confused.
“Sleep,” Frank said, turning onto his side and tucking his hands under his he
ad. “You should try it.”
Oliver fell silent, and Frank opened his eyes long enough to see that his g
uest seemed somewhat disappointed in his response, and obviously unwilling 
to go back to bed. 
Frank groaned. “Oliver...”
“I have to go home today, don’t I?” Oliver interrupted. “Later, right Frank? I
 don’t want to go right now. I like it here better.”
Frank pushed his hair out of his face as he sat up and looked at Oliver, feel
ing sympathetic. He didn’t want Oliver to have to go back home later, either,
 but it wasn’t as if he could make his friend any promises. He was already on
 thin ice with the Martins. He could admit that since they’d allowed Oliver t
o spend the night he felt less wary of them, even if they had done it under d
uress. However, he was beginning to wonder if his decision to protect their s
ecret--Oliver’s secret--was the right thing to do. Hearing Oliver hint that h
e disliked it at home was new for Frank. He wanted to learn more; figure out 
if the sudden change was do to the recent changes in the Martin house, or if 
it wasn’t new at all.       
“We still have time. I’ll get dressed. We’ll find something to do, okay?”
“Okay, Frank.”
Frank was careful to keep quiet as he forced himself out of bed and dressed,
 not wanting to wake his mom or his sister while Oliver folded up the blanke
ts he’d left on the floor the night before and talked about a good place for
 fishing that he knew about, since Frank wasn’t up for any long walks. 
“We can go, but I don’t think we even have anything around here to fish wi
th,” Frank said as he opened his bedroom door with Oliver behind him.



“We’ve got our hands, Frank,” Oliver said, grinning as he held them up.
Frank smiled. “Do you really think we’ll catch anything that way?”
“No. Not really. We can still go, though, right, Frank?”
“Sure. Sounds fine to me. Wanna get some breakfast first?”
“Alright.”
They fell silent in the hallway as they passed the other bedrooms, but as the
y reached the end of it, Frank suddenly slowed his pace, his ears alert to a 
scraping noise coming from the kitchen. 
“Is your mom awake, Frank?” Oliver asked, after hearing the noise, too.
“I don’t think so,” Frank answered, reaching back to touch Oliver’s arm an
d guide him forward.
“Then what is...”
“Shh,” Frank insisted. 
Oliver complied, but moved closer to Frank as they headed through the morni
ng shadows and to the kitchen. There, Frank wasn’t sure whether to be relie
ved by what he found, or terrified of it. 
Sam Seaberg looked up from the pancake batter he was stirring in a metal bo
wl just in time to see the stunned look on his son’s face turn into a rathe
r disagreeable one. “Good morning,” he said carefully, knowing that any wor
ds out of his mouth weren’t going to be positively received by Frank at the
 moment. He was right. 
“What are you doing in here?” Frank demanded. 
“Your mom let me in,” his father replied. “I got here a little early... she 
went back to bed. I was kind of hoping that the smell of food would get you 
or your sister up... It always worked before,” he added with a humorous smil
e. “Do you guys want some breakfast?”
“No,” Frank stated, despite the reason why he’d wanted to go to the kitchen i
n the first place. “We were just leaving.”
Sam frowned as Frank headed towards the back door, but refused to give up 
as his attention drifted to his son’s new friend. “What about you--it’s Ol
iver, right? How about some pancakes.”
Frank turned back around to see that Oliver had stopped halfway across the 
kitchen, looking startled and perplexed as he studied Sam.
“He’s not hungry, either,” Frank answered for him.
Sam frowned. “You don’t have to be rude, Frank. If you’re going to have frie
nds sleep over, you should at least let them eat breakfast in the morning.”
“I had two dinners,” Oliver said, obviously trying to be helpful.
“See?” Frank said as he grabbed Oliver’s arm to pull him out the door. “He’
s not hungry.”
Sam listened to the door slam and stared down at the batter he’d been mixing
 for a moment. He was frustrated. There was no getting around that, and deci
dedly, it wasn’t something that he felt like controlling as he left what he 



was doing and went after his son.
“Frank!” he called as soon as he got the door open. But Frank kept walkin
g. Only his friend looked back as he was dragged along. “Frank!” Sam call
ed again. “Does your mom even know you’re leaving?”
The question got Frank’s attention, but as he spun around and glared at his 
dad, Sam decided that it wasn’t the kind of attention that he wanted from th
e boy.
“Don’t,” Frank snapped. “Don’t think you get to act like a parent now.”
Sam opened his mouth, wanting very much to point out to Frank that he was s
till in fact his father, but as his son turned and continued walking with h
is friend, he decided against it. There was nothing he could say now that w
ouldn’t result in an argument. That’s not what he wanted. He’d try at a mor
e appropriate time, when they were alone. Sooner or later, he thought, Fran
k wouldn’t have the choice to run away from him. 
.....................................
Frank, stripped down to his boxers, looked down at the water from where he 
balanced in the rocking boat. No snakes. No floating dead animals. So far, 
so good. He pinched his nose closed with his fingers and jumped out of the 
boat, making sure to close his eyes before his head made it under the shock
ingly cold water. 
He gasped as he surfaced, looking up to where Oliver was still sitting in t
he boat, watching him. Sulking. Frank frowned as he swam back over and pull
ed himself halfway out of the water to better meet Oliver’s eyes.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Aren’t you gonna come in?” Frank doubted that t
he fact that his teeth were already chattering would encourage Oliver to g
o for a swim, but he figured it was worth a shot.
Oliver only shook his head, and looked back towards Frank’s house, which the
y weren’t all that far from. He’d been rather quiet ever since they’d left i
t. 
“What’s wrong?” Frank asked again, placing his cool hand over Oliver’s wa
rm, dry one.
“I don’t like it when your dad makes you angry, Frank.”
Frank laughed at that. “Neither do I,” he started to say, but stopped as he 
realized that Oliver was looking seriously tense over this. Something about 
it annoyed Frank. It wasn’t Oliver. Perhaps it was the fact that Oliver was 
worrying about Frank and his dad when it should have been the other way arou
nd. Oliver was the one with the family problems. At least, he seemed to be t
he one with bigger family problems. Oliver didn’t seem to see it that way, t
hough. He cared about Frank, and the more apparent that became, the more Fra
nk felt like a jerk for staying away over the past week. “Oliver...” Frank p
aused again, still unsure of what to say. Finally, he just smiled. “Hey, let
’s just forget our parents for now, alright? Let’s... let’s forget everythin



g. Come swimming with me. And maybe... maybe we’ll find some fish in here to
 catch with our hands.”
Oliver still looked unsure, but didn’t object when Frank gave his hand a smal
l tug.
“Besides,” Frank added. “I don’t wanna be the only idiot in here freezing my
 ass off.”
Oliver’s smile came slowly, but it did appear. “Okay, Frank.”
..............................................
“Do you know what it’s like, Frank? Do you know what it’s like to be seen 
but not heard?”
“David, you’re not making sense. Seriously, if you’d just tell me...”
“I do,” came the whispered interruption. “I’m ready to tell you now. I’ll tell
 you everything.”
Frank ran his fingers aggressively through his hair as he leaned back into 
the sofa, his stomach knotting with suspense. He wished he would have turne
d on a light before answering the phone.
“Okay. So tell me. Tell me what you’re talking about.”
“And when I do... they take the light away.”
“David... what does that mean.”
There was a strange sound at the other end of the line. A gasp. A sob. So
mething moving in the background. “David? David? What are you doing? Davi
d! Talk to me!”
“They always take... the light away. Help me.”
“I want to. We can meet, okay? Just tell me... David?” Frank became still a
s the other end of the line became eerily quiet. “David?” he whispered, jus
t before he heard the click of the line going dead. Staring a the phone in 
his hand, he was unsure of what to think. Something felt wrong. Very, very 
wrong. He stood, turned back towards his room to get dressed, wide awake no
w. And then he was frozen in place, heart pounding in his chest as a wraith
like figure moved through the shadows, stopping before him as David Martin’
s eyes met his, cold and accusing. Frank opened his mouth to speak, but was
 unable before David lifted his hands to Frank’s neck. Unable to defend, un
able to breathe, Frank couldn’t move. Only listen.
“When were you ever going to help me, Frank?”
Frank’s eyes snapped open to a safer place as he sat up and looked over his
 bedroom. The curtains were still open from this morning, and a light breez
e came through the window screen, cooling the beads of sweat that had colle
cted over his forehead during his short nap. 
He was getting damn tired of nightmares. 
In fact, he was pretty sure that sleeping next to Oliver the night before h
ad been the only time in the last week where his sleep hadn’t been interrup
ted by strange dreams. But, he’d sent Oliver home nearly two hours ago, and



 once again he was faced with trying to figure out what his subconscious wa
nted to tell him. It was becoming clearer now. But unfortunately, Frank did
n’t like what he was coming up with, or what it was causing him to consider. 
Outside, the sound of a car door closing interrupted his peaceful quiet, m
aking him jump. Climbing out of bed and moving towards his window, he felt
 lightheaded. He was thirsty, his dry throat creating a knot he could feel
 halfway down his chest. But it only became a minor inconvenience as his e
yes widened on what was outside his window.
Barefoot and shirtless, Frank turned and headed out his bedroom door, havi
ng more than one question when it came to why Jay was outside of his house
 with a black Ford. Yesterday, Frank had been pretty sure that when it cam
e to Jay, he wouldn’t be making a new friend. In fact, he wasn’t sure he e
ven wanted to. He also thought the feeling was mutual, so why the guy woul
d show up at his house like this was a mystery he was looking to solve imm
ediately. 
“Frank?” Jessica called as he moved through the living room, towards the fr
ont door.
“In a minute,” he called back, refusing to be distracted from the task at han
d. He made his way outside, tiptoed over terrain that his feet objected to as
 he moved around the house, and came to a stop in front of the black Ford whe
re he stared at Jay leaning over the passenger door. 
When Jay finally looked up to find Frank standing there, he was more startl
ed by Frank’s messy hair and ragged appearance than his presence itself, bu
t was quick to look as friendly as possible. “Um, hey, Frank...”
“What are you doing here?” Frank demanded, knowing that he sounded more 
hostile than what was necessary. 
Jay sighed, and slowly walked around the car. “Look, I know yesterday I came
 off as a... I know I was a jerk. There’s really no excuse for it, except I 
was having a bad day and you struck a nerve.”
Frank raised an eyebrow. For something that seemed like an apology, it certa
inly didn’t sound like one in tone. “Okay...”
“I figured we could start over,” Jay continued. “You know, so you don’t get 
the impression that people around here aren’t altogether unfriendly.”
“That’s why you’re here?” Frank asked.
Jay shrugged. “No. That’s just what I planned to say if I happened to see you
. I’m here to drop my sister off.”
“Sister?” Frank repeated.
Jay pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, and Frank redirected his atten
tion towards the Ford. Rudy’s newest friend, Stephanie, was standing in fron
t of it now with a pink backpack over her shoulder. Jay smiled as Frank took
 a minute to consider the situation. “I think you’ve already met her, right?
”



“Um. Yeah,” Frank replied. 
“Hello,” they were suddenly interrupted by Jessica’s voice. Frank turned to
 face his mom, frowning, but she ignored him as she focused on their guests
. “Stephanie, Rudy ran out with her father, but they should be back in a fe
w minutes. You can wait inside if you want.”
“Thanks, Ms. Seaberg,” Stephanie replied as she headed into the house on h
er own, waving to her brother.
“It’s nice to see you again, Jay,” Jessica said, throwing Frank for another l
oop. “Thanks for bringing her.”
“No problem,” Jay replied. 
“Frank, I hope you’re not out here antagonizing our guests,” Jessica warned 
as she took a closer look at the expression on her son’s face.
“Not at all, Ms. Seaberg,” Jay answered for him. “Frank and I met yesterday
.”
“Oh,” Jessica said, smiling between them. “That’s nice. Maybe you can talk 
Frank into getting some exercise before he decides to go back to bed at thr
ee in the afternoon.”
“Mom,” Frank snapped, annoyed. 
“Sure,” Jay said. “I was just about to ask him if he wanted to go hang out for
 a while.”
“No you weren’t,” Frank said shortly. Not that it did him any good. Clearly,
 he was being ignored. 
“Well I hope you have fun, then,” Jessica said, just before she smoothed Fr
ank’s hair and kissed his cheek. “Honey, if you go out make sure you put on
 some shoes first.”
Frank made a point to glare at her back as she walked back into the house, a
nd then pretended that she hadn’t just been completely embarrassing as he tu
rned to face Jay again. 
“So, is that alright?” Jay asked.
“Is what alright?”
“You know... I mean, we could hang out sometime. Or you could come with
 us again next weekend. Whatever.”
“Oh. Maybe,” Frank replied. The truth was, now that he was seeing Oliver ag
ain, spying on the photography club had lost its appeal. Besides, as far as
 he knew, no one else had been snooping around his house. It was possible t
hat Mr. Crook had been right and the whole incident had been a practical jo
ke gone wrong; and if that was the case, there were simply more important m
atters that Frank had to focus on.
“Well how about now?” Jay asked, pulling him from his thoughts. “Look, I’v
e got some time, and I was thinking...” Jay continued speaking, but somewh
ere along the line Frank had stopped listening as his eyes moved past Jay,
 across the lake where the red roof of the Martin house was visible. 



Frank wondered how Oliver was doing. When Frank had watched him move across
 the lake in his boat a few hours ago, he remembered being worried about wh
at was waiting for Oliver at home. If anything, he’d gotten the impression 
that Oliver still didn’t want to leave, but would since there was still som
e loyalty in him when it came to obeying his parents. Even if he didn’t lik
e the new rules in his house. Once again Frank found himself wishing that h
e had someone to talk to about this. Preferably someone who wouldn’t raise 
hell enough to get Oliver sent to some hospital somewhere. But, someone who
 could help him get a better perspective of the situation. He’d stayed away
 from Oliver because he had been unable to deal with reality. And even last
 night, after hearing Oliver speak to David, he’d been worried that David w
ould make an unwanted appearance. He had no idea how he’d deal with it if t
hat were to happen. He didn’t know if he’d tell David that he didn’t belong
 there, like the Martins did... or if he’d tolerate the presence, even if D
avid frightened him.
Frank’s most recent dream was only another reminder of the last time he’d 
actually spoken to David Martin. That night on the phone... the things Dav
id had said were making more sense every day. He’d been asking for help. A
 part of Frank could understand what he wanted. He wanted to exist. What F
rank was having trouble with, was whether or not David had a right to. And
 who was supposed to decide? The Martins? Frank? Oliver? It was a difficul
t question to answer, and for Frank there were no black and white answers.
 
And then there was what David had planned to tell him. I’ll tell you every
thing. Frank wanted to know what that meant. Had he planned to tell Frank 
what he already knew? Or was there something else? Maybe he’d been plannin
g to tell Frank something that the Martins didn’t want him to know, and th
at was why they’d suddenly decided to do everything they could to silence 
him for good. Only one thing seemed clear to Frank, and that was that it w
as entirely possible that David Martin was the only one who had these answ
ers. 
“...I wanted to show you something,” Jay was saying by the time Frank bothe
red to listen again. “Do you want to go real quick? It won’t take long, and
 we could talk...”
“No,” Frank suddenly said, and when Jay frowned, he tried to look polite. 
“I mean... maybe some other time, okay? I just remembered there’s somethin
g I’ve gotta do.”
“Well... when?” Jay asked, obviously feeling put out.
“I don’t know,” Frank replied. “Look, I have to go, alright? I’ll see you later
.”
With no further explanation, Frank left Jay standing there as he went back 
inside and headed straight for the phone. He dialed Oliver’s number, only t



o have Mary Martin pick up. She sounded less than thrilled to hear from him
.
“Oliver’s not here,” she said.
Frank frowned. “He never went home?”
“No, he did,” Mary replied. “But he went out again. I’ll tell him to call you 
back if I remember it later.”
She hung up on him then, and Oliver never called him back later. 
...................................................
It was becoming increasingly difficult for Frank to avoid his father. Frank 
had invited Stephanie to stay for dinner just so the man wouldn’t be able to
 talk to him about anything personal at the table when his mom insisted they
 all sit down together, and once again, Sam was back first thing in the morn
ing. This time he’d gone into Frank’s room, shook him awake, and asked if he
 wanted to go out to breakfast. Feeling cornered and hostile, Frank had grab
bed his clothes and dressed on the way out the door. He credited unspent agg
ression for the way he got around the lake in no time at all, and as he lean
ed his bike against a tree outside the Martin house, his attention turned to
wards the open garage as the sound of a disgruntled hen reached his ears. 
Frank walked over slowly, feeling a reluctant smile tug at his lips as he caug
ht sight of Oliver, who was hugging the creature despite its kicking feet. 
“Jeeze, why’re you so mad today?” Oliver demanded of the animal. “Not like 
you’re the only one who has bad days. I can’t let you out ‘cause of the cat
s. You know that. Just be nice, alright? I have a wish for you. And I know 
you don’t like him ‘cause he’s always joking about chickens with their head
s cut off, but it’s for David, alright, chicken?”
“It’s lucky, and it grants wishes, too, huh? Wish you would’ve mentioned th
at before.”
Oliver spun around, startled enough to drop the perturbed animal, and for the
 next five minutes Frank helped him corner it in the garage before it was saf
ely back in its cage.
“Sorry about that, Oliver.”
“That’s okay, Frank,” Oliver said. He was smiling now. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Frank replied. “So what were you gonna wish for?”
Oliver’s smile faded. “Can’t tell you,” he said quietly.
“Oh.”
“Not ‘cause I don’t want to, Frank. Honest. But if I tell, it doesn’t come true
.”
“That’s okay, Oliver. You wanna go for a walk?”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
Both boys looked up, and Frank found himself frowning at Mary Martin.
“But Mom, I finished all my chores!” Oliver objected.
“That don’t matter, Oliver,” she responded. “I want you to go inside.”



“It’ll be a short walk,” Frank intervened. “We’re not going far.”
Mary frowned. She obviously wanted to argue. But obviously, something in 
her seemed afraid to. “I want him home for lunch. I mean that.”
Frank smiled, despite himself. “He will be. I promise.”
Mary looked at him oddly as he helped Oliver to his feet. “Thank you, Fran
k.” But then she looked at Oliver carefully. “You know the places where yo
u’re not supposed to go.”
Oliver lowered his eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Come on,” Frank insisted as he gave Oliver’s arm a tug. There was nothing
 he wanted more than to get Oliver out of that garage before Mrs. Martin c
hanged her mind. 
They headed away from the Martin house, Frank allowing Oliver to take the 
lead as he asked if everything was okay when Oliver got home the day befor
e. Oliver didn’t seem to have too many complaints, although he did make a 
point to ask Frank if he could spend the night again. Being able to seemed
 to be utterly important to Oliver, who held onto Frank’s hand until Frank
 convinced him that he made sure there’d be more sleepovers. 
The day had turned warm when they came to a shaded, secluded spot near the 
water and stretched out in a patch of tall, damp grass where Oliver held on
to one of Frank’s hands with both of his. He seemed in need of some sort of
 assurance. Frank wasn’t sure what kind of assurance he was supposed to be 
giving, but he did his best to comply as he sat close enough to Oliver for 
them to be touching from hip to knee.
“Does it really have to be a short walk?” Oliver asked. “I could have lunch 
with you, Frank.”
“Your mom wants you home,” Frank pointed out.
“And then you’ll leave again?”
“I never said that,” Frank said mischievously. “I’ll wait if you eat real fast.”

Oliver grinned. “I think that’ll make my mom real mad.”
“But it’ll make you happy?”
Oliver smiled, giving a short nod. 
“I’ll wait, then,” Frank said as he settled back on an elbow, pulling Olive
r back with him so they remained facing each other. Frank studied him for a
 long moment, smiling when Oliver leaned forward to brush a soft kiss over 
his lips. But, by the time Oliver pulled back, Frank had turned serious. “I
 want to ask you something.”
“Okay, Frank.”
Frank glanced away for a moment, considering how he wanted to ask his ques
tion. “I want to talk about David.”
Oliver frowned, lowered his voice. “I’m not supposed to, Frank. I don’t...”
“You won’t get in trouble,” Frank cut him off. “Listen, Oliver... remember 



that night, I was locked in the basement with you?” Oliver looked away as i
f to remove himself from the conversation, but still gave a nod. “David cal
led me that night. Do you know what he said?”
Oliver’s frown deepened. “I don’t know, Frank. I don’t remember... I don’t 
remember a lot.”
“Okay. That’s okay. But... David said he had something to tell me. He said
 he was going to tell me everything. What does that mean, Oliver?”
Oliver’s eyes narrowed in concentration, but his face flushed, as if he didn
’t feel comfortable with the question. “I don’t know what it means,” he fina
lly said. “Don’t ask me again, Frank. I don’t know.”
Frank’s brow lifted as he thought that was an odd way to respond. “Oliver, i
f you just think about it for a second... is there anything David might have
 told me... maybe your parents wouldn’t want...”
Oliver shook his head, violently now as he pulled his hand out of Frank’s. “
I don’t know, Frank! I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

Frustrated, Frank nodded, making a point to reclaim Oliver’s hand. “Okay,” 
Frank said, kissing his knuckles. “I’m sorry, okay. I just wanted to know i
f you knew... we don’t have to talk about it anymore, okay?”
Oliver nodded, seeming to pay more attention to the way that Frank was kissin
g his fingers than what Frank was actually saying. “It’ll be alright,” Oliver
 whispered. “It’ll be alright if we don’t talk about it.”
Frank sat up, staring at Oliver hard now. Why? He wondered. What do you kn
ow? But, he didn’t ask. Not when he’d just told Oliver that they wouldn’t 
talk about it anymore. It was only stressing Oliver out, whatever he was h
iding. And there was something. Frank was certain of that. 
“Oliver? There’s one more question I need to ask you.”
Oliver frowned. After Frank’s last question, it was no surprise that he was r
egarding Frank warily. 
“I’m not supposed to talk about David anymore, Frank.”
“I know,” Frank replied. “You don’t have to talk about him. I want to talk t
o him.”
Oliver’s eyes widened, and he was in his feet in a moment, looking down at
 Frank accusingly. “Frank!”
Frank sighed, standing up. “Oliver,” he said, reaching for him. But, Oliver
 stepped back. “Oliver, please. I’m not sure how this works... but I know D
avid knows something... maybe it’s something that can help you. How can I t
alk to him?”
“No, Frank!”
Frank frowned, not wanting to push, but not wanting to back down, either. “
Let me talk to David, Oliver. “David? David, I need to talk to you.” Just s
aying it made Frank look like an idiot, considering it was Oliver in front 



of him. But still, he was convinced that David was in there somewhere, and 
he highly doubted that he’d stay silent if someone wanted to talk to him. A
fter all, that’s what he wanted. He wanted to be acknowledged. He wanted to
 exist. 
“Why are you doing that, Frank?” Oliver suddenly snapped, right before he 
turned to walk away.
Frank was quick to get in front of him. Placing his hands on Oliver’s shoul
der’s, he held him back. “Damn it, Oliver! Can’t you trust me?”
Oliver’s eyes turned pleading as he shook his head. “Stop it! Stop it, Frank
!” he suddenly gasped, lowering his head as he clutched it in his hands, his
 fingers searching out his scars as his shoulders shook and a few choked-out
 sobs escaped him.
Frank stepped back, startled. It was too much. Too much for him. Too much f
or Oliver. And entirely his fault. “Oliver,” he said gently, reaching out t
o touch the other boy’s shoulder, appalled with himself when Oliver flinche
d away from his hand.
“Why are you doing this, Frank?”
Swallowing hard, Frank forced himself to move forward, taking hold of Oliver
, wrestling him until he was firmly against his chest, wrapped in his arms. 
Frank held him tight, waiting for the tension in Oliver’s muscles to fade aw
ay. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry, Oliver.”
Oliver’s head dropped to Frank’s shoulders, his fingers digging into his ba
ck. “It’s wrong, Frank! Everything’s wrong!”
“I won’t do that again,” Frank said quickly. “I promise. I’m sorry. Shh.”
Frank could feel the tension in Oliver’s back twitch, hear heavy breathing a
s the other boy attempted to regain control of himself. Frank didn’t let go.
 Turning his head, he kissed the side of Oliver’s neck soothingly as he whis
pered random reassurance in his ear, and when Oliver finally became still, F
rank didn’t move for long minutes as he was heavily leaned upon. 
“I won’t do that again,” Frank whispered more to himself than to Oliver. 
Oliver lifted his head, his watery, hazel eyes coming to rest on Frank’s. The
y were searching just before they closed and he leaned forward, his forehead 
resting against Frank’s. Frank sighed, his fingers moving through the hair at
 Oliver’s nape as tilted his head, his mouth seeking out Oliver’s. Oliver’s g
rip on Frank tightened, and he returned the kiss carefully, his lips seeming 
to need reassurance as much as the rest of him did. 
When Oliver pulled back, it was as if he’d lost control of his breath all ove
r again. “I don’t know what to do, Frank,” he whispered. “It’s all wrong.”
Frank opened his eyes to tell Oliver that he was out of ideas, too, but bec
ame frozen as he caught sight of something in the shadows, no more than fiv
e feet away. Just a small movement, black sneakers disappearing behind the 
trees, but it was enough. “Shit!” he cursed, startling Oliver as he abruptl



y pushed him away, and then he took off running.
“Frank?” Oliver called after him, but Frank didn’t stop. He rounded the trees
 just in time to see a tall body breaking into a jog. His back was turned, hi
s head covered in a dark ball cap, and a familiar black jacket tied around hi
s waist. Frank picked up his pace, not taking the time to think about what he
 was doing, and in four strides he was on the guy’s heels, saw that camera in
 his hand...
“Hey!” Frank shouted, his hand reaching out, but he snatched it back abrupt
ly when the spy suddenly jumped, turned, and tripped on his own feet. Frank
’s eyes widened as he looked at the boy on the ground in front of him, who 
looked just as surprised as he did. “You!” Frank said accusingly.
The boy opened his mouth to speak, but suddenly closed it, narrowing his ey
es as Oliver came to an abrupt halt alongside Frank. 
“Jeremy,” Oliver whispered, taking a step back.
Frank looked at Oliver, frowning. “What?” he demanded. “Jeremy? Jeremy Fl
askis?” He was reasonably confused as he looked back towards the ground, 
since the guy he was looking at wasn’t Jeremy at all as far as he knew. 
It was Jay. 
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“That’s Jay,” Frank insisted, still staring at Oliver. “I’ve met Jeremy.”
“No,” Oliver said, shaking his head as he took another retreating step back.
 “Jeremy.”
Jay cleared his throat intentionally, dusting himself off as he stood up of
f the ground. “Jeremy,” he agreed, not bothering to look at Oliver or Frank
 as he checked to see that his camera wasn’t damaged. “That was Jeremy Hill
 you met. We’re in the same class; he’s older, so I got the nickname. Every
one’s been calling me Jay since second grade.”
Frank looked at the panicked look on Oliver’s face, the disgustingly calm 
one on Jay’s, and realized that it didn’t matter what name should be used 
as he suddenly lunged forward, grabbing Jay by the shirt and shaking him. 
“Why the fuck were you spying on us?” he demanded. 
“Hey, watch it!” Jay retorted, shaking Frank off and shoving him away.
“Answer me!” Frank ordered. 
“Oh, fuck you!” Jay snapped, then suddenly glared at Oliver. “And you too, 
you retarded-ass freak!”
Frank stepped in front of Oliver quickly, his temper nearly breaking over J
ay’s insulting words. But, he managed to hold it in check long enough to lo
ok back at Oliver, who was clearly shaken by the encounter. “Oliver,” he sa
id quietly. “Go home.”
“Frank...”



“I’ll be right behind you,” Frank said. “I promise.”
Oliver frowned, looking torn. It was obvious he didn’t want to be anywhere 
near Jay--or Jeremy--but he didn’t want to leave Frank, either. “Right behi
nd me, Frank?” he asked.
“I promise,” Frank said again; and then quickly added, “Don’t tell your mom 
about this, Oliver.” 
Frank was looking at Jay again as he heard Oliver’s footsteps fade away s
omewhere behind him, not liking the way that Jay seemed to be watching Ol
iver go with some obvious contempt. “Why are you spying on us?” Frank rep
eated, drawing Jay’s attention back to himself. 
Curiously, when Jay looked at Frank he didn’t appear nearly as hostile as 
he seemed when it came to Oliver. “I saw you heading over here a while ago
. Thought I’d see what you were up to.”  
Frank’s shoulder’s stiffened as he took a threatening step towards Jay. He 
was in no mood for games, but it seemed that Jay was determined to make thi
ngs hard for him as he straightened and smirked, subtly reminding Frank tha
t they were evenly enough matched, and Jay didn’t find him intimidating at 
all. 
“Hiding in the bushes with a camera?” Frank demanded, eyeing the piece of
 equipment. “What’s on the film?”
Frank reached for the camera, but Jay held it back. “Hey, hands off!”
“Fine,” Frank retorted. “I’ll just let the cops take it after I tell them where to
 find pictures of my little sister!”
“Hey!” Jay said, looking offended. “You’ve got it wrong, Frank.”
“You were outside my house,” Frank stated. “My twelve-year-old sister’s 
window!”
“Yes,” Jay said flatly, but then spoke quickly when the look on Frank’s fa
ce turned murderous. “But I didn’t know it was her window. I saw someone m
oving inside, and snapped the picture. She was never supposed to see me, a
nd I’m sorry if I scared her.”
“What were you doing there in the first place?”
“I was curious.”
“You attacked us!”
“Only because I was cornered.”
“No,” Frank said, shaking his head. “You weren’t cornered. We were about
 to walk away!”
“I didn’t attack you!” Jay retorted, beginning to sound irritated.
“No. You went straight for Oliver!” Frank snapped. David was right. It was
 Oliver who Jay had been there spying on; Oliver who Jay had attacked. Fra
nk just happened to have gotten in the way.
“So the fuck what?” Jay finally snapped. 
“So the fuck what?” Frank angrily moved forward, giving Jay a hard shove to



 the chest that failed to knock him down. “Oliver wouldn’t hurt anyone! Why
 would you want to hurt him!” At the moment, it didn’t matter to Frank that
 he knew there was a side to Oliver that perhaps did deserve a good beating
. All that mattered was that Oliver was innocent. He didn’t deserve any of 
this, and it infuriated him. “What the hell’s the matter with you? I swear 
to god, if you don’t stay away from him...”
“Hey, that was the first time I ever came close to hurting him!” Jay respond
ed, sounding as if he knew it was wrong, but had no apologies for it. 
“But you’ve been watching him!”
“Yeah. All of them... and you, because you keep hanging out with him! Do
 you even have any idea what you’re doing?”
“I’m more worried about what you’re doing! Where I come from there’s a wor
d for it, asshole: stalking!”
Jay had the nerve to look offended over that, too. “There’s a difference!”
“Why?”
“Because I’m waiting for someone in that house to fuck up!” he shouted, sudd
enly breathing heavily as he looked through the woods, towards the Martin ho
use. “There’s something off in that house, Frank... something isn’t right wi
th that family. I can’t prove it yet, but when I do...”
Frank swallowed hard, wiping the sudden outbreak of sweat away from his to
p lip. His nerves were causing him to feel nauseous, and for a long, suffo
cating moment, he tried to figure out what Jay was talking about. Oliver. 
If he’d been watching, then Jay knew something was wrong with him. Maybe h
e’d seen David do something--something terrible--that would cause him to h
ate Oliver so much. But then, Jay wouldn’t know that it hadn’t been Oliver
. He’d be out to hurt him, anyway, and if he acquired proof of David doing
 something else... Oliver could be punished. Oliver would be the one who s
uffered, and faced with this, Frank decided that he’d do anything to stop 
it from happening. The Martins were right. David had to go. And at the mom
ent, so did Jeremy “Jay” Flaskis.
“Listen to me, Jay,” Frank said, attempting to sound reasonable. “You don’t
 know what you’re doing. You’ve gotta leave them alone. I don’t know what y
ou think the Martins are capable of... but you’ve got it wrong. They just w
anna be left alone. That’s it.”
Jay regarded Frank as if he were speaking another language. “I can’t,” he fin
ally said, and then let out a breath as he met Frank’s eyes. “Not until I fin
d the truth. Can you give me that, Frank?”
Frank stared at Jay for a hard moment before he shook his head. “No... but I
 can give you one hell of a hard time if I catch you sneaking around again.”
Jay actually smiled at that. “We’ll see.” He looked down at his camera, fidg
eted with it for a moment, and then slid it into his pocket before he sudden
ly turned and started walking away. But, he didn’t go before he turned to lo



ok back at Frank. “You don’t seem like a bad guy, Frank. You don’t belong be
ing mixed up with those people... Just don’t forget I tried to warn you.”
..........................................
Frank would have been unable to explain why he felt it was urgent to get bac
k to Oliver. It wasn’t as if Jay had headed back towards the Martin house; h
e’d gone in the opposite direction. But Frank still ran, not sure if he felt
 better or worse about learning the identity of the person doing the spying.
 He didn’t even know if he felt better learning that it wasn’t his family wh
o was drawing unwanted attention. All he knew was that he was worried, and h
ad no idea where to go from here.
Involving the local law had been an empty threat when he’d attempted to warn
 Jay off. He doubted that Howard Crook could help him in any way, and unfort
unately, Frank was pretty sure that Jay knew that, too, which is why he didn
’t seem to care what Frank did in that area. In fact, Jay didn’t seem very c
oncerned with a lot of things... except perhaps discovering the Martins’ sec
rets. That’s the part that worried Frank. He wasn’t sure exactly when it had
 happened, but it came to mind that he’d made himself responsible for Oliver
--for protecting Oliver. He didn’t know if it was due to his feelings for th
e boy, or against Oliver’s parents. Perhaps it was a little of both. But eit
her way, Frank didn’t like the threat that Jay presented, and he felt like h
e was on his own to stop it. For the briefest moment he’d entertained the id
ea of warning the Martins about Jay. But, something in his gut warned him ag
ainst it--something that he couldn’t explain, but became more disturbing eac
h time he thought of Mary and Brian Martin. 
Frank wondered if he should warn Oliver when he got back to him. He felt li
ke he should say something, even if Oliver wouldn’t provide any insight int
o the situation. That was the most frustrating thing to Frank. He knew that
 Oliver wasn’t telling him everything that he knew. He just wished that he 
knew if that was because Oliver didn’t want to, or if he couldn’t. 
“Frank!”
The Martin house hadn’t even come into sight before Frank stopped abruptly,
 turning in circles as he sought out the voice that had called his name. “O
liver?”
“I’m right here, Frank,” Oliver said, and when Frank turned again, he near
ly stumbled backwards Oliver was so close.
“I told you to go home!” Frank snapped, annoyed even though he had to admi
t that it was probably good that Oliver didn’t. Once inside his house, Fra
nk wasn’t sure he’d be able to get Oliver away from Mary again. 
Oliver crossed his arms, frowning. “I didn’t want to go home,” he said defia
ntly, and then looked worried. “Did you tell him, Frank? Did you tell him it
 wasn’t me that hurt his dog?”
Frank frowned, not sure how to respond to that. If anything had happened wit



h Jay’s dog, he had a feeling that Jay was almost right to threaten Oliver o
ver it, especially if Jay didn’t know about David.
“We didn’t talk about the dog,” Frank said. “Look... Oliver, have you not
iced Jay--Jeremy; have you noticed Jeremy  around here before? Anywhere n
ear you?”
Oliver cocked his head. “I see him sometimes, Frank... but then I don’t let
 him see me. He gets mad when he sees me.”
True, Frank agreed, but obviously Jay had more control than that. “He said 
he’d been watching you. You, and your family.” Frank looked up to meet Oliv
er’s eyes, wishing that he could see something other than confusion there. 
“He knows you have secrets, Oliver... he could find out about David. If he 
does that.”
“He can’t do that,” Oliver suddenly said, his serious tone surprising Frank. 
“He can’t do that, Frank.”
Frank stared at Oliver for a long moment, deciding that Oliver didn’t mean i
t was impossible. He just meant it would be a seriously bad thing if it happ
ened. Frank took a step closer to him. “So you do understand,” Frank said, m
ore to himself than to Oliver. He felt like he’d just discovered something i
mportant, but it was short-lived as he was distracted by the way Oliver sudd
enly grabbed his head, as if he were in pain. 
“We can’t let him do that, Frank!”
“Then help me!” Frank stated, grabbing Oliver’s shoulders, shaking him unti
l Oliver looked him in the eyes again. “I think David knew what Jay was doi
ng. He knew something. Oliver, I think David did something... I don’t know 
if it was to Jeremy’s dog, or something else, but he isn’t going to let thi
s go, and I think David knew it.”
“I know,” Oliver whispered.
“What? What do you mean?” Frank demanded. “You know what Frank did, 
or you know he knew about Jeremy?”
“Frank...” Oliver suddenly frowned, pulling away, but Frank was quick to c
atch his hand and pull him back.
“Talk to me.”
“He wanted Jeremy to know. He wanted everyone to know. But he can’t, beca
use it makes my parents mad, Frank. That’s why they made him go away, Fra
nk,” Oliver said, dropping his voice into a secretive whisper. “He can’t 
tell. No one can. There are things you’re not supposed to see, Frank. No 
one can see.”
“Like what? What did David want Jeremy to know?”
Oliver took in a deep breath as his eyes darted anywhere but towards Frank’s
 face, and his red eyes began to water as he shook his head. “The bad things
.” 
Frank felt a chill work up his spine. He almost didn’t want to ask his nex



t question. David could be violent. He already knew that. What he didn’t w
ant to know, was that David was dangerous. He really didn’t want to know t
hat Jay could be right, that he had a real reason for his apparent disdain
 for the Martins. “The things that David did?” Frank knew the answer as so
on as he asked the question; it was written all over Oliver’s face. But he
 wasn’t sure he understood. David wanted to tell. He wanted to be caught. 
It didn’t make sense to Frank. But then again, nothing made much sense to 
Frank anymore. Perhaps David thought that telling someone of his wrongdoin
gs was what he wanted because it would make him real. Maybe he wanted peop
le to know he existed--the Martins were doing everything they could to mak
e him disappear. Maybe telling would be his way of winning. To hurt them. 
“No one can know, Frank,” Oliver said quietly. “If he tells, he’ll get in trou
ble. I don’t want him to get in trouble, Frank. He’s not bad.”
Frank closed his eyes for a moment, unable to face the desperation Oliver 
was directing at him. It was as if he needed Frank to agree with him. Fran
k almost wanted to, because in a sense, if Frank said that David wasn’t ba
d, then he was saying that Oliver wasn’t bad. He wondered if that was what
 Oliver was thinking. Oliver had always referred to David as a different p
erson. Frank believed that he saw David as a different person. But, Frank 
was beginning to wonder if deep down, Oliver understood what he was. Maybe
 he simply wanted David to exist as much as David did. But, Frank couldn’t
 tell him it was okay. Instead, he reached out and pulled Oliver to him, w
rapping his arms around his neck, allowing Oliver to lean on him as he con
sidered what he should do. 
The bad things. Those words could have meant anything, but in David’s cas
e, they frightened Frank. He didn’t want to know. He wanted to forget abo
ut David. David hadn’t made an appearance since Frank had discovered the 
truth, and Frank wanted it to stay that way. The problem was, Frank didn’
t know how long that would last. And he had to know. He needed to know wh
at he was dealing with because the questions were becoming too much, and 
if he didn’t find answers soon, he was afraid that the only place he’d ha
ve left to go would be crazy. 
Frank took in a breath against Oliver’s neck, inhaling the scent of lemons as
 he held the other boy tighter. “You’re right,” he said firmly. “We can’t let
 David tell, Oliver.” His fingers moved through Oliver’s hair for a moment, f
eeling the scars before he pushed him back to see his face. “I want to tell h
im that, Oliver. I want to make him understand why he can’t tell. We don’t wa
nt him to get in trouble, right?” He was being manipulative, but Frank wasn’t
 about to apologize for it. His last attempt to talk to David had failed mise
rably, but this time, Oliver was actually regarding him thoughtfully. Perhaps
 a little cautiously, too, but he was at least thinking about it. 
“Maybe he won’t listen, Frank,” Oliver finally said.



Frank frowned. “But maybe he will... Does he listen to you, Oliver?”
Oliver frowned as he took one of Frank’s hands in both of his and stared do
wn at it for a long moment.
“I’m not supposed to talk to David anymore, Frank. I have to wait.”
“Until it’s safe?” Frank asked, remembering the conversation that Oliver ha
d had with the David  he couldn’t see in his own bedroom. 
Oliver nodded.
“You know you’re safe with me, don’t you?” Frank asked. 
Oliver looked around them as he used his free hand to wipe his remaining t
ears away. “Not here, Frank,” he whispered. “We have to go to the place.”
“What place?” Frank asked. But, once again, he didn’t get a straight answer.

“It’s a secret, right Frank? You have to promise.”
“I promise,” Frank said, and then fell nervously silent as Oliver started w
alking, leading him by the hand. Frank wanted to know where they were going
, or why they had to go anywhere at all, but he didn’t dare ask. He didn’t 
ask anything, fearing that Oliver would change his mind. 
They’d been walking for about five minutes when Oliver abruptly dropped Fr
ank’s hand and Frank looked at him, feeling on edge. He almost expected to
 see some sort of transformation: David’s cold stare, or condescending smi
rk. But the wide eyes and searching glances were still Oliver. The fear wa
s Oliver, and Frank took notice.
“What’s wrong?” Frank asked. 
“Will you be there again, Frank?” Oliver asked. “If they put me in the dark?
”
Frank felt his stomach knot. “No one’s putting you in the dark, Oliver... 
I thought you said you don’t remember how you get there. Do you now?”
Oliver’s brow knotted, and he looked ahead. “I don’t know if David will tal
k to you, Frank,” Oliver said, and Frank raised an eyebrow over the obvious
 subject change. 
“I’m patient,” Frank replied shortly. “But I’m confused, Oliver. About the
 things you can’t remember... Do you forget after bad things happen? Is th
at why you can’t remember? Because you don’t want to?”
Oliver heaved a breath, as if Frank was the one exasperating him. “My head
 doesn’t work right sometimes, Frank. “There are things, Frank. The things
 we’re not supposed to see.”
Frank walked faster, to keep pace with Oliver’s agitated one. Those words
 seemed to be becoming a theme. “Who told you that?” Frank asked.
Oliver glanced at Frank sidelong for a brief moment, his eyes seeming cauti
ous. “David did.”
...................................................
Samuel Seaberg stood in front of what he refrained from calling the ruins h



is children lived in, watching his youngest splash around waist deep with h
er friend. She seemed happy enough. But then, Rudy had always been able to 
find something to be cheerful about. Frank used to be like that, Sam though
t bitterly. And it wasn’t Frank who he was bitter towards. The situation, h
imself... that sounded about right. Of course, it wasn’t necessary for Sam 
to remind himself that it was his own fault Frank had become so insufferabl
e towards him. He had his ex-wife on standby to remind him of that, and eve
rything else he’d done wrong, it seemed.  Not that he didn’t deserve it. He
 definitely had it coming after the first thing he did upon his arrival was
 criticize her and the way she was living. It had been a defense mechanism.
 To make himself feel better about his wrongs, he’d tried to point out all 
of hers. But apparently, Sam had been away from Jessica for too long, becau
se he’d foolishly forgotten that she could see right through all of that, a
nd now he’d unfortunately managed to get on her bad side. 
But, it seemed that Jessica’s opinion of him wasn’t as important to Sam as 
Frank’s was, and he’d completely underestimated how well his son could hold
 a grudge. All things considered, Sam should have seen this coming. It wasn
’t as if Frank had given him any hint that he’d be happy to see him. Hell, 
he’d downright refused to speak to him on the phone, and it seemed that now
, every minute that Sam was present, Frank made sure that he was not. Or at
 least, he was making sure that he didn’t have to endure a moment alone wit
h his father, and it was making it rather difficult for the two to have a c
onversation, Sam noticed.  
“I want to take Frank on a little road trip tomorrow... or something like th
at. I want to get him away from here, where he has fewer places to run away 
to,” Sam said ten minutes later as he walked into his ex-wife’s bedroom as s
he finished tying back her curtains to better keep an eye on Rudy. 
Jessica frowned as she faced him, but it wasn’t just because of what he was 
saying. Sam had made himself at home in her house since he’d arrived, despit
e his initial criticisms of it, something she wasn’t so sure how she felt ab
out yet. But one thing was certain: entering her bedroom was crossing the li
ne. 
“Well that’s something you’re going to have to talk to Frank about,” she re
sponded as she advanced in a way that forced him to backpedal until he was 
standing in the hall.
“I want you to talk to him about it,” Sam said. “He’ll listen to you.”
Jessica’s mouth curled into a humorless smile. “Not about this, he won’t. I ca
n talk to him, but I won’t force him, Sam... besides, I’m not the one he needs
 to talk to. You broke it, you fix it.”
Sam sighed as Jessica passed him, and he followed her to the living room. “
I’m trying.”
“I know you are.”



“But it’s not working.”
“That’s because you came here assuming a few apologies would make up for 
everything else,” Jessica said simply. 
“Because he’s angry,” Sam said, frowning; and then in poor taste, added, “I
 see he’s developed your temper.”
Jessica turned to face him sternly. “He’s hurt, Sam. You’re upset that you c
an’t get him to talk to you, but don’t forget that you’re the one who stoppe
d talking to Frank first. He doesn’t trust you anymore, and it’s not somethi
ng you can change overnight. That’s something you have to earn back, and I’l
l tell you right now that me talking to Frank won’t make a difference in whe
ther or not he forgives you. Talk to him yourself.”
“Well that’s not exactly easy to do when he’s never here!” Sam said hotly, b
ut then released a breath and calmed his tone. “I don’t want to leave things
 the way they are now, Jess. I know I’ve made mistakes, and I’ll probably ne
ver stop being sorry for them, but... I need to make things right with the k
ids again. I miss them.”
Jessica frowned. “I believe you, Sam... but you’re saying it to the wrong pe
rson. Listen, all of this is going to take time, especially with Frank. If y
ou don’t have that.... This just isn’t something you can do over a weekend, 
Sam. These are children--your children! If you want it to work, you’ll have 
to make a commitment to them, and not one that expires as soon as you decide
 they’re an inconvenience!”
“Jesus!” Sam cursed, dropping onto the sofa behind him.
Jessica frowned. She hadn’t meant for this conversation to turn into a lectu
re. Although, she did think it was called for. She didn’t like that Frank fe
lt driven away from his own home, and she didn’t like that Frank had a point
 when it came to staying away. He didn’t want to get hurt again, and the sim
ple fact was, Jessica didn’t want to see him hurt again. “I’m sorry, Sam, bu
t if you ever hurt one of my kids again...”
“I was a father once,” he suddenly cut her off. “I mean...I was really their fa
ther. Wasn’t I?”
Jessica sighed and took a seat on a chair across from him. “Not a half bad o
ne, either,” she reluctantly admitted. “But you walked out on them, Sam, not
 the other way around. It’s going to be up to Frank, whether or not he forgi
ves you for that... and you’d better make him want to, Sam, because the thin
g is, he needs you. Both of them do... but right now, especially Frank.”
Sam sat back on the couch and studied Jessica for a long moment before he 
asked the question he should have been asking all along. “How is he, Jessi
ca... I mean, when I’m not around making him like this?”
She smiled. “He’s growing up a little too fast. Ever since we got here...wel
l, I think he’s trying to be the man of the house, you know? Looking after h
is sister... trying to look after me... But I’m worried about him, Sam. I kn



ew he wasn’t happy, especially about moving, but you know Frank. He’s a surv
ivor, and I really thought that once we settled in, he’d be alright. I wante
d to give him and Rudy a chance to start over...”
“But?” Sam asked.
“I think trying to grow up too fast has been pretty hard for him. He doesn’t 
talk to me the way he used to talk to you, and I think he’s had trouble makin
g friends.”
Sam snorted. “No, Frank’s never had trouble with that. He had the kid spendi
ng the night...”
Jessica nodded. “Oliver... a neighbor.” She paused for a moment, and decide
d not to mention Frank’s paranoid behavior when it came to the Martin famil
y. “But, that’s the thing, Oliver’s his only friend.”
“Well, maybe he likes the kid.”
“You haven’t really met Oliver,” Jessica replied. “I’m not saying he’s bad fo
r Frank, it’s just... he’s a little strange, and I think it would be best if 
Frank made some other friends. He shouldn’t be spending all of his time with 
one person, anyway.”
“Well, if you think me telling Frank to stop hanging around his only friend is
 going to help...”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying, Sam. But if you talked to him... or if you c
an get him talking to you... He needs to talk to someone, Sam. Even if it’s y
ou.”
...........................................................
Frank felt too tired to even scratch his head as he watched Oliver duck do
wn as he cautiously made his way through the terrain ahead of him. Feeling
 mentally drained, and not in the mood for games, Frank walked along norma
lly behind him, looking through the scattered trees casting thin, long sha
dows over the ground.
“I thought you said we were almost there,” Frank complained.
Oliver looked over his shoulder, appearing outraged when he saw that Frank
 wasn’t following his instructions to be careful, and yanked him down by t
he wrist. “Shh, Frank!”
Groaning, Frank stayed down as he allowed Oliver to lead the way. “What a
re we doing, Oliver?” he whispered.
Oliver looked back again. “You said you wanted to tell David not to tell,” 
Oliver reminded him. 
“Yeah, but can’t I do that now?” Frank asked. 
Oliver only frowned, and pulled him along another five feet before he came 
to an abrupt halt, and Frank suddenly found himself flat on the ground, his
 elbows scraped, and his temper flaring. “What the...” he started, but when
 Oliver, still looking straight ahead, slapped a hand over Frank’s mouth, F
rank took a curious moment to pay more attention to his surroundings.



He heard the footsteps before he saw the person making them, and Frank fou
nd himself holding his breath as he shifted closer to Oliver and watched M
ary Martin pass right by them. Her eyes were focused straight ahead, her p
ace was brisk; she was a woman who knew exactly where she was going. After
 a moment of thinking about it, it occurred to Frank that they weren’t ver
y far from the Martins’ house at all, and he wondered if she’d been out lo
oking for Oliver. But then, he didn’t see why she’d do that with an empty 
laundry basket under her arm. 
“We have to hurry, Frank,” Oliver said as soon as Mary had passed, and inst
inct forced Frank to agree as helped Oliver to his feet and they abandoned 
sneaking through the trees to running through them, Oliver easily taking th
e lead as if there was no doubt when it came to which way he needed to go. 
Frank kept up easily, until Oliver passed under a hanging rope, where Frank 
paused and stared for a moment. The frayed end of the old rope was dangling 
from a tall tree, as if waiting for something to be connected to it. At one 
time, something likely was, he decided, realizing that there was something a
bout the spot that suggested at one time, it had been frequently visited. He
 looked past the rope to Oliver, wondering if they were headed to one of the
 spots the other boy frequently visited, and Frank couldn’t help wondering w
hy he chose this one as his safe place to talk to David, when it was obvious
ly visited by more than just Oliver. 
“Come on, Frank,” Oliver insisted. 
Nodding, Frank moved past the dangling line and followed Oliver through the
 brush, holding back a sneeze as random patches of wallflowers irritated hi
s allergies. It seemed sunnier all of a sudden, and he could hear the sound
 of trickling water as he noticed the moisture somewhere beneath the tall g
rass he was walking through. Looking down, he wondered if it was completely
 necessary that his socks were becoming soggy and didn’t notice that Oliver
 had stopped, until he practically ran into him under the shade of a thick 
tree.
“Is this it?” Frank asked as he looked around, noticing that the spot had de
finitely had some traffic. In fact, it looked like someone had been dumping 
just behind the tree as he noticed stacks of nail-ridden wooden posts and a 
cluttered stack of old boards that were likely infested with insects he’d ra
ther not think about. Oliver only nodded, leaving Frank to stare at him expe
ctantly. “Well? Can I talk to David now?” 
Oliver shrugged, frowning. “I guess so, Frank.”
Feeling self-conscious, and still frustrated, Frank looked around again. “Is 
he here?” he asked.
Oliver let out a breath, and sat on the stack of boards, not seeming to care
 that the wood was soaked through from the last storm. “He’s here, Frank.”
“Can you...see him?”



Oliver’s eyes narrowed. “Can you?”
“No.” Frank desperately wished that he knew how this was supposed to work
. “So, how do I talk to him, Oliver?”
“I don’t know. You just say somethin’, I guess.”
“Okay...” Frank said slowly, looking at Oliver. “Um... David? Can you hear m
e?” It seemed like the stupidest question, and Frank felt like a fool standi
ng there asking it, but he supposed he was just following instructions, whic
h is why he didn’t at all expect the response he got. 
“Not like that, Frank!” Oliver suddenly snapped, rising to his feet. You’ve
 gotta be louder! David! David! David!” Oliver passed Frank, red in the fac
e as he shouted out the name, startling Frank so bad that he jumped before 
reaching out to grab Oliver’s arm and pull him back.
“Hey! What’re you doing?” Frank demanded, shaking him. 
“Talking to David!” Oliver snapped. “That’s why you wanted to come, Frank
, to talk to David! Why aren’t you talking to him?”
“Oliver, I’m trying...”
“Then talk to him, Frank! Make him say something!”
“Make him? Just...are you playing games with me?” Frank demanded in a sud
den burst of anger. 
“This is not a game, Frank! This is where I talk to David!” Oliver shouted, 
pointing to where he stood to emphasize his point. 
“You were talking to him the other night in my bedroom!” Frank retorted, and
 Oliver fell silent, crossing his arms. 
“But this is where David talks to me, Frank,” Oliver said. “He talks to me ri
ght here.”
“And is he?” Frank asked.
Oliver shook his head, sniffling again. “Mama--my mom says he’s just a voic
e,” Oliver whispered. “A voice in my head,” he explained, looking completel
y wrecked over the idea. “I’m not supposed to listen to him anymore, but he
 still talks... right here.”
“Then why isn’t he?” Frank asked, attempting to keep calm. He didn’t unders
tand. He’d encountered David’s personality before. He knew it was there. Bu
t, unless Oliver had more control over it than his parents let on, it almos
t didn’t make sense that David hadn’t made an appearance yet, especially if
 what Oliver told Frank was true, and David wanted to be heard. 
“I don’t know, Frank... he stopped talking. He stopped talking to me.”
“What? When? When did he...”
“I came this morning,” Oliver explained, his breathing becoming choppy i
n his rushed words. “But he wouldn’t talk to me! Is he gone, Frank? Why 
won’t he talk to me? Make him say something, Frank! Make him!”
Make him? Frank took a step back, stared at Oliver in disbelief, and suddenly 
raised his hands as a sign of his mental defeat. “I give up... I just, give th



e fuck up.”
“But, Frank,” Oliver pleaded, only to be presented with Frank’s hand again.

“Look, this is too much for me, okay? I don’t know what I’m supposed to be do
ing here, Oliver, and whatever it is, I obviously, can’t, alright? So this th
ing with David... it’s just gotta stop. With you... and me. No more of it, ok
ay? Shit, I’m sorry I ever brought it up.”
“Are you going to leave again, Frank?”
Frank sighed, but actually considered the question. “No,” he finally said. H
e already felt bad enough for abandoning Oliver the first time. Doing it aga
in, simply wasn’t an option for him. Not when he knew exactly what that felt
 like. “Let’s go.”
“Where are we going, Frank?”
“I don’t know... but not back to your place.”
“My mom won’t...”
“I really don’t care if she won’t like it, Oliver,” Frank stated. “Look, I thi
nk you need help, and I can’t give it to you, so we’re gonna have to go somewh
ere else.”
Oliver’s mouth dropped open in protest, but he closed it as Frank stepped fo
rward, holding out his hand. 
“Do you trust me, Oliver?”
It wasn’t clear by Oliver’s expression whether he had a positive answer to th
at question or not, but he did take Frank’s hand.
“It’s gonna be okay,” Frank said, and deep down, he really wanted to belie
ve that. “I promised I wouldn’t leave, remember?”
“I remember, Frank,” Oliver said blankly.
Frank frowned, squeezing his hand and pulling him closer. “And I meant it.
”
“I know, Frank. But David said that once, too.”
...........................................
Brian was tired when he walked through his front door. It had been a long da
y at work, and all he wanted was a hot bath and a fulfilling meal. But, it s
eemed that his wife wasn’t going to allow him either, when he found his wife
 in their bedroom, packing suitcases that hadn’t been used in years. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing, woman?” he demanded as he watch
ed her shove a few of his Sunday shirts on top of a pile of her undergarm
ents. 
She spun around, looking frantic. “We’re leaving, Brian,” she said, matter-o
f-factly. “There’s no more choice in the matter. We’ve gotta start over. We 
can go... anywhere, anywhere, Brian....”
“Hold on a damn minute,” he said, grabbing her arm and seating her on the
 bed. “What are you going on about?”



“That boy was here again--Frank. Oliver’s gonna say something to him, Brian
, I just know he is.”
Brian laughed. “So what? He already thinks Oliver’s crazy.”
“Then why is he still coming around here?” Mary demanded. “It’s over, Bri
an! He took Oliver no more than twenty minutes ago. I saw ‘em both sneaki
ng off in that boat! We’re gonna have to grab Oliver before we leave.”
Mary stood to continue her packing, and Brian watched for several long mo
ments, his expression becoming grimmer with each passing one. “Just grab 
him, huh?” he finally said. “Why not just leave him here?”
“What?” Mary demanded, stopping with her favorite dress between her two 
shaking hands.
“It would be easier for you, wouldn’t it? You’re already running away, start
ing over... Why not just leave him? He’s better off without you, anyway, don
’t you think? I mean, hell, you already killed one son. Why not just leave t
his one?”
Mary’s bottom lip quivered as she looked at her husband disbelievingly. “
Why are you doing this, Brian?” she demanded. “You know I never meant...”

“Maybe Oliver’s better off without you,” Brian said, and then snorted irrita
bly. “Unpack your bags, darling. We’re not leaving.”
“But didn’t you hear me?” Mary demanded. “He’s going to say something to 
Frank! You can’t possibly think...”
“I’m gonna fix that,” Brian promised. “Why don’t you do something useful 
now, like make dinner.”
Mary’s eyes widened as her husband left the room. She dropped her dress, an
d followed him so slowly that the front door had slammed before she even ma
de it to the living room. She went to the window and watched him get into h
is truck, and she felt like her heart had just stopped. Trapped. 
Fix that. She’d heard those words before. This time, she couldn’t let him. T
hings had gone far enough.
Mary waited until the truck’s engine started before she went to the phone,
 gasping when her foot caught on the floor rug and she tripped. Catching h
erself on the floor, she pulled herself up and reached for the receiver. T
here were only a few people in town who she knew would come out and actual
ly help her. Unfortunately, the most incompetent one was the only number s
he had memorized, and she dialed it. 
“Brenda...” Mary said when the other line was answered. “Is Howard in, it’s 
Mary Martin... Oh, I see. Well, when’s he going to get back? I really need t
o speak to him. Please. It’s an emergency.... yes, that would be great, if y
ou could, Brenda... like I said, it’s urgent, and I don’t know...” Mary gasp
ed as a large hand came down gently on her shoulder, which stiffened under t
he contact.



“Put the phone down, Mary,” Brian said quietly from behind her. “I told you
, I’m gonna take care of everything.”
.............................................
“She’s not gonna hurt you,” Frank said quietly as he watched Oliver stare do
wn at the unwanted intruder in his lap. No sooner had Oliver seated himself 
on Frank’s bed, one of the dark, scraggly stray felines had turned him into 
furniture. Oliver objected to the treatment. 
“Get it off, Frank.”
Frank slowly sat down next to Oliver, and as requested, removed the cat from
 his lap, placing it gently on the floor before he looked at Oliver again. “
Are you alright?” Frank asked.
“I just don’t like cats, Frank.”
“No... I mean about everything else,” Frank said. “What we talked about.”
Oliver lowered his eyes. “What’s gonna happen to me, Frank?”
Frank released a shallow breath. He wished his mom was home, but he and Ol
iver had arrived to an empty house, and he had no idea when she’d get back
, let alone what he’d say to her when she did. He already knew that it was
n’t going to be easy. But what he did know, was that it was right. He coul
dn’t handle things on his own anymore, and obviously, the Martins couldn’t
, either. Whatever they were doing seemed to be destroying Oliver, and Fra
nk missed his smile. 
“I don’t know,” Frank admitted. “But look, I know my mom will help. You hav
e to trust her, Oliver. I promise, she’d never do anything to hurt you, and
 she’s really good about this stuff... I know your parents won’t be locking
 you in that basement anymore.”
“Will she help David, too?” Oliver asked.
Frank tried not to frown. “I don’t know what’s going to happen with that...
 but no matter what, you’ll have me, okay? I promise.”
Oliver nodded, if a little reluctantly, and as he leaned into Frank’s should
er, Frank placed a consoling arm around him. “My mom should be back soon,” h
e said quietly, and even as he finished saying it, he heard a door open and 
close, followed by his sister’s cheerful voice as she entered the house. “Se
e,” he said. “There they are. Are you ready, Oliver?”
As soon as Frank asked the question and looked at Oliver, he knew he’d call
 the whole thing off if Oliver asked him to. After all, he was afraid of wh
at was going to happen next, too. But, when Oliver gave him a nod, Frank fe
lt relieved as they stood together and he led the way out of his room, foll
owing the sound of Rudy’s voice to the living room. 
“I want to watch a funny one,” she was saying. 
“I vote for horror, lots of blood and guts...” The second, joking voice gave
 Frank pause in the hallway. Unfortunately, it seemed that his dad was still
 there. But he moved forward, anyway, deciding to brave it. 



Sam and Rudy looked up as Frank entered the living room with Oliver behind
 him, Rudy seeming pleased, and Sam looking nervous as he spotted Frank fi
rst. Frank decided to avoid his father’s eyes completely and turn his atte
ntion to Rudy.
“Where’s mom at?” he asked. 
Rudy shrugged. “Don’t know. Hi, Oliver.”
Oliver gave her a small wave.
“She said something about running out for groceries,” Sam said, answering
 Frank’s question. “She should be back soon... Do you guys wanna watch a 
movie with us?”
“Not really,” Frank replied. He turned to Oliver. “Come on, we can wait for 
her outside.”
“Is everything okay?” Sam asked as he watched his son and his friend head 
towards the door.
“Just great,” Frank said tersely. 
Sam frowned. There was a time when Frank wouldn’t have dared to talk to him 
in that tone, and he could feel some of that old parental frustration rising
 to the surface. “Frank, hold on a second, okay? I just want to talk to you 
real quick.”
“No thanks,” was the crisp response.
“Rudy, why don’t you go make some popcorn,” Sam said as he began to foll
ow Frank towards the door. Rudy, knowing a warning tone when she heard o
ne, nodded and headed for the kitchen. “Frank, will you just stop?” Sam 
demanded as soon as she was gone, beating Frank and Oliver to the door. 
“Do we have to do this?”
“I don’t know,” Frank retorted, crossing his arms. “Do we? Get out of my w
ay.”
“No,” Sam said sternly. “Not until we talk.”
“Look, this is a really bad time,” Frank said, glancing back at Oliver, who
 was looking more nervous by the second.
“I’m sure your friend will understand if we take a few minutes,” Sam said st
ernly. 
“Just get out of our way,” Frank demanded.
“Fine,” Sam replied. “Have it your way.” He stepped aside, but then took F
rank completely off guard when he blocked him in and opened the door only 
enough for Oliver to get out. “I’m sorry,” he said to Oliver, you’re going
 to have to come back some other time.”
“What?” Frank demanded. “No, Oliver!”
“Frank will call you when he can,” Sam continued, putting an arm up to bloc
k Frank when he tried to get closer to Oliver, who looked like he was about
 to cry as he slowly began to move out the door, looking at Frank as if he 
didn’t know what else to do.



“Oliver, don’t!” Frank stated. “Dad, stop it! You don’t know what you’re do
ing!”
“Go,” Sam said to Oliver, raising his voice to match Frank’s. The way Frank 
saw it, that was a mistake, since it was just enough to spook Oliver right o
ut the front door.
“Oliver!” he shouted, but Sam was already shutting the front door. Without g
iving it a second thought, Frank was shoving the larger man right into it. “
Idiot!” he snapped.
“Hey!” Sam shouted, reaching for him. But, Frank was already out of reach
 and running through the house, moving towards the back door. Before Sam 
caught up to him he was outside, and halfway around the house, watching O
liver run down the shoreline to where they’d left the boat.
“Oliver, come back!” Frank shouted, but it was as if Oliver didn’t hear him. 

“Frank!” Sam shouted. “You might not like it, but I’m still your father, and 
don’t think for a second I can’t ground you!”
Frank whirled around, temper flaring. “Go ahead!” he shouted. “Like I care 
about anything you do or say, anyway! God, I hate you! Why can’t you just l
eave me alone? If you cared about me at all you’d figure out that I don’t w
ant you!... And for the record, you’re not my dad!”
Frank spun around, more angry words still on his lips, and he ran. Oliver h
ad a good amount of distance between them now, but he was determined to cat
ch up. He didn’t want Oliver getting back across the lake--to his parents. 
Frank called out Oliver’s name again, but as he moved around the lake headi
ng towards the bridge he’d lost all sight of him, until he saw the small mo
torboat moving over the water--with Oliver in it.
Cursing, Frank all but stomped his foot as he watched Oliver become smalle
r in the distance, and wondered how long it would take to get to him now. 
But, before he could come up with a solution to this new problem, somethin
g ahead caught his eye... someone. 
Jeremy Jay Flaskis had definitely picked a bad time to go out spying--espec
ially on Frank. Frank moved directly towards him purposefully. He was in a 
fighting mood, and it seemed that he’d just chosen his target.
........................................
Brian Martin stood near the Seaberg house, contemplating his next move as he
 watched Frank flee his father. It seemed to be a recurring theme: sons runn
ing away from their fathers. Just before he saw the Seabergs running out of 
their house like a couple of crazies, he’d seen his own son come out the fro
nt door, right before Oliver had taken one look at him and took off running.
 He’d pay for that later. 
Brian ran his hand through his thinning hair to straighten it as he approac
hed Frank Seaberg’s father, and smiled pleasantly as the man turned and spo



tted him there. “Having trouble with your boy there?” Brian asked. “I know 
exactly where you stand. I’ve been there myself.”
Sam frowned at the stranger, unaware of who he was. “Just a small argument.
 He’ll be back soon... Can I help you, Mister...”
“Martin,” Brian replied, extending his hand to shake Sam’s. “Brian Martin. 
I’m Oliver’s dad. Came over to give him a ride home, but it looks like I ju
st missed him.”
“Oh, hi,” Sam said, smiling more easily now. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I
 didn’t realize you were on your way to pick him up.”
“Don’t worry about it. He’ll find his way home. So, Frank mentioned that y
ou were visiting from out of town.”
“I’m surprised Frank mentioned me at all,” Sam said, nervously wondering wh
at kind of impression this man had of him. “I mean, listen, whatever he sai
d, he probably has a point or two, but...”
Brian laughed, placing a friendly hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Your boy’ll com
e around sooner or later. They always do. You know, what always works for 
me is a nice father-son outing. Something that really bonds ya.”
“You know, I was just thinking about that today,” Sam replied. “I mean, doi
ng something like that.”
“If you’re interested, I know just the thing,” Brian offered.
Sam regarded the man curiously. “What’s that, Mr. Martin? To be honest... I’
m willing to try just about anything at this point.”
“Well, if you’re looking to spend some real one-on-one time with him, I’d sa
y a nice trip out on the lake is just for you, Mr. Seaberg. Ever driven a bo
at before?”
.............................................................
Bad idea. Bad idea. Really bad idea. Jay, convinced that Frank was going to 
hit him first and ask questions later, threw up his hands as the angry-looki
ng blond approached. “Hold on!” he insisted.
“I told you...” Frank started as he advanced and Jay continued to step back.
“Look, no camera!” Jay said quickly. “I just came to talk to you, swear to g
od!”
Frank paused, his expression demanding an explanation while his offensive 
posture kept Jay on guard. 
“I want to show you something,” Jay explained. “Just give me a little bit of
 time, hear me out, and if you don’t like what I’ve gotta say... then I swea
r you won’t see me around no more.”
Frank raised a curious eyebrow at that, but then turned his attention back t
o the lake, where Oliver was heading home. “I don’t have time for that right
 now.”
“Frank, please,” Jay said. “You wanna know why I’ve been following the Ma
rtins, don’t you?”



Frank looked back towards Jay, frowning. It seemed as if he’d been looking 
for answers since he’d first encountered Oliver Martin by the old shed in t
he woods, but so far, all of his questions only led to more questions. He’d
 given up. He needed help. The best thing he could do, would be to figure o
ut how to get Oliver away from his mom again, and then wait for his own mot
her to come home. Forget about everything else. Just get Oliver some real h
elp. 
“I told you they’re a bad bunch,” Jay continued. “I’ll show you why I think t
hat.”
“Does it have to do with your dog?” Frank asked.
Jay cocked his head. “No. Why?”
Frank sighed. “Never mind. Show me... just make it fast.”
He could go with Jay for a few minutes, Frank decided. Any answers were b
etter than no answers at all. His mom wasn’t home yet, anyway... But when
 he thought about Oliver...
“I’m serious,” Frank said. “We’ve gotta hurry.”
“Fine, it’s this way,” Jay said, and Frank frowned when he realized Jay was
 going back towards his house.
“Wait... we can’t go that way. I can’t really let my dad see me right now.”
Jay looked curious, but only shrugged as he turned and headed through the 
woods instead. “The Martins are the ones who told you no one missed Odetta
 Grover, aren’t they?” Jay said as Frank followed him at a rushed pace.
“This is about her?” Frank asked, annoyed. He wasn’t very interested in l
earning more about a deceased woman at the moment. 
“She wasn’t as bad as people said,” Jay replied quietly. “You wanna know 
how I met her?”
“If I say no, are you going to tell me, anyway?”
Jay glanced over his shoulder. “I killed one of her cats,” he said flatly. “
When I was first learning to drive, I wasn’t paying attention, didn’t brake 
fast enough, and hit it... I would have just forgotten about it, you know? F
igured that no one needed to know--it’s not like most of those animals weren
’t really strays, anyway... But the thing is, my mom was with me. She’s all 
about doing the right thing, so she made me tell Odetta what happened... She
 freaked me out as much as she did everyone else, you know? But I went anywa
y... figured she’d scream at me... act a little crazy. Nothing I couldn’t ha
ndle. But, when I told her what happened to her cat, she thanked me for bein
g honest and asked me if I’d come over again. I didn’t think I was going to 
do that, either, but I did... I started helping her with things around her h
ouse, and I talked to her. She was the best listener... she even helped me w
ith a few things for school.”
“And now you don’t like the Martins because she didn’t?”
“There was more to it than that, Frank. They tormented her. Those cats, they



 were like family to her... It might not be something you or I can understan
d, but they were all she had. The Martins were always hunting--especially th
e old man. Mr. Gun-happy prick that he is...she was always afraid they were 
shooting at her cats. They started disappearing, so every time she saw a Mar
tin, she kinda freaked. Finally, she confronted Brian, told him to stay off 
her land, or she’d let everyone know he wasn’t the stand-up citizen he prete
nds to be.”
“What does that mean?” Frank asked.
“He’s been cheating on his wife,” Jay explained. “Odetta said she’d tell Mar
y about it if he didn’t keep off her property and away from her cats... But 
the thing is, it wasn’t much of a threat, ‘cause everyone already sorta knew
 about it. In town, people always talk, and they figured Mary already knew, 
too. But, Brian figured that he was clever enough to keep it hidden. Had no 
idea that everyone was already talking... I think he took her threat serious
ly, because things just got worse. The Martins were always sneaking around h
er property, throwing shit at her windows...”
“Like the rocks she threw at Oliver?” Frank remarked.
“No--actual shit,” Jay said. “As in feces... They splattered her door with bl
ood a few times, claimed it was from a kitten... it just escalated. I tried t
o get Odetta to get some help from the law, even brought my parents into it..
. But she didn’t like dealing with cops, even the fake ones around here, and 
my parents figured that she was just getting senile, since no one actually sa
w the Martins doing any of this, except for Odetta...but I believed her. She 
was terrified of them, and then that night of the storm... she called me up, 
screaming about something. I couldn’t understand her, but I swear I heard a g
un go off, Frank. I got my dad and the two of us headed over, but by the time
 we got to the house... her boat was already overturned in the lake. It didn’
t make any sense. She never went out in that boat.”
“And you think the Martins had something to do with it?”
Jay paused to look at Frank. “She didn’t get in that boat on her own.”
“How do you know?”
“Because she was more like those cats than anyone knew--she was terrified o
f the water, Frank. Couldn’t swim. She didn’t get in that boat--not in that
 storm.”
Frank frowned. “Then why not tell the police? If you thought it was the Mart
ins...”
“We did tell,” Jay insisted. “The problem is, no one would listen. Everyone
 wanted to believe that Odetta Grover was just some crazy old witch. Lots o
f people thought she was dangerous because she was different, and figured s
he was better off gone... but I don’t buy any of it. I don’t know what happ
ened that night, but I know the Martins were there. I saw Brian when they f
ished her out of the lake--he looked proud. Like, he was really getting awa



y with something special.”
“And you follow Oliver because you think he had something to do with it, t
oo?” Frank demanded, knowing deep down that Oliver wouldn’t have been capa
ble of inflicting harm on anyone else... but then, he didn’t want to think
 about David.
“Someone knows something, Frank. I’m just waiting for one of them to mes
s up.”
Jay turned ahead, moving towards a drop off in the terrain, and Frank frown
ed as he stared at it for a moment. He knew where they were. 
“What are we doing here?” he asked Jay.
“Because what I want to show you is right down here,” Jay said as he turned
 and began to climb down the steep terrain. 
Stepping closer, Frank could see water, and felt a strong sense of deja vu as
 a fluffy white Persian looked up at him from below, swinging its tail before
 it disappeared in the brush upon Jay’s approach. 
“Are you coming?” Jay asked as he reached the ground and looked up. 
Frank felt a knot developing in his stomach as he remembered Rudy standing 
in the very spot he was now, and Oliver pulling her back strongly insisting
 that they never go down there. It had to be more than a coincidence that t
his is where Jay was leading him now. 
“You afraid of heights or something?” Jay asked when he saw Frank hesitate
. 
“No,” Frank said shortly as he took a deep breath and moved to climb down 
the drop, where Jay was waiting for him at the bottom. 
They were right at the edge of the water in a narrow cove, shaded by the tre
es. Jay headed down a path and Frank followed him about ten feet until they 
stopped, both staring at what was in front of them. For Jay, it seemed to be
 a place that deserved a certain amount of respect as he removed his hat. Fo
r Frank, it was realization as his hands shook at his sides and he realized 
exactly why Oliver hadn’t wanted to come down here. 
Stuck in the mud, halfway submerged in the dark water, the small wooden boa
t was in ruins, but still where it had been when they towed Odetta Grover’s
 body out of the water. Frank passed Jay, moving closer as he tried to come
 up with every explanation he could when it came to why Oliver was afraid o
f this place. Maybe he thought it was haunted. Maybe he’d heard stories. He
 did not kill Odetta Grover. He couldn’t have. Frank refused to believe it.
 But, as he moved closer, taking in the details of the boat, the chipped gr
een paint on the old wood was unmistakable, and he felt his breath catch. “
Oh, God.”
“I keep coming here, trying to figure out what happened,” Jay said quietly. 
“This boat... it’s not in much worse shape than it was in when she died in i
t... she wouldn’t have gotten in on her own. She wouldn’t have gone out ther



e.”
“I believe you.”
Jay’s eyes snapped to Frank, looking bewildered. “You do?”
“I mean... there is the question of how she paddled herself out there, since 
the oars for this boat are in my shed... but that doesn’t mean the Martins ki
lled her,” Frank said quickly. “She could have gone out there without them.”
Jay stared at Frank for a long moment, digesting what he was hearing. “T
he oars? Show me!" he demanded.
“No. Wait... you can’t just...”
“Look, Frank, I know they had something to do with it! Just show me!”
“You can’t just accuse someone without proof!” Frank shouted. “I don’t beli
eve it, okay! Oliver wouldn’t... he just wouldn’t!”
“I never said it had to be Oliver, but maybe...”
“You think Brian did it?” Frank asked, finding that to be an easier theory to
 swallow if there was foul play involved. 
“Maybe,” Jay said. “He probably had a hell of a lot to do with it, but the boy
s had to be involved, too. I mean... shit, David comes down here all the time.
 It’s like he’s obsessed with this place.”
Frank’s head snapped up. “What did you say?”
“I’ve followed David here before,” Jay said. “At least once a week, but he pr
obably comes more than that. He just stares at it... like, he’s waiting for s
omething.”
“No,” Frank said, taking a step towards Jay. “You know about David?”
“What about him?” Jay asked, frowning. 
“Jay...”
“Look, Frank, I get they’re your friends, but if they had anything to do with t
his...”
“Will you just shut up for a second?” Frank snapped, his head spinning. “I n
eed to ask you something... just answer the question, alright?”
“Okay, what?”
“Oliver and David... have you ever seen the two of them together?”
“Well, it’s kinda hard not to notice twins, especially around here. Kinda he
ad-turners, you know?”
Frank gripped his head, thoughts spiraling as he tried to comprehend what J
ay was telling him. “Are you sure?” he asked hoarsely.
“Of course I’m sure,” Jay responded irritably. “Hey... are you alright?”
“When?” Frank demanded. “When did you see the two of them together?”
“Umm... oh, about a month ago I got shots of both of them sneaking around 
Odetta’s place, just before you moved in.... Frank?”
Frank had already turned to head back, and Jay rushed to catch up.
“We have to go,” Frank stated.
“Okay, well, look, I need those oars, maybe if I show them to...”



“No,” Frank cut him off. “I have to get to Oliver. Now.”
Chapter 11 
by DomLuka
The air was getting cooler as a hint of a late afternoon storm clouded the 
sky and Jay picked up his pace again, trying to ignore the way that his lun
gs were beginning to burn from running. It was all he could do to keep up w
ith Frank, who’d seemed to be hit with an unmatchable rush of adrenaline. J
ay didn’t know where he was going, but he knew he couldn’t lose him. Frank 
did know something; although, somewhere during their conversation, Jay had 
lost track of what that was. But, Frank wanting to go to Oliver worried him
. If Frank planned to warn the guy that they were onto him and his family, 
Jay wasn’t exactly willing to let that happen.
“I going to call the police!” Jay shouted from behind him, but Frank didn’t 
slow his pace, or object like Jay suspected he would.
“Go ahead,” he called back.
Jay groaned, pushing himself harder until he was on Frank’s heels. “Do yo
u wanna tell me what’s going on?”
“I have to get Oliver away from his parents... he’ll be home by now.”
“Why? Can’t we just call someone first... Frank!” Jay came to a stop, placing
 his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath. “Frank, if they had 
anything to do with Odetta...”
Frank stopped just ahead of Jay and looked back, his face flushed from runni
ng. “Look, Odetta’s been dead for, like, a year. I’m pretty sure she can wai
t a little while longer. I need to find out what happened to David before th
e same thing happens to Oliver.”
Jay frowned. “What are you talking about?” he demanded.
Frustrated, Frank shook his head and kept running. “Keep up and I’ll tell yo
u everything.”
“Frank, wait!”
“What?” Frank shouted, spinning around again. 
“Can we at least take my car?” he replied. “It’ll get us there a lot faster, a
nd there’s no way I’m running all the way around the lake.”
......................................................
“How could you possibly fall for that?”
“Will you watch the road!” Frank snapped, pointing out the front window to 
the road ahead of them as Jay swerved recklessly over the gravel. He hadn’t
 really been in danger of hitting anything. Frank simply wanted to avoid an
swering the question since he’d been asking himself the same thing and coul
dn’t quite come up with an answer that didn’t make him feel like the world’
s largest idiot. “It was believable... and Oliver talks to himself--I mean,
 he talks to David, when he’s not even there. Look, it doesn’t really matte
r now. The point is, the Martins are trying to convince him that David does



n’t even exist... probably because they don’t want anyone to figure out wha
t they did with him.”
“What do you think they did with him?” Jay asked.
Frank swallowed against his dry throat. “I don’t know,” he said. And he certa
inly didn’t want to speculate. The sudden silence in the vehicle suggested th
at neither of them did, since it was difficult not to think the worst.
“Okay,” Jay said calmly. “The last time I saw David... it had to be about tw
o weeks ago, when he went to see the boat. So, we know he was okay then, rig
ht? Unless it was Oliver--sometimes it’s hard to tell, unless one of ‘em’s t
alking.”
“It wasn’t Oliver,” Frank said. “He wouldn’t be near that boat... I think it sc
ares him.”
“Okay, so sometime in the last two weeks...”
“Nine days,” Frank cut him off. 
“What?”
“Whatever happened, happened exactly nine days ago.”
“How do you know?”
“Because that’s the last time I talked to David,” Frank explained. “I got thi
s weird phone call... He said he was going to tell me something, but before h
e got the chance the line went dead... I went over there and they had Oliver 
locked up under their house. That’s when they fed me that story.” Frank pause
d, releasing a shaky breath. “Fuck, and I bought it all...I’ve been seeing it
 like... God, I’ve probably got Oliver’s head as fucked up as his parents do.
 He just wanted me to listen to him and I...”
“Hey. Like you said, that’s not what’s important right now. “We need a plan,
 Frank. These people are dangerous; if you wanna get Oliver we can’t just wa
lk right in there...”
“I can get him out,” Frank said confidently. “I mean, if his dad isn’t home ye
t... I can get him out.”
“And then what?”
Frank sighed. “We can get the oars from my house and go to the police... bu
t I don’t really know if that’s going to be enough proof, Jay. Our best bet
 is to prove something happened to David.”
Jay nodded. “That won’t be as hard as you think if he’s really missing, Fr
ank. No one really saw much of Oliver and David, but we knew they were the
re--both of them.”
Frank sighed, looking out the window. He wished that someone would have ment
ioned that before. Hell, he wished that he would have paid more attention to
 what Oliver was trying to tell him. At the very least, listening to his own
 instincts about the Martin parents would have been helpful. Now, Frank felt
 like it was too late. At least, for David. For Oliver, it was a different s
tory, and Frank swore that as soon as he got to him, the Martins never would



 again. 
Jay took the road to the Martins’ house slowly as they came closer and both b
oys took a good look around. It had just started to sprinkle, and as the smal
l water droplets hit the windshield things appeared to be quiet. 
“I don’t think Brian’s home,” Frank said, finding that he was whispering, ev
en if it wasn’t necessary. “I’m just gonna knock on the door... we probably 
shouldn’t let Oliver’s mom suspect anything just yet.”
Jay nodded his agreement. “Okay,” he said as he turned off the engine and p
ocketed the key to his car. “But I’m gonna go with you.”
Frank frowned at that idea. “I don’t think so.”
“Look, I’m not gonna freak out if that’s what you’re worried about. I do h
ave some control over my temper.”
“You scare Oliver,” Frank said bluntly.
“I’ll be nice.”
“Jay...”
“Fine, I’ll stay here... but as soon as something doesn’t look right, I’m comi
ng in.”
Frank studied the other blond for a moment. “Thanks.”
Jay only nodded, and Frank left the car, heading towards the Martin house. 
Outside of the vehicle the raindrops felt particularly cold on his warm ski
n, and he found himself approaching the front steps more quickly than he ca
red to. Shaking inside and out, Frank wasn’t sure how he was going to keep 
up pretenses with Mary Martin after everything he’d just learned. And, whil
e he was more confident when it came to handling her than Brian Martin, he 
didn’t underestimate the woman for a minute. She’d been the only one there 
the night that Frank had found Oliver in the basement. He didn’t doubt that
 she had something to do with David’s disappearance... although, rememberin
g how Brian had mysteriously run out in the middle of the night was worth w
orrying about now, too. For all Frank knew, Brian’s errand could have consi
sted of the disposal of a body. David’s body. Trembling, Frank didn’t want 
to think about it. He felt like he was putting the pieces together a little
 too quickly, and didn’t quite care for the picture they were creating. 
At the door, Frank knocked. He waited, telling himself he’d make it quick. 
Mary would likely answer; he’d tell her he needed to tell Oliver something,
 grab him, and they’d run. At least, he hoped it would be that simple. Mayb
e it would have been, if Mary Martin had answered the door. If anyone had. 
Frank glanced back at the car to find Jay watching intently. It was a comfo
rt having him there, even if a small one, and Frank knocked again, louder t
his time. When no response came again, he frowned to himself, and reached f
or the doorknob, looking back at the car again, this time to make sure Jay 
saw what he was doing. Apparently, Jay didn’t miss anything, because before
 Frank even swung the front door open, Jay was standing next to him on the 



porch. 
Together they looked into the Martins’ living room cautiously, their eyes adj
usting to the darkness of the house slowly. “Hello,” Frank whispered, as if h
e didn’t really want anyone to hear him as he slid his hand against the insid
e wall in search of a light switch. He found one, flicked it on, and yanked h
is hand back as if the lid to the cookie jar was about to close on it. 
Silently, Frank looked into the orderly living room, wondering if Mrs. Mar
tin was going to pop out at them at any given moment. He opened his mouth,
 deciding that he should call out again, but before he followed through wi
th that, Jay’s hand was between his shoulder blades, pushing him forward.
“What are you doing?” Frank demanded.
“Go in,” Jay urged.
“You go in!” Frank hissed. 
“Sure... I’ll be right behind you.”
Frank rolled his eyes, and forced himself to take the first step into the hous
e. Since the last time he was there, he didn’t notice anything different, or s
trange... but then, he wasn’t sure if he was supposed to. It wasn’t as if the 
Martins would be hiding their secrets, or the body of their apparently missing
 son--if there was a body--in plain sight. 
“I don’t think anyone’s home,” Jay said, following Frank in. “Maybe we sho
uld just go.”
“No,” Frank stated. “Oliver’s gotta be around here somewhere.”
“You don’t know that.”
Frank looked back at Jay, frowning. “He has to be, because I’m not leaving 
here without him.”
The clanging sound of a pan dropped somewhere in the house caused them both
 to jump, Jay going so far as to grab hold of Frank’s arm. “Okay, someone’s
 definitely here,” Jay admitted, leaning forward to sniff the air. “And I t
hink... something’s burning.”
“Kitchen,” Frank whispered, and together they headed towards it. But, befor
e they got there, Jay paused to unplug a table lamp before he lifted it up,
 and Frank stopped to regard him with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.
 “What are you doing?”
“Self-defense,” Jay informed him and nodded for Frank to continue. 
Frank frowned at the reminder that they might actually have to defend thems
elves, but didn’t ask Jay to put down the lamp as they continued slowly tow
ards the kitchen, each of them attempting to keep their footsteps as silent
 as possible. But as soon as Frank reached the kitchen, and saw who was mak
ing the noise, he turned and grabbed the lamp right out of Jay’s hand, feel
ing that it was a reasonable precautionary measure before he stepped past t
he hallway, placed it carefully on the floor, and looked over his surroundings.
“Oliver? What are you doing?”



It was a good question. Looking around the kitchen, Frank found it, unlike 
the rest of the house, in disarray. The refrigerator door, cabinet and draw
ers were open, cans of non-perishable items opened, littering  the counters
 along with an assortment of chopped vegetable and raw meat. There were pot
s and pans smoking over the stove, the empty bottoms burning as Oliver stoo
d over the kitchen table, appearing to be setting it, adding the forks next
 to the plates. He seemed slow in noticing that Frank was even there, and w
hen he did look up he seemed pale, his eyes dark and heavy.
“Hi, Frank.”
“Oliver... what are you doing?” Frank asked again as he walked around the tab
le to get to him, while Jay took it upon himself to go to the stove and turn 
off the burners. 
“I have to cook dinner, Frank.”
Frank frowned, knowing that he wouldn’t think this was strange when it came
 to Oliver if he wasn’t aware of the fact that Oliver did know how to cook 
without causing the kitchen to explode. 
“More like destroying it,” Jay remarked, and Oliver spun around, looking al
armed like he’d just noticed Jay was there. He backed up until his shoulder
 was touching Frank’s.
“Jeremy Flaskis’s in my house,” he whispered. 
“It’s okay,” Frank told him, reaching for his hand. “He’s gonna give us a ri
de. Come on, we’ve gotta get out of here.”
Frank headed towards the door, but when he tried to take Oliver with him, 
Oliver yanked his hand back, looking unreasonably upset. “No! I have to co
ok dinner, Frank! I have to cook it for my mom!”
“Oliver, listen,” Frank responded. “I know about David--I know the truth. I’m
 sorry I didn’t believe you, and I want to talk about it some more, but right
 now, I’m worried about what’ll happen if I don’t get you out of here. Please
...” 
Frank held out his hand, and as Oliver bit at his bottom lip when it began to 
quiver, he stared down at the offering. But, he didn’t take it. Instead, he tu
rned back to the table, rotating the plate in front of him. “I have to make di
nner,” he said again, his voice sounding uneven.
“Hey,” Jay said roughly, moving towards him. “What kind of idiot...” he wa
s silenced when Frank placed a hand on his chest and placed himself betwee
n Jay and Oliver.
“Oliver, please,” Frank said. “If you’re mad at me right now, I really can’t 
blame you... I would be, too. But we have to go now. We’ll get help, alright,
 like we talked about before...we’ll tell everyone David’s real.”
Oliver slowly shook his head as he lifted his eyes to meet Frank’s. “But he’
s in so much trouble now, Frank.”
Frank bit at his tongue, reminding himself to keep his words calm. “I know.



.. your parents did something to him, didn’t they?”
Oliver sucked in a breath, choked on it. His hand slid over the plate in front
 of him and it fell from the table, shattering on the floor and causing everyo
ne to jump, and as Frank lifted a hand to steady Oliver, Jay stepped away, fru
strated.
“Frank.”
“Hold on, Jay,” Frank gritted out.
“No--fuck this,” Jay snapped. “I’m gonna find a phone and call for help... th
en I’m outta here, with or without you. I swear it, Frank.”
If Jay had intended to provoke a reaction out of Frank that would get them ou
t of there faster, he was soon disappointed as he came to conclude that every
 bit of attention Frank had was on Oliver, and frustrated, he left the room, 
wishing he’d never agreed to go there first. 
“Oliver, do you know what happened to David?” Frank asked, giving him a g
entle shake to draw his attention. “I think you do...where he is? What ha
ppened to him?”
Oliver defensively wrapped his arms around himself. “I don’t know, Frank. 
He stopped talking to me!” Oliver suddenly knelt down, his hands shaking a
s he struggled to pick up the larger pieces of the broken plate, even as F
rank followed him, grabbing his hands to stop him. “I have to make dinner 
now!” Oliver snapped. “I have to! It has to be my job now! I can’t... I ca
n’t talk about David anymore. I don’t know why...” Oliver frowned, wiping 
his face on his sleeve before he looked at Frank again. “I don’t know why 
he won’t talk to me anymore.”
Frustrated, Frank pulled Oliver to his feet, wondering if he should use a m
ore forceful approach. But, as he took a moment, and Oliver’s words sunk in
, his eyes slowly widened in realization. “Oh god...” he whispered, studyin
g Oliver closely for several long moments before he swallowed hard and tigh
tened his grip on the other boy’s hands. “You already told me, didn’t you?”
..................................................
“... and if you idiots are going to have an emergency line, then at least one
 of you lazy sons-of-bitches should be around to answer the damn thing!” Jay 
concluded irritably. He was running out of people to call. That was the third
 time he’d called the police after being unable to reach his parents, or even
 Jenny and her parents. Frustrated, he slammed the phone down on the receiver
, cursing as the force caused it to fall.
Habit caused him to bend down to pick up the mess, but as he reached for the 
phone, he paused as the rug at his feet caught his attention. The corner was 
turned up: nothing that seemed out of the ordinary. But there was a small det
ail there on the carpet beneath that had him forgetting about the phone as he
 stepped aside and slowly pulled back the rug. Cocking his head, he stared at
 the stain on the floor curiously. A rusty-looking ring, it wasn’t very large



, but still, there was something about it that had the hair on the nape of hi
s neck prickling, and his instincts knotting his stomach as he slowly reached
 out and touched it with two fingers. 
The carpet was soft, and as he looked closer, he could see that the stain l
ooked smudged. The place had definitely been washed. Again, nothing so out 
of the ordinary. Accidents happened. People cleaned them up... But, then he
 was reminded of last winter, the evening his father and grandfather return
ed from their annual hunting trip to Colorado with an antelope that would h
elp feed their families, and others in need over the next months. His dad h
ad taken a break from cleaning the animal, walked into the house to use the
 restroom, and was promptly scolded by his mother halfway across the living
 room when she realized that he’d stepped in part of the mess outside and t
racked it across the floor. They’d discovered that blood wasn’t the easiest
 thing to get out, and despite numerous cleanings, his mother had finally g
iven up and thrown down a rug until they could replace the carpet. The Mart
ins hunted, but he doubted that the stains on the carpet had anything to do
 with it. When it came to these people, Jay was most definitely one to jump
 to conclusions, and the fact that Frank had told him he’d received a call 
from David before he disappeared was all he needed to suspect foul play. If
 he was right in his assumptions that David was going to give up a few fami
ly secrets to Frank, and one of his parents found out, then Jay could easil
y picture him being attacked from behind before he got around to it. 
“Hey, Frank, come look...” Jay paused as he looked up, his eyes getting a cl
ear shot down the hallway. 
He could have kicked himself. Silently, slowly, he moved back against the cl
osest wall, annoyed and terrified that they had made the mistake of not maki
ng sure that Oliver was the only one in the house before they’d become distr
acted. Leaning forward, looking back down the hall, Jay stared at what had r
attled him. Hanging off the visible corner of a bed was a foot:  small, dres
sed in a white shoe. He’d hoped that it had been nothing more than his imagi
nation, but there was no mistaking it. Someone was in the back room.        
              
Jay supposed it was lucky that he and Frank hadn’t been discovered, even wh
en he’d raised his voice to call out only moments ago... and that was weird
. Too weird.
Jay reached for the phone to call for help again, only to remember that it 
wasn’t going to do him any good until someone got his messages. He paused f
or a long moment, breathing deeply as he looked towards the kitchen. He wan
ted to call for Frank again, but no longer had the nerve to. He could go ge
t him. It was a good idea. A reasonable idea. Cautiously, he stepped away f
rom the wall, meaning to head towards the kitchen, but with his eyes traine
d down the hallway, Jay’s feet carried him in another direction. 



Jay had always wondered what he’d find inside of the Martin house. He’d alw
ays imagined it to be a little home of horrors, but then, that could have b
een wishful thinking on his part. There were still several times in the pas
t when he was tempted to find out, though. Maybe he would have, if Jenny ha
dn’t drawn the line at breaking and entering. She put up with a lot from Ja
y, but had always been the first to stop him short of any major illegal act
ivity. He wished she was with him now to tell him to go back to the kitchen
, not to get any closer to that bedroom, because he wasn’t stopping on his 
own. Not until he reached the bedroom door where he had to stop, his body f
alling heavily back on the door frame as he forced himself to recover from 
the blood rushing to his head as a result of what he was looking at. 
Jay’d only ever seen one body before. And even then, seeing Odetta Grover b
eing pulled out of that lake wasn’t the clearest of memories. The image had
 been distorted by tears before his father had pulled his face against his 
shoulder and repeatedly ordered him not to look. He wished he had his dad’s
 shoulder now, and it was strange, because the sorrow he felt didn’t feel g
enuine. 
Jay didn’t know Mary Martin. What he did know, he didn’t like. But the parte
d lips still open from her last breath, and lifeless eyes focused somewhere 
far away, were like Odetta Grover all over again. His arms flailed and caugh
t the edge of the bed near Mary Martin’s feet as he forced himself forward a
round the bed until he was looking down at the delicate features of her face
. He avoided her eyes, finding that had he had to resist the urge to close t
hem, even as the idea of touching her at all made his skin crawl. 
Stepping back for a moment, he held his breath as he rubbed his hands over 
his face, forcing himself into detached concentration before he looked agai
n, this time focusing on Mary Martin’s throat, and the cause of her death, 
which Jay would have said wasn’t an accident even before he’d found the pro
of. 
He wasn’t sure how long he looked. It couldn’t have been for too long. The d
iscovery had him wanting to get out of there even more than he’d wanted to u
pon stepping into the house. But, he was feeling strangely calm as he walked
 out of the Martin parents’ bedroom, pausing at the end of the hall to frown
 at the front door, still wide open. He didn’t feel safe with it like that a
ll of a sudden, but at the same time, he feared feeling worse if he closed i
t. The back door, he decided. He’d get Frank, and they’d go out the back doo
r. They simply couldn’t wait for help to find them. They needed to get to it
. Only now, as Jay headed back to the kitchen, he began to think of Oliver. 
The boy was a problem. 
Jay no longer wanted to bring him along. Leave him here. Let the law deal w
ith him. He could be a murderer. After all, Oliver was the only one there i
n the house. He was acting strangely, even more so than usual. He obviously



 knew there was a corpse in the back room. The question Jay had was whether
 or not Oliver had put it there. 
The thought frayed his nerves, and he found himself moving faster, wanting
 to get to Frank. He was disappointed when he reached the kitchen and didn
’t find what--or more specifically who--he was looking for. 
...................................
Confused. Numb. Terrified. These were all familiar feelings for Oliver Marti
n, but feeling them all at once, so strongly that it shook him, made it diff
icult to determine if he wanted to run away, or hide where he was. And he wa
s so alone. He wasn’t exactly sure how it all had happened.
He was supposed to be at Frank’s house. He’d wanted to believe that Frank w
as right; that it would be safe. If Frank said it was okay to ask Mrs. Seab
erg for help, then Oliver wanted to believe that. He wanted things to go ba
ck to the way that they were before, when David’s bed had been in their bed
room, and they could talk whenever they wanted. Before Oliver wasn’t allowe
d to call David his brother anymore. He’d believed that Frank could fix it.
... but then everything got messed up again.
Oliver remembered being with Frank, when they were supposed to make every
thing okay again. But then he was afraid. Bad things would happen if he t
old. He’d known they would, but hadn’t listened to his instincts, so when
 he saw his dad outside of the Seaberg house waiting for him, he’d run. H
e had to. He had to get home and prove that he could be good. Bad things 
would happen. 
But then, they did happen. Blackout. It was like hitting his head every tim
e that it happened, only without the pain. Like walking towards an open doo
r, only to hit a wall once he got there. And it was unsettling. To not know
. Minutes unaccounted for, but worse, more often than not it was hours. Bef
ore, he’d always had to trust his family to account for that lost time. He’
d counted on David to reassure him that everything was alright, that nothin
g was amiss. That he should smile and move on. You have nothing to worry ab
out, Oliver. David had said those words on more than one occasion. But, thi
s time was different. 
The last time it had happened, Oliver had woken up in the dark with Frank at
 his side. At the time, things had seemed so distorted in his mind, and he’d
 been unable to recall exactly what the last thing he remembered before the 
blackout. But images had began to flash in his mind during his lonely moment
s. David, like the ghost their parents had been saying he was. That night se
emed to be coming back to him in small pieces, but he couldn’t put it all to
gether. He didn’t want to. Too scary. Oliver didn’t like scary.
But then, he found himself in a living nightmare now, one that didn’t vanis
h within his blackouts. Maybe that was because it couldn’t. There was no es
cape this time, not even into the darkness that protected him as much as it



 terrified him. One moment he’d been running from his father, the air pumpi
ng through his lungs until it burned his chest, and the next he’d been wide
 awake, oddly calm as he found himself sitting in his parents’ bedroom. He’
d felt soft, cool skin beneath his right hand before he turned his head and
 discovered his own hand at his mother’s throat, her lifeless eyes staring 
at him accusingly. He could hear David’s voice over the ringing in his ears
, remembering the last time he’d spoken to him. I wish she’d stop breathing
, David had said vehemently of their mother. And now she had. 
Oliver seemed to hear the footsteps before he actually saw the body standin
g in front of him, drawing him out of his trance. He jumped upon looking up
 into Jeremy “Jay” Flaskis’s glaring face. Oliver didn’t have time to react
 much more than that before Jay barked something at him, the tone causing h
im to recoil, unable to answer because he hadn’t actually made out the word
s. 
Leaning closer, Jay rolled his eyes. “Well? Where’s Frank?” Jeremy asked a
gain, waving a hand in front of Oliver’s face. “Are you fucking listening 
to me?” Oliver managed a nod, but it didn’t seem nearly enough for Jay, wh
o suddenly reached down and yanked him up out of his chair. “Where is he?”
 Jay snapped, shaking him until Oliver suddenly pulled away, his breaths c
oming heavily.
“He said to stay here,” Oliver managed to get out.
Frowning, Jay gave him a long, measuring once-over before he suddenly grabb
ed one of Oliver’s hands and slammed it down painfully on the table, causin
g Oliver to gasp. But, Oliver’s attempts to pull it back were thwarted as J
ay held his wrist tight and stared down at his flattened fingers for severa
l long moments before suddenly releasing him.
Oliver jerked back, rubbing at his wrist before he looked at Jay accusingly
, only to find that the other boy was staring at him in an oddly inquisitiv
e manner, hiding thoughts that he obviously didn’t want to share. “Does Fra
nk know?” Jay finally asked, his voice void of emotion. This time, Oliver w
asn’t confused, and he felt a tear slip down his cheek as he shook his head
. Jay’s frown only deepened as he suddenly stepped forward and gave Oliver 
a shove. “Let’s go,” he ordered.
“But Frank said...” Oliver started to say, even as he was forcefully led from
 his house through the back door.
“I don’t care what he said,” Jay stated. “Where’d he go?” He obviously wasn
’t in the house. If he had been, Jay was mostly positive that he would have
 stormed into the kitchen by now, objecting to the rough way Oliver was bei
ng treated.
“I don’t know,” Oliver insisted as Jay led him around the outside of the hous
e. 
“Well where do you think he went?” Jay demanded, his voice sounding increa



singly hostile as he attempted to hide his own panic. He didn’t want to, b
ut damn if he wouldn’t leave Frank there if he had to. There was a goddamn
 corpse in the house for crying out loud!
“I don’t know,” Oliver said again, but this time there was something uncerta
in in his voice that Jay didn’t quite like, and he spun him around by his sh
oulder. Oliver backpedaled quickly. “I don’t know!” he shouted.
“You’re lying!” Jay snapped. “What did you do? Did you say something to 
him? Oliver!”
Jay advanced, but stopped short as the other boy’s chin began to quiver. “I’
m sorry,” Oliver whispered. “I had to.”
......................................
Frank didn’t pause as he ran past the frayed rope hanging from the tree thi
s time. He didn’t stop until his shoes began to stick in the soggy terrain 
beneath his feet, and he was staring at the tall tree surrounded by old lit
ter. Closing his eyes, he ran both hands through his sweat-dampened hair an
d took a deep breath. It was getting dark now, the sun casting blue shadows
 over the woods, and he tried to remember anything that might have been imp
ortant. Anything he’d dismissed before. This is not a game, Frank! This is 
where I talk to David! Oliver’s voice was practically pounding in his head,
 and suddenly Frank opened his mouth, and he screamed. 
“David!” It was a far cry from how he’d called out the name earlier in the da
y. Frank could hear his voice echoing off the hills, and then he opened his m
outh and did it all over again, his eyes wildly searching the area for anythi
ng he wasn’t supposed to see as he listened.
Nothing in the trees. Nothing in the shadows. Nothing, nothing, nothing. Fra
nk closed his eyes again, this time picturing Oliver there. His body languag
e. It had been in his body language. Frank took a few steps forward, until h
e stood in the exact spot Oliver had been in as he hopelessly pleaded his ca
se. Pointing to the ground. 
His eyes widening in realization, Frank looked to the ground as he remember
ed the way Oliver had spoken to David in his bedroom. A ghost. Could that b
e it? Frank wondered. Oliver really hadn’t been talking to David after nine
 days ago... maybe he’d just imagined it, made up his brother’s voice as a 
sense of comfort. No. Frank didn’t want to believe it. It had been devastat
ing enough to think that David had stopped talking to Oliver that morning, 
and he’d known that the odds of finding him safe had to be slim... but now 
that he was there, in this spot, Frank didn’t want to believe what he was p
utting together in his head. But he had to know.  
Sinking to his knees, his hands searching the mud beneath the tall grass, he 
began to crawl forward slowly, and then to his right... to his left, and back
 again. He wasn’t sure if what he expected to find, or if he really expected 
to find anything at all. If it was a grave he was looking for, he couldn’t fi



nd a spot in the grass that seemed to be disturbed enough to be one. But that
 didn’t stop him from looking for loose soil, anything that might give him a 
clue. And whatever he’d expected, he hadn’t been the sudden sharp sensation c
utting through his palm.
Jerking his hand back, Frank looked at the small cut below his middle finger
; the blood dripping down to his wrist. He only allowed the indignation he s
uddenly felt towards the ground itself to distract him for a moment before h
e looked down at the spot, and then very quickly, began to push the grass ba
ck, out of his way. 
For long moments he stared at the rusted metal pipe sticking only a few inc
hes out of the ground, unsure what to make of it, but noting that it looked
 to run deep. It was just wide enough to stick his arm down, and lacking a 
brighter idea, he did so, pulling back when he found that there was no bott
om that his fingers were capable of reaching. Cautiously he lowered his fac
e towards the dark tunnel, and he blew. His breath echoed back at him, and 
he found himself moving even closer. “David!” his voice echoed in the same 
dull, way, and for a long moment, he listened for a response that didn’t co
me. But this was something.  If Oliver had heard David’s voice at all, ther
e was a good chance that the hidden pipe had something to do with it, and a
s Frank’s attention turned to finding out whatever was down there--to getti
ng down there--his eyes drifted no more than four feet away at the pile of 
old boards beneath the tree. Forcing himself to his feet, he was in front o
f the rubble in seconds, pushing aside everything he could, and pausing onl
y when he uncovered a short ladder. Maybe he wouldn’t have taken much notic
e of it--if it hadn’t looked new enough to have been hanging in someone’s g
arage just over a week ago. 
...........................................
Jessica shifted into park, and turned to reach into the back seat of the Su
baru, tugging at the four plastic bags holding her groceries, and pulled th
em with her as she left her car. She closed the door with her hip as her ga
ze drifted towards a boat not far from their house, anchored close to the s
hore. She could hardly see it in the dark, but it looked a lot nicer than t
he small boats manned by old men and their fishing poles that she’d seen ar
ound the area. Thinking nothing of it, her eyes drifted to Sam’s car. He an
d Rudy were home. Good. She would have hoped that Frank had managed to come
 home, too, but she didn’t want to let herself down. She knew when it wasn’
t her place to force it, and when it came to Frank and his dad, she knew th
at they’d have to work out their problems on their own... just like she was
 working on her own problem when it came to her ex-husband invading her hom
e. It was true that she’d told Sam he could visit the kids at the house; sh
e just couldn’t help feeling somewhat intruded upon. This was her home. Her
 life. Or at least, the one she was trying to build. But, at least one of h



er children was happy about their visitor, and seeing Rudy smile about some
thing again was worth all of it, she decided as she headed towards the fron
t door. And, maybe there was a chance--a remote chance--that Frank would co
me home early for dinner, and all of them could have a nice quiet evening. 
There were board games in the attic. She’d get one of those out.
“Hello?” she called as she reached the front door, juggling her groceries. 
“Does someone want to open the door?” She wasn’t all that surprised when th
ere was no response, but frowned anyway as she managed to open the door. Si
ghing as she stepped into the house, Jessica found the living room dark, an
d the television on. It wasn’t unusual. What was, however, is that when she
 saw her daughter sitting stark still, alone on the sofa; Rudy wasn’t smili
ng at all. In fact, there was a terribly stricken look over her pale face a
s she turned, her eyes wide and watery as they took in her mother. “Rudy?” 
Jessica asked as she moved forward, concerned. “What’s the matter, sweetie?”
Silently, Rudy’s gaze drifted somewhere behind Jessica. Feeling suddenly st
artled, Jessica spun around, having no time to scream as her groceries scat
tered over the floor and the door slammed behind her.
....................................................................... 
Andrew P. Dron was sixty-seven years old. By all means, too old for this shit
, according to him. But there he was in the rustier of his three pickup truck
s, adjusting his wide hat in the rearview mirror as he pulled out of his driv
eway. 
He knew it had been a mistake to get involved with his neighbors. For over
 forty years he’d lived a relatively peaceful life in this town--the last 
twenty, on his own. But, there’d been something about Jessica Seaberg when
 she’d moved in to town. He respected her; nice woman on her own trying to
 raise her kids. She’d reminded him of the daughter he’d buried the same y
ear as his wife after losing them both to cancer. So when Jessica Seaberg 
looked like she needed a hand every now and then, Mr. Dron didn’t mind giv
ing one. Besides, the fresh baked cookies she’d dropped off last week had 
been the best he’d had in a long while. He considered himself a man’s man,
 but if Dron had a weakness, it was most definitely baked goods.
But then Jessica had to go shining up his reputation around town. He was sur
e it was all in the best of intentions, but suddenly people seemed to think 
he was such a nice guy that he’d get involved in everyone else’s business, a
nd it seemed that was exactly what had led to a phone call from Brenda Crook
. 
The woman was in one hell of a temper, too; all angry with her husband for
 running off again with the drunken stooges that called themselves a gentl
eman’s club. Meanwhile, Brenda was concerned over a call she’d received fr
om Mary Martin, and Mr. Dron had finally agreed to go make sure everything
 was alright, just to get Brenda off the phone. He wasn’t happy about it, 



either. The Martins, dastardly people. He’d never cared for any of them. H
e’d been put off to find that the Seaberg boy was spending time with the M
artin kids, but didn’t feel it was his place to say. The kind of man who m
inded his own business, that’s who Andrew P. Dron was. Until, he thought g
rudgingly, now. 
.............................................................
Breathing heavily as he wiped the sweat from his brow, Frank pushed aside th
e last wide piece of plywood at his feet, his eyes straining in the dark as 
he looked towards the ground. There wasn’t enough light to properly see what
 he was doing anymore, so he sank to his knees again, his hand reaching out 
and pausing as it came up against a cool metal surface at ground level. His 
spark of determination renewed with the discovery, Frank quickly dusted it o
ff, shaping it out to be something that reminded him of a sewage drain cover
 found in the city. Forcing his finger into the cracks, he attempted to pull
 the object up, releasing a frustrated grunt when he found that something wa
s holding it tightly in place before his hand found a lock. Cursing as he di
scovered it required a combination, he found himself calling out David’s nam
e again, if anything so he wouldn’t feel so alone. 
Looking towards the pile he’d just struggled to move out of his way, he stagg
ered towards it, groaning as he lifted an old chunk of cement out of the rubb
le. He carried it back it to the cover and dropped it on the lock, to no avai
l. Sinking to his knees, he lifted it again, this time holding it tight, allo
wing the ragged surface to tear at his hands as he aimed carefully and began 
to pound, hoping that he was actually hitting the lock as much as he thought 
he was. It wasn’t until his arms had given out and his shoulders burned that 
he heard a forced click and shoved the cement aside. Pulling away the broken 
pieces of what was in his way before, once again Frank slid his fingers betwe
en the cracks and he lifted. 
For several moments all he could hear was his own heartbeat as he stared into
 the dark drop at his knees, struggling to catch his breath. His knees felt w
obbly as he got up to retrieve the ladder, but he managed to slide it into th
e hole, his whole body freezing as it hit bottom. 
........................................................
“Will you knock that off?” Jay snapped, and in the passenger seat of Jeremy 
“Jay” Flaskis’s car, Oliver flinched, and quickly wiped away the tears that 
Jay obviously objected to.
“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
Jay frowned over at him, looking somewhat annoyed, but it was unclear if Oli
ver was the cause of it. 
“Look,” Jay said. “I’m a little tense right now. I think we’re gonna stop at 
Frank’s first. It’s closer than everywhere else.” And as if it would help, he
 placed more pressure on the gas, taking the winding dirt road at a speed tha



t would give his mother a heart attack and had Oliver reaching to brace himse
lf on the dash.
“Maybe you should slow down, Jeremy,” Oliver said nervously. It was so dar
k that he could see nothing beyond the trees the headlights hit. “Jeremy?”
“Your mom’s dead, Frank’s missing--and you want me to slow down?” Jay 
demanded. “God, you’re such a fuck.”
“I want Frank to be okay, too,” Oliver objected, but his words came out more
 like a whimper, and it only seemed to set Jay off further. 
“Like you fucking care at all!” Jay snapped. “You’re all out of your minds,
 you know that? You really think you can play God? You think for a second t
hat you’ll get away with it?”
Oliver felt his eyes narrow, his blood pressure rise. He didn’t like talking 
about things that led to where he sensed this was leading to. “I don’t know w
hat you’re talking about, Jeremy,” he said quietly.
Jeremy scoffed. “Tell me something. Were you there when Odetta died?”
“No!” Oliver said forcefully. A little too forcefully.
Jeremy glared over at him, his foot pressing harder on the gas as he took a t
urn that had him gripping the steering wheel and Oliver’s knuckles turning wh
ite on his seat. 
“Slow down!” Oliver screamed.
“How’d you get her in that boat, Oliver?” Jay pressed. “Did you push her i
n? What was it, huh? She didn’t get in by herself! Did you watch someone e
lse do it? Tell me who!”
“Stop!” Oliver demanded, holding his head. He closed his eyes, but promptl
y snapped them open. Too scary to close them. 
“Was it your dad?” Jeremy demanded. “Your brother? Maybe both of them toget
her... personally, I don’t think you’d have the nerve. Unless she was alrea
dy dead. Did’ya kill her and then put her in there? Just tell me!”
Bright light caught Oliver’s eyes as he turned them away from Jay’s, and th
ey widened as he looked straight ahead. A horn blared, Jay cursed, and Oliv
er screamed just before the vehicle swerved, bouncing as the front right bu
mper hit a tree, shooting the back end of the vehicle back onto the road. A
ttempting to control his balance as Jay struggled to control the car, Olive
r saw another thick tree truck coming right towards his door... or perhaps 
it was the other way around as his body slammed hard into the passenger doo
r and everything went black. 
One. Two. Three. Moments. Mere moments that felt more like eternity passed b
efore Oliver blinked heavily, lifting his head from the back of the seat. Th
ere was a horrible, blaring sound in his ears, and wanting nothing more than
 for it to stop he reached out slowly and grabbed Jay’s shoulder, pulling hi
s head off the steering wheel; off the horn. 
Several moments later, Oliver was looking around slowly, holding his neck w



hen he found that it hurt to move it. There was glass in his lap and at his
 feet from a window, and it took him minutes to put together what had just 
happened. Looking out into the dark, Oliver attempted to open his door. He 
had to force it, but it swung open, and as he stepped out on wobbly legs, h
e held onto the vehicle as he took a long look at the way the back end was 
embedded into a tree. 
Down the street, it seemed the other driver hadn’t had luck that was any bett
er than theirs; the headlights were still on, shining into the forest while t
he front end of the truck was nose first against a tree it had actually manag
ed to knock sideways. Oliver’s attention returned to Jeremy’s car. His instin
cts were urging him to run, and he wanted to listen to them. Jeremy Flaskis w
as mean; plain and simple. But, Oliver couldn’t leave him there. Wouldn’t. Th
at would be bad, and that was one thing that he didn’t want to be. 
Oliver walked around the car and opened Jay’s door, frowning as he looked d
own at the boy he’d tried to steer clear of whenever possible. He didn’t lo
ok so tough now, Oliver supposed. Not with the bridge of his nose split ope
n and his eyes closed. But still, he reached down cautiously to shake Jay’s
 shoulder, pulling back quickly when Jay’s eyes snapped open, seeming disor
iented as he looked up at Oliver, and then around them.
“Shit,” Jay cursed. He hurt. Everywhere, it seemed. “Get me out of here.” He 
reached for Oliver, meaning to get out of the car, only to be pulled back as 
his seat belt restrained him. Oliver moved into action then, reaching for the
 buckle, unfastening it.
“Is the car gonna blow up?” Oliver asked. He was genuinely concerned. “Th
ey do that sometimes in the movies.”
Jay looked at him oddly, but ultimately only shook his head. “Are you okay
?”
Oliver thought it was an odd question, not only because he thought it imposs
ible Jay could care about his safety, but also because he was the one helpin
g Jay out of the car. But, maybe that was because Oliver was unaware of the 
bleeding gash at the side of his head. “I think so, Jeremy. But my neck hurt
s. Won’t turn right.” Oliver tested it, and winced.
“Don’t try it again,” Jay ordered, and then ground his own teeth when he fou
nd it nearly unbearable to put his weight on his left ankle, and was forced 
to hold onto Oliver. But, the pain they were in didn’t seem to be his primar
y concern as his attention turned blurrily to the other vehicle, and he curs
ed again. “Come on, we have to see if they’re okay.”
Seeing as how Jay wasn’t going anywhere in his current condition without Ol
iver, Oliver wrapped an arm around Jay’s back, and together they headed tow
ards the vehicle, where Jay finally let go of him to hold onto the truck as
 he made his way around to the driver’s side door, where he let out a whole
 new string of curses that had Oliver stepping back.



“Like I fucking need this!” Jay complained to no one in particular as he l
ooked over Mr. Dron. The old man was unconscious, his seat belt holding hi
m into his seat as an open wound oozed down his forehead. When all was sai
d and done, Jay was pretty sure that Mr. Dron would make sure he caught he
ll for this one. “We’re gonna have to leave him here... send help back.”
Catching on, Oliver moved to help Jay again as he limped away from the vehi
cle. Frank’s house wasn’t that far from them, and at this point, Oliver jus
t wanted to get there, since according to Jay, that’s what they needed to d
o, and then maybe Frank would come back. Oliver wished that Frank was there
 now, as the two made their way carefully down the winding road, tiring qui
ckly. 
“Come on, we’re almost there,” Jay urged, when Oliver’s pace began to slo
w.
“It hurts,” Oliver mumbled.
Instead of yelling at him for the complaint, Jay’s tone was gentle. “You’ll r
est soon. Look, we have to...”
“I know, Jeremy,” Oliver interrupted. “We have to go to Frank’s.”
The only sound they heard for the next half mile was each other’s breathing
, and Jay released an obvious sigh of relief when the shadow of the Seaberg
 house came into view. Urging Oliver to move faster, they made it to the fr
ont door where Jeremy collapsed at Oliver’s feet, catching his breath as he
 looked around.  There were cars. The parents were home, and for a second, 
he felt only relief as Oliver began to rap hard on the door.
It was when they heard footsteps on the other side that Jay took note of a t
hirty-one-foot luxury boat on the lake that looked a lot like the ones rente
d out in town, and something about it seemed out of place. At least, here. W
incing, he pulled himself to his feet and took a step away from the door as 
he stared at it, still on the water. “Oliver?” he said, unsure of the questi
on he meant to ask as he turned back around, pausing when something around t
he side of the house caught his eye. It was a vehicle, but it took him sever
al moments to make out the shape of a familiar truck that he was sure didn’t
 belong to the Seabergs. And as he squinted his eyes, the color popped out a
t him like a sucker punch and he bolted towards the door, ready to drag Oliv
er away from it. “No!” he shouted. “It’s your da--”
But it was too late. The door swung open, and Oliver clutched Jay’s shoulder 
in his sudden panic. Jay’s breath hitched as his eyes focused solely on the r
ifle pointing at his belly before he looked up into Brian Martin’s eerily che
erful face.
“Hey, boys,” Brian said, looking at Oliver. “I’ve been wait’n for you.” But
, as his attention turned to Jay and looked him up and down, his smile fade
d and his eyes narrowed. “But not you.”
..............................................



Uncomfortable goose bumps rose over Frank’s arms as he descended into the da
rkness, feeling claustrophobic. The air reeked of a rotting muskiness that m
ade him feel dirty just breathing it, and he clutched the ladder as if he we
re afraid of falling, even though logically he knew that the drop couldn’t b
e that far. And it wasn’t.
He felt a chill run up his spine as his feet reached the bottom and sloshed 
in what had to have been at least three inches of water. Feeling a drop hit 
his nose, he jumped before realizing that whatever he was standing in was le
aking in water from above. There was a muted light coming from somewhere ahe
ad of him, likely from the vent, but it looked a lot further away than four 
feet. He closed his eyes tightly for a second. He felt disoriented as he too
k a blind step forward, wishing above all else that he had a flashlight as h
is shaky voice called out once more, softly this time, knowing that there wa
s only one thing he really needed to know about this place. 
“David? Are you here?”
Thanks to Jim for editing!
A little boy with newly cropped dark hair and wide, attentive hazel eyes loo
ked across the table at the other six-year-old, who happened to be his mirro
r image. Only, the hair was a little messier, the eyes somewhat absent, and 
the biggest difference noticed by the little boy--the bowl of strawberry ice
 cream his doppleganger was eagerly lapping down. He felt particularly jealo
us over that last thing, but still, when the messy-haired boy suddenly looke
d up and smiled at him, he was inclined to return it. 
“It’s real good, David,” the boy said. It wasn’t a taunt. David, even at his y
oung age, understood this about his brother. But the words certainly did nothi
ng to dull the jealousy. 

With knots forming in his small stomach, David looked to his right, where h
is mother stirred her tea. Sensing him, she paused without looking up and a
 frown creased her brow.
“Mama?” David said, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. He was pretty s
ure that everything he did or said annoyed her. So he tried. He tried not to
 be a bother. 
His mom shifted her gaze towards him, but only for the briefest second. Som
etimes, it was as if she was afraid to look at him. And more often than not
, when she addressed him, her words were shorter than her glances. “Just, d
on’t.”
David opened his mouth again. “Mom...”
She dropped her head into her hand, obviously irritated with him, but it was
 the sound of a fist hitting the wooden table that made him silent as he loo
ked across the table, where his father was sitting next to Oliver. “Will you
 just answer him, Mary?” he asked gruffly. “I’d like some peace around here.”



“Fine,” Mary snapped. “What is it?”
David lowered his eyes, no longer wanting to ask his question. But he could
 feel his father watching him, and something told him it would be worse if 
he didn’t. “Can I have ice cream?”
“No,” his dad answered, despite his demand that his mother do it.
“But I did my chores today,” David insisted. “And I’ve been good, too... it’s 
not fair. Oliver...”
“You know why Oliver gets ice cream and you don’t,” Mary cut him off, actua
lly seeming proud of her cruel tone. “Oliver’s been a good boy, but he need
s our special attention. Ain’t that right, Brian.”
“Of course it is,” David’s dad responded, looking in his direction stonily.
 “And we all know whose fault that is, too--don’t we, David? You know, why 
don’t you go ahead and explain it to us, boy. I think you could use the rem
inder.”
David twisted his hands together beneath the table as his gaze moved over i
t, this time at his brother. Oliver was looking around, seeming confused by
 the exchange as he licked the strawberry mustache from his top lip. When O
liver looked at him, David felt something heavy welling in his chest drop a
s he said what was expected of him. “It’s my fault.”
Chapter 12 - Part One
by DomLuka
Frank covered the bottom portion of his face with his hand, in part to keep 
his fingers from shaking at his side, and in part to smother the stench. He 
could hear the crickets somewhere above, making him feel small within the da
rkness of the hole.
“David?” he whispered. He stepped back towards the ladder, looked up to the 
sky and took a deep breath. Fresh air. Clean air. He couldn’t quite decide w
hat exactly it was about this place that made him feel so... filthy. 
But he’d shower later, he swore. Later.
“David?” he called again, louder this time. He could hear an edge of panic i
n his own voice, and realized that it was one he truly felt, but still he mo
ved forward again, faster this time, a hand out in front of him as he headed
 towards the dim light coming from the ceiling. “David, please answer me. I 
know you’re here.” Frank didn’t realize that he really believed that until h
e’d said it out loud, and immediately it made him wonder just how much of Da
vid he was going to find. “David, please, just ans--”
Frank’s breath hitched as his fingers unexpectedly came up against the ba
ck wall, moisture touching his fingers with rough cement. But, any though
t he might have had of cockroaches crawling along that same wall seemed t
o fade away as he grew more disturbed over what he felt at his feet. He k
nelt slowly, reaching down, and paused when his hands came against a shoe
 that wasn’t his. Swallowing hard, Frank slowly slid one hand upward, ove



r a wet sock covering what was undoubtedly someone’s ankle.
Someone who wasn’t moving. 
Someone who felt cold. 
“David? David.”
 
9 days earlier....
The stars always seemed brighter sometime in the middle of the night. Perha
ps it was the cool air, the silence--except for the sound of rustling leave
s and crickets adding to a peaceful atmosphere; or maybe for David Martin, 
it was just that during those few hours when no one else was awake, he was 
actually able to take notice of the things capable of creating childish dre
ams and fantasies. Just like the stars. He was at peace beneath them, just 
like he’d been this night before returning home. But as he looked up past t
he shadows to the glowing night above, he knew that something had gone horr
ibly wrong. 
Nothing was working right. His movements felt sluggish, his body like dea
d weight that somehow managed to move. There was a familiar voice in his 
head, screaming at him to move, a dull force pushing him forward...
Where was he? It was dark, the world spinning. It took him too long to real
ize that he was at his home, behind the garage. His mother. She was there. 
She was the voice. It came to mind that he didn’t like her or her screaming
, and in a desperate attempt to make the nightmare go away he raised up his
 arms and shoved... catching only air before she grabbed his wrists, spun h
im around, and forced him forward again. 
Why was he so slow? David wished that someone would tell him as his body g
ave out and he collapsed to his knees in front of a dark shadow. She didn’
t yell at him for that. Good. He needed a rest, a moment or two to collect
 his thoughts. “What’s happening?” he asked. The words made sense to him, 
but something was wrong with his tongue. The words weren’t right, nothing 
more than a strange slur. 
Blinking rapidly, he stared straight ahead. His mother was up to something. 
He could see her moving around the shadow, looking frantic... uncovering it.
 The car. Yes, the car. He understood a little better now. The old Volvo she
 used to get to work on the days she couldn’t do it from home. Ran like crap
. So mostly it just remained covered behind the garage. Maybe given the chan
ce, David would have wondered why she was playing with it this late at night
, but in the next moments, he was resisting her attempts to get him in the b
ack seat of the car.  It shouldn’t have been so hard, he thought numbly. He 
was bigger than her, end of subject. All he had to do was lie down and let h
er wear herself out trying to lift him up. And he did. But she didn’t play f
air. 
Grunting at the sharp kick to his ribs, David rolled over in a hopeless atte



mpt to shield himself. What was wrong with him? 
More screaming. He hated the screaming. He wanted it to stop so he could clo
se his eyes. Peace. He wanted peace. But instead, someone found it fitting t
o give him more pain. More? Yes, more. Something wasn’t quite right, besides
 the way he felt like lead. There was pain, too.  It was suspicious that he 
hadn’t noticed it before. He noticed it now, right along with the new pain. 
Horrible pain. His ear. She was doing something to his ear. Tearing it off? 
No. Not even she would be that vicious. Would she? Not liking the answer he 
came up with, David opted not to think about it as he turned what little att
ention he had to defending himself, lifting an arm, using every bit of his m
eager strength to lash out until he was certain that he’d hit at least some 
part of her with a painful amount of force. That was better, he decided when
 he was certain that she’d stopped. But, in the few seconds it took for the 
pain to fade away. David had reached to touch his abused ear, finding it wet
 and sticky. Frowning, he brought his fingers just in front of his eyes and 
squinted at the blurry image of them, shadowed by night. 
Blood. David was certain of it. Well, shit on him! Maybe the bitch had torn 
off his ear... but there was more. Twisting his arm, he tried to recall when
 he’d managed to injure himself with the long scrapes that became more visib
le the longer he looked, or how he’d managed the rip in the knee of his jean
s, which weren’t all that old. He didn’t have as much time as he would have 
liked to figure it out. The sharp pain in his ribs following his mother’s me
ager--but effective--blows to his ribs with what had to be her foot, brought
 his attention right back to her demanding voice, which was becoming clearer
 now--and not fortunately, as far as David was concerned.
“Up!” she shouted. “Up! Get up now!”
He knew what she was saying, but he didn’t understand. Why the fuck would h
e get up? It hurt to sit. Standing was out of the question. But then she wa
s pointing at the open car door, yelling some more... and then his ear! Wha
t the hell did she think she was doing to his ear? If David had been able t
o reach her throat, there was no doubting that he’d have his hands wrapped 
around it as he strangled the life from her. And maybe that’s what he actua
lly thought to do when he did force himself up, but somewhere in the middle
 of all of it, attempting to reach for her, he’d forgotten. It seemed ridic
ulous a moment later when he remembered what his intentions had been--but h
e’d actually forgotten, and by then, he was in the back seat of the Volvo a
nd she was closing the door, and he...
David took in a deep breath as his head fell back against the seat. He winc
ed. That hurt. What was wrong with him? He would have wondered what was wro
ng with his mother, too, as she moved into the driver’s seat and the engine
 grunted to life, but he figured that the list would be too long to figure 
it all out in one night. So, he tried to focus on the last question that se



emed important at the moment. Why on earth did she want him in the car? And
 where would she actually have the gall to take him in the middle of the night.
It was the middle of the night, wasn’t it?
Where would they be going? His mom never did leave the house in the middle 
of the night. Maybe...he thought about an infinite amount of maybes. Counti
ng the injuries he knew he had, and the ones he suspected that he had, it w
as possible that he’d gotten into a more violent than usual confrontation w
ith his father. Maybe his mom had finally taken pity, and she was taking hi
m into town to see a doctor. No. She’d do that for Oliver--maybe. If he wer
e dying. But not for David... unless she’d somehow mistaken him for Oliver-
-not likely, despite his frightening ability to produce a convincing imitat
ion of his brother. But maybe. 
No. That was stupid. Think. Think. Think! Ouch! David’s head fell back against
 the seat again, and again it hurt. He was fairly certain that that injury had
 come first. He had no idea why, just a gut feeling, and the dull, bruising pa
in of it bursting through his skull, but he was certain...
Frank. Not Frank, but the little Subaru that he’d gone to town in with Frank 
not so long ago... it was sitting in front of his house, the door ajar. His h
ead turned as his mother drove right past it, and suddenly, he found clarity.
 It was horrible. He wondered if this was how Oliver felt when he woke up fro
m his spells, but lacked the sympathy for it at the moment, or even a second 
thought.
Frank. That was it! Frank, Frank, Frank! He remembered calling Frank. That 
hadn’t been an easy decision to make, or rather, it had been a little harde
r to bring himself to dial the number than he’d thought it would be. He’d b
een considering calling all day. Ever since Frank had shown up all riled ab
out the pictures he’d been taking. He’d said just enough to get to David...
 to push him towards the slow decision he’d been coming to about which fami
ly secrets shouldn’t remain a secret anymore. 
But he hadn’t called. Not right away, at least. What he had done, was go f
or a very long walk to think about things. He’d known from the start that 
he’d catch hell from his parents if he didn’t make his outing brief, but h
e really hadn’t cared. They’d gone out with Oliver to a favorite fishing s
pot, and as usual, he hadn’t been invited. He didn’t much care about that,
 either. It was something he was used to. What bothered him about it, was 
that he knew that his parents did it to bother him. To hurt him. To punish
 him. What was worse, was that they knew that they were bothering him, and
 it ate at David that he’d never really gotten past that because he wasn’t
 supposed to crave their attention, or love for that matter. Not anymore. 
That was their only power over him and everyone knew it. The way they deni
ed him... everything. But, somehow, somewhere, everything had changed. Dav
id wasn’t sure exactly when it happened, or how he’d even changed enough t



o do it from the weak, obedient boy he’d once been, but somewhere over the
 last years he’d made a decision. He’d done his best to make his parents a
s miserable as they wanted to make him. And it was wonderful. The scolding
, the beatings, the punishments... all of it. Even his father’s twisted mi
nd games no longer mattered because David was numb--he’d won. Maybe they’d
 crushed who he’d once been, but they were no match for who he’d become. W
ho they’d created, he thought ironically. But then, they had to bring his 
brother into it...and that was part of the reason why he’d finally called 
Frank. Well, that and what had been waiting for him once he’d finally gott
en home, somewhere past two in the morning.
He remembered now. It shouldn’t have turned as ugly as it had gotten. His f
ather was gone, likely out with one of the sluts who saw... well, David was
n’t sure what they saw in the man. It was all very disgusting to him, but b
eside the point. Brian Martin hadn’t been there, and therefore, he wouldn’t
 have to put up with the interrogation over where he’d been until morning. 
Or so he’d thought.
He hadn’t bothered being too quiet sneaking in through the window of the be
droom he shared with Oliver. On the nights that David was gone for one reas
on or another, his brother always made sure that it was unlocked before he 
went to sleep, and with his father out of the house, he expected no resista
nce. But then again, he hadn’t expected Mary Martin.
David knew that his mother often checked on Oliver, even after she’d gone t
o bed. He remembered lying awake in bed at night when he was young, watchin
g her pull the covers up over Oliver’s sleeping body so he wouldn’t catch a
 chill, and the way she’d kiss his forehead at the same time she’d ruffle h
is hair. And then David would wait. He’d wait for her to turn around, and c
ome to his bed. He’d wait for her to make certain that he hadn’t slipped of
f somewhere in the night, because he’d been pretty sure that that’s what mo
thers were supposed to do. But she never did, and as he grew older, David m
ade a point to slip away into the night as often as possible. Most of the t
ime--when his father wasn’t waiting to torment him--he never had any troubl
e slipping back in, either. He’d certainly never found any trouble when it 
came to his mother. Even if she’d caught him, and she had a few times, she’
d leave it be if her husband wasn’t there to take care of any disciplinary 
action. Never had she been stupid enough to attempt tangling with David on 
her own. Until tonight. 
It had happened fast. In fact, it was so fast that it was all a blur to Dav
id, and not just because of his current state. The only way he’d be able to
 explain it would be that his mother had quite obviously lost her mind. Not
 even halfway through the window, and she was all over him: her nails, her 
hands, her voice chirping in his ear about how he was disturbing Oliver. Ho
w everything was his fault. How he made her miserable. But none of it reall



y bothered him. Only made him think some more as he shook her off. Made him
 think about calling Frank. How miserable she’d be then, if...
And then she’d slapped him. It was openhanded, right across his face. He’d 
hardly noticed the sting it had been so brief, but it was enough because su
ddenly he’d reached a boiling point of sorts, and while it wasn’t the first
 time, and hardly worth mentioning if someone had asked him, David Martin s
napped. In the instant it had taken him to blink he’d drawn back his fist, 
and then he’d hit her, knocked her clear to the floor crying out in agony. 
And he smiled. Only because this was the part where his father usually inte
rvened and made him pay for his violence. It wasn’t often that he got to wa
tch, and for a moment it was... nice. Yes, nice to see her on the ground in
 obvious agony. He wanted to do more. Make her hurt more.  He’d taken a ste
p forward, ready to do his worst, ready to lash out in every single way he 
felt she’d provoked him to. And if Oliver hadn’t been awakened by the distu
rbance they’d created, he would have. David found it unfortunate that his b
rother’s interruption had managed to draw his anger in an unlikely directio
n instead. He’d never done physical harm to his brother before. Not intenti
onally. But then again, Oliver had never attacked him before. 
“David! Stop that! Stop it, David!” Oliver screeched, jumping on his broth
er’s back in a way that reminded David that they were equally matched when
 it came down to sheer size. “Don’t hurt her!”
“Damn it, Oliver!” David snapped. He was quite simply, outraged. He knew th
at his brother had difficulty when it came to going against their parents, 
but Oliver sure as hell wasn’t supposed to go against him. And if he was go
ing to go against him...
“What the fuck is the matter with you?” David demanded, rounding on his brot
her to grip the neck of his nightshirt, the fear crossing Oliver’s face not 
registering in his fury. “Idiot!” David shouted, and before he could think a
bout it, or even think to stop himself, the back of his hand had made contac
t with Oliver’s face, the force snapping through the room before he shoved O
liver away hard enough to cause him to trip backwards. And David watched. He
 watched his brother’s arms flail as he tried and failed to catch his balanc
e, and he watched his head snap forward as the back of it hit the windowsill
 before Oliver ultimately ended up on the ground, looking no less than shock
ed as he clutched his injuries. It had only taken moments for it all to happ
en, and even less time for David to regret it. Because that was one thing he
 didn’t do. He did not hurt Oliver. Not like that. Not when he’d spent a lif
etime learning that hurting his brother was the very reason his existence ha
d become something akin to torture. “Oliver, I’m...”
David barely had a foot forward before his mother was grabbing his arm, f
orcing him around. “You stay away from him!” she screamed. “Stay away! I 
won’t let you...”



“Shut up!” David shouted, effectively reminding her that she was in no po
sition to control him, because she immediately removed her hand. But he f
ound that it wasn’t enough. Not even close. He began to advance, forcing 
her out of their bedroom. “You stay away! Stay away from both of us! Why 
do you do it? Why do you act like I’m the one who hurts him when... when 
you know! You know it’s you!”
“David, your father could be home at any minute!” Mary Martin said urgentl
y, still backpedaling down the hall. “Please, David, please; we don’t want
 to cause trouble now, do we?”
David took one more aggressive step towards his mother, forcing her to st
ep backwards into her own bedroom. And then he smiled humorlessly; amused
 without finding anything funny whatsoever. “Actually, Mama,” he said qui
etly, “I think we do.”
And he did, just as soon as he’d slammed the bedroom door in his mother’s fa
ce. When he walked to the phone to call Frank, he’d felt unstoppable. It was
 strange really. He knew what he was doing, but at the same time, he wasn’t 
thinking about it. If he thought about it... he’d have to think about the co
nsequences. Consequences that he knew his parents likely wouldn’t be alone i
n sharing. But for a few minutes, David just didn’t care. Until he’d heard F
rank’s voice. Frank’s voice made it real. It scared the hell out of him. He 
was no longer doing this to hurt his parents. He was doing it to help himsel
f, and it was shameful.
David didn’t ask for help. Not ever. He was strong enough, he had to be. Bu
t there he was, on the phone with someone who didn’t even like him--reachin
g out for... what? Help. He’d wanted help. He didn’t know what kind of help
 exactly, but in that moment he knew that he didn’t want to wake up for the
 rest of his life knowing...he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life be
ing. Not what he was. Because he wasn’t anything at all. Just the bad one. 
Nothing more. They’d made sure of that. 
David had tried to tell Frank. Tried to reach out. He’d never done that befor
e, so there’d been concern that he wasn’t getting his point across... or didn
’t get it across at all when he was interrupted by his mother, who’d apparent
ly deemed it necessary to strike him in the head with an excruciatingly heavy
 object... right before she dragged him out to the garage.
He remembered now. Narrowing his eyes at his mother’s shadow in the rearvi
ew mirror, he remembered. She had to have cracked his head. Knocked him ou
t. It explained the way he could feel his entire skull pounding every time
 she hit a bump in the road, but the rest...
She’d dragged him to the barn, across the gravel. Not alone. He remembered
 Oliver’s voice now, asking her not to take him--but he’d helped. The real
ization sparked a moment of resentment for David towards his brother, but 
it was quick to fade. Oliver was just doing what he was told. He always di



d what he was told.  But why? Not Oliver. Why was his mother doing this? W
hy was she taking him? Something still didn’t make sense.
“Why do I feel like this?” he asked. His words were slurred, but he recogni
zed that they at least made sense this time. Something about that made him 
feel... safer. For a whole second before his mother answered. 
“I can’t do it anymore,” she said, making a strange, sniffling sound. Crying? P
robably. She cried a lot. “I have to make it better, don’t you see? Have’ta fix
 it all...I’ll make it better. You’ll see.”
Frank nearly choked on his own bitter laughter. “It’s.. too.. late..” he said sl
uggishly. “Too late.”
“Not if you go away.”
And suddenly, the hair on the nape of David’s neck prickled in alarm as he 
reached for the door handle, knowing that nothing was more important at the
 moment than getting out of that car. But as the Volvo took another bump in
 the road and his head was forced against the cool glass window, all he fou
nd the capability to do was hold onto his injuries as the dull agony pulled
 him deeper into the darkness fogging his mind. 
.............................................
“Swallow it!”
David Martin would have done anything for a more sensitive gag reflex. The t
hick pill his mother had managed to force halfway down his throat was leavin
g a bitter taste in his mouth, and as she pinched his nostrils shut he found
 it increasingly difficult to breathe. Closing his watering eyes, he relucta
ntly swallowed.
And instantly regretted it. But it explained so much--the way he was feeling
. Slow. Tired. Sluggish. Drugged. It wasn’t the first time. But this time, h
e knew that he wasn’t going to sleep it off in a dark basement, and that mad
e it all the more terrifying, especially since as his mother grabbed his arm
 with both hands and pulled him from the car, he knew where they were.  
The wind had picked up along the narrow dirt path which they were parked on 
which was just wide enough to pass for a road. But even with the cool air fa
nning his face, David felt as if he couldn’t breathe. His mother’s small han
ds clamped around his wrists, pulling him forward, keeping him moving, one f
oot in front of the other--it was constricting. He tried to pull away from h
er, but found that he didn’t have the strength as she led him right off the 
road and into the trees, and when he couldn’t pull away from her, he stopped
 moving his feet, as if he’d just remembered that he could do that. 
Mary spun around, the shadows cast over her face masking desperation and 
creating a ghostly appearance that had David once again attempting to pul
l away. “No, we have to keep moving!” she insisted. “David, walk! David. 
David!”
But, he wasn’t hearing her now. He’d already dropped to his knees, uncooper



ative as she tried to pull him up. He was unaware of the slap to his face t
his time, oblivious to his mother’s tears as she went from acting out furio
usly to trying to reason with him because she knew he had to move before hi
s second dose of sedatives for the evening took effect. If that happened, s
he wouldn’t have a chance. Maybe if David had known what she was thinking h
e would have laughed at her, and outright laid down. But he couldn’t know, 
because he was already somewhere else. In the same place... just a differen
t time, where it was light, and the air was warm, thick with humidity. Near
ly three years ago, when his brother accidentally found...
Oliver Martin shielded his eyes as he looked up at the tree his brother was
 perched in, expertly holding a muzzle loader. The sun was behind him, maki
ng him seem nothing more than a shadow within the bright lights shining thr
ough the leaves, but Oliver could make out his posture, which was all busin
ess as he took aim at something in front of them. Oliver quickly turned his
 head to see what it was, and frowned when he discovered that David’s targe
t happened to be their father, who wasn’t that far ahead of them with his f
avorite rifle. 
“David!” Oliver started to scold, quickly turning back to his brother, but by
 the time he met David’s eyes, David was already out of the tree, lazily lean
ing on the trunk and smirking at him.
“Relax, Oliver. I ain’t gonna shoot him with his back turned... I’d wait ‘till
 he was lookin’ at me.”
Oliver cocked his head, obviously unsure of whether or not his brother was
 teasing him. But, when David smiled, he smiled, even as David turned seri
ous a moment later.
“Come on,” David insisted. “We can’t fall too far behind or he’s gonna get 
mad.”
At this, Oliver sighed. “Can we go home now, David? I don’t want to shoot an
ything. I don’t like it, David.”
“Well, people gotta do stuff they don’t like all the time, Oliver, now come o
n.”
David turned away, lifting his feet high as he trudged through the high, da
mp grass at his feet to catch up with his father. But he’d made it less tha
n ten feet before he stopped, and let out a breath. Oliver wasn’t following
. David didn’t have to turn around to know that. He could feel the distance
 of each step he’d taken between them. It had always been like that for him
. Strange, perhaps, but he always knew when it was Oliver walking down a ha
llway towards him instead of his parents, and sometimes, when they weren’t 
even in the same room; he didn’t have to get up and look to know which one 
Oliver was in. Neither of them had ever really had much fun playing hide-an
d-seek for this very reason.
“Oliver,” David said quietly. “You don’t have to look. I’ll tell you when to 



close your eyes.”
“I don’t want to close my eyes, David,” Oliver insisted. “I want to go home.”
 David turned slowly, and Oliver could see the muscles in his brother’s jaw f
lex as he clenched his teeth. It was always a sure sign that David was becomi
ng irritated, but Oliver persisted, anyway. “Closing my eyes doesn’t work, Da
vid. It just makes it dark, and I can still hear it. I don’t like it, David.”

David closed his eyes, as if it would hide what he was feeling from his brot
her. Frustration. Exhaustion. But mostly, trepidation. He felt guilty for it
, too. He knew that if Oliver told their dad he wanted to go home, it wouldn
’t be a problem. Oliver knew his way back to the house, and their dad would 
tell him they’d be home in time for dinner... Oliver would leave. He wouldn’
t have to see anything that he didn’t like. Simple. Except, when he left, Da
vid knew...
“Oliver, he’s been drinkin’,” David said. “I promise I won’t let you see nothin
g you don’t like, let’s just...”
“Hurry up, boys! Your mom’s looking forward to fresh meat tonight!” Brian
 Martin suddenly shouted, and David raised questioning eyebrows towards h
is brother.
“Please don’t make it harder,” David whispered. “Just for a little while long
er, Oliver... then we’ll go home. I promise.”
Oliver sighed. It was obvious that he didn’t understand why he had to be ther
e at all. His dad liked hunting. David liked hunting. He didn’t.  But, ultima
tely he shrugged, and started to move forward. “Only for a little while longe
r,” he agreed. 
David allowed himself a small sigh; a moment of relief. Back then, he liked 
to think that he would protect  his brother when he could, but it was moment
s like these that reminded him that in a way, Oliver protected him, too. Jus
t by being there.
“Good. Come on... maybe later you can help me take some pictures.”
Oliver smiled at that. “Can we go in the boat?”
“I don’t know,” David said honestly, looking back at their father again, wh
o was beginning to look impatient. “We’ll try. Come on.”
David turned, satisfied that Oliver was following him again. But he’d only t
aken a few steps before he heard his brother make a strange sound beside him
--a surprised burst of air rushing from his lungs--and the hair at the nape 
of David’s neck prickled as he spun around, and froze to find that Oliver wa
sn’t behind him at all. 
“Oliver?” he demanded, his eyes darting towards the trees in search of his mi
ssing twin as panic rose in his chest. “Oliver!”
“Ouch. David?” Oliver’s voice was muffled, but definitely there.
“Where are you?” David asked, moving forward cautiously.



“I’m right here,” Oliver said, sounding put out. “I hurt my butt.”
Feeling relieved, and a little amused, David put down his gun and knelt dow
n towards the ground as he proceeded forward, following the direction of hi
s brother’s voice. “Keep talking to me...I can’t see you.”
“I’m down here, David. I can’t get up. It’s too high.”
David’s head snapped to his left, and he moved towards the thick trunk of a 
tree where a hole in the ground was barely visible through the tall grass. K
neeling, he looked down, expecting to see Oliver, but... the warm spring air
 suddenly felt cold against David’s skin and a peculiar ache stirred his gut
 as all he saw was darkness below him. Day turned into night, the sky sparkl
ing with stars that had grown faint in the last half hour, and looking over 
his shoulder, his father had also vanished.
No. This wasn’t how it had happened three years ago. Now...the place hidden 
in the woods, not very far from their house was littered with debris, and th
e plate his father had secured over the opening of the hole his brother had 
fallen into was open. 
For several long moments, David stared into the entrance, sorting the past f
rom the present, jumping when he felt a cool hand on the back of his neck.
“I loved you once, you know,” his mother’s voice said quietly, and David tur
ned his stiff neck to look over her shadow behind him. “My perfect little bo
y... both of you were perfect.”
He closed his eyes, unsure if it was her words causing his nausea, or the ear
lier blow to his head. But, even with the way his tongue seemed to stick to t
he roof of his mouth, and the weakness he felt every time he used a muscle, h
e found it in himself to respond. “I hate you...bitch.”
Mary Martin sighed behind it as her hand on his neck became a little tighte
r, not enough to hurt, just enough to make him nervous.
“You’ve just made it so hard, David...” She paused to laugh to herself, alth
ough it was void of all humor. “And to think, you used to be the good one. E
veryone noticed, too... around the time you started walking. I remember you 
were just the sweetest little thing, so...sensitive to others. You never cri
ed, did you know that? And when someone else did, you’d just sit with them..
. like just being there could make all of their troubles go away. That’s wha
t you were... my perfect little boy.”
Mary’s fingers moved further up David’s neck, sending a cold chill through
 him as he involuntarily convulsed. “Whatever I am now, you made me,” he w
hispered, dropping his hands to the ground in an effort to keep himself up
. He felt like the world around him was spinning, like balance never exist
ed. Heavy. He felt heavy. 
“But you were a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Mary continued, as if she’d never 
heard him at all. “After what you did... after... no little angel could have 
been capable of hurting his own brother the way that you...”



“Liar!” David suddenly cut her off. He closed his eyes and allowed his head 
to fall forward. He was tired. Ready to stop, but not before he said it. “I 
know the truth. I remember it. You can’t lie to me anymore, because I know.”
 He paused, working hard to turn his head and look at his mother, who was su
ddenly frozen in the dark, her expression barely visible, but readable. It l
ooked like shock, stuck there on her face. “And I’ll tell everyone.”
Mary gasped as if she’d been slapped, her eyes snapping to her son’s face. 
It was a strange variety of things that David found in her expression then.
 Shock. Anger... but mostly sadness. “Oh, David... things don’t have to be 
like this anymore.” She suddenly smiled, unnerving him as she knelt at his 
side. He wondered if she had even heard anything he said. “I’m gonna make i
t better again.”
“Again?” he repeated, frustrated when he found that he was slurring again. “
It was never...”
“But that means you can’t come home with me,” she said thoughtfully as she 
knelt at his side, and David watched in horror as she reached for one of hi
s ankles, dragging it towards the drop. “But don’t worry... it’ll be better
 for you this way... and maybe soon, you can come back. When you’re ready. 
When we’re all ready.”
A strange whine sounded in the air, and it was full moments before David re
alized that it had come from his own throat when he couldn’t find the stren
gth to push his mother--such a little woman--away. And he felt himself fall
ing, his body leaning forward, and as his eyes widened on the open space in
 front of him, all he could see was darkness. He hated the dark. But as he 
continued to stare, a shadow formed below him, a face looking up, hands rea
ching...
“Get me out, David! It’s too dark down here, and it smells funny!”
“Oliver?” David opened his eyes... or maybe he’d closed them. But his broth
er was waiting for him again. Down there. And as David clearly recalled, Ol
iver had been a rather impatient fourteen-year-old. 
“And my pants got all wet, David! It’s wet down here!”
David resisted the way his lip wanted to curl up into a crooked smile as he
 stretched his arm out, down towards his brother. “Are you hurt?” he asked 
when Oliver grabbed his wrist. “I mean, nothing broken, right?”
“Don’t think so. Pull me up, David, please.”
David tried once, let out a frustrated breath, and then let go of Oliver. “I c
an’t pull you up that way,” he explained as he threw his legs over the edge of
 the opening. “Here, look out.”
Oliver stepped back, and David lowered himself down. The drop was higher than
 it had initially looked, and he landed hard on his feet, catching himself ag
ainst what felt like a filthy cement wall. Groaning, he wiped his hand off on
 his pants before retrieving a lighter out of his pocket. Flicking it, he hel



d the flame up to better view their surroundings.
“Where are we?” Oliver asked as he followed Frank around the small space.
 
“Don’t know,” David replied as he held the flame up towards the ceiling where
 a long piece of drainpipe ran, torn in places to reveal some metal and coppe
r piping within it. “Looks like a cistern... or maybe it was a cellar. I thin
k there used to be a house around here. This was probably part of it.”
“Can we go now, David?”
David looked at his brother as he lowered the lighter and allowed the flame 
to go out, leaving them only with the light shining down from above. “Sure,”
 he said, lacing his hands together and lowering them for Oliver. “Come on, 
I’ll boost you out first.”
Oliver looked uncertain. “I don’t know, David. How will you get out?”
This time, David did smile. “I’ll get out. Now come on.”
Oliver stepped up onto David’s hands and used his brother as a ladder to c
limb out before looking back down the hole, still seeming concerned. “Are 
you sure you’re coming out, David? Do you want me to get Dad, he’ll get yo
u out, and...”
“I’m fine, Oliver, I’m comin’ out right now... stand back, alright?”
David looked up as he waited for Oliver to step back, and once the opening 
was clear he jumped, catching the ground above to hoist himself out. But, a
s his head came through the opening, he came face to face with the last thi
ng he expected.
“Boo!” his father bellowed so close to his face that David was treated to spit
 hitting his eye, and startled, he let go, falling firmly on his backside befo
re he topped over, the moist bottom of the old cellar soaking through his pant
s and shirt.
Cursing, David righted himself and stood up, frowning as his father laughed
 down at him. “Get out of there, boy!” Brian shouted. “We’ve still got supp
er to catch.”
David only shook his head as he watched through the space above as his dad
 clasped Oliver on the back and led him away, but he remembered the moment
 clearly, just as he remembered the rest of the day. They’d spent another 
two hours in the woods before they found a deer. David was almost sorry wh
en it happened. Oliver really didn’t like hunting, especially this part.
“Hurry up and take your shot,” Brian hissed over David’s shoulder as he to
ok aim at the doe sipping from a puddle not more than twenty feet ahead of
 them. And he had a shot. He just wondered if he should miss this time as 
he glanced at Oliver, who had his back turned and his eyes covered. Brian 
must have seen David’s concern, because he was quick to take advantage. “W
hat’s wrong? You aren’t getting scared on me, are you? Huh, little coward?
 Take the shot. You know you like to kill things.” 



David felt a heavy frown crease his brow as he looked ahead again. “No I do
n’t,” he whispered.
“What was that?” Brian demanded, raising his voice as much as he dared, not
 wanting to frighten their prey. “You listen to me, if you don’t shoot that
 animal we’re having chicken for dinner! You’ve already done enough to your
 brother, do you really want him to find out if a chicken really does run a
round with its head...”
David pulled the trigger, and moved in to claim his kill.
.........................................................
It was the sickening kind of pain that starts in one place; in this instance, 
it was at the ankle, setting his nerves on fire as it shot up his leg and even
tually reached his gut. And David hadn’t even broken anything. At least, he ha
dn’t heard a disturbing snap, and when he reached for the ankle he’d managed t
o roll in the fall, he was fairly certain that everything was where it was sup
posed to be... if he didn’t count himself. 
Looking up, he felt uncomfortably shocked as he stared at the night sky vis
ible behind his mother’s shadow looming other the hole above, and in that m
oment--only in that moment--as he lifted his hand, as if to reach for her, 
he wished. He wished that for the slightest second she would just be his mo
ther. A real mother. One who’d climb down into the vile space that was to b
e his prison and just... do whatever it was that mothers were supposed to do. 
He sensed her sealing the metal plate over the opening before she’d even rea
ched for it, and he tried to call out, but nothing more than a startled gasp
 escaped his lips even as he struggled to say his words. “Don’t leave me her
e!” he choked out, even as it became too late, and as he struggled to his fe
et, wincing as his weight reached his ankle, he was left in darkness. “You d
on’t know what you’re doing,” he whispered, reaching out to hold himself aga
inst the nearest wall, and fighting off the revulsion he felt as his hand ca
me into contact with the slimy surface. He closed his eyes, as if it would h
elp him adjust to the dark faster, but even with the mild glow coming from t
he vent, it seemed impossible... just like the basement at home. In the dark
. He hated the dark. 
David forced himself to be careful as he reached into his pocket, his entire 
body, inside and out finding a certain calm as he felt his lighter. His thumb
 felt sweaty, his actions unstable, and it took him several times to ignite t
he small flame, but the light was a welcome intrusion, even as it revealed ex
actly what he was facing.
The area was tall enough for him to stand in, as he knew it was, but so...cl
osed. It felt crushing. Fungus. Mold. He didn’t have to see it to know it wa
s there. The stench was overpowering. But, he didn’t dwell on these things. 
Couldn’t. He could feel his eyes growing as heavy as his body felt, and as h
e looked around for a dry place on the floor he became frustrated to see the



 shine of moisture all the way to the back wall. So, his focus came to the s
pot where the mulch at his feet looked the deepest. Kneeling in it, he held 
his lighter safely out of the way and moved his free hand into the puddle, s
earching the stone floor with his fingertips until he felt a grated surface 
and began to clear whatever mud and other obstacles there were away from it 
until he heard the drain swallow. 
It wouldn’t be long until it backed up again. He knew that. And while the s
ituation was hardly what he’d describe as good enough, he also knew that he
’d have to make do, and do it in a hurry. Forcing himself up, to move towar
ds the back wall where the moisture wasn’t quite ankle deep, he propped him
self up in a corner as he looked around groggily, and then taking a deep br
eath, he allowed the lighter to go out as his hand searched the surface of 
the wall until his thumb came up against a crack that was just big enough f
or what he needed. He forced the lighter in, hoping that when he woke it wo
uld still be there before he crossed his arms over his chest, closed his ey
es and wondered how bad the pain would be when the numbness wore off. Rest 
it away, he told himself. Rest it away, and then... get out. Get out before
 he began to look around the dark walls... before he remembered what had ha
ppened the last time he was trapped between them.
“Did you have to kill it?” Oliver’s voice whispered in his ear.
David jumped as his eyes snapped open, and he looked to his right. David wa
s kneeling next to him, running a finger over the dead doe’s long ear. 
“She was so pretty, David,” Oliver said.
It was either her or that damn chicken of yours! David hardly prevented him
self from snapping. He took a deep breath as he roughly ran his hand over h
is face. “If you didn’t want to look, you could have gone with Dad to bring
 the truck closer,” he pointed out. 
“We shouldn’t have to kill things, David,” Oliver said quietly. “We could get 
stuff at the grocery store...”
“Dad’s cheap!” David snapped, deciding not to add, and he likes to kill thi
ngs. He hated conversations like this. Especially, the way that Oliver look
ed at him during conversations like this. He’d never really understood how 
he and his brother could have practically the same face when Oliver could m
ake his look so... vulnerable. “I’m sorry, okay? But you knew what was goin
g to happen when you came out here, and I can’t take...”
“I said I wanted to go home, David,” Oliver reminded him. 
David stood up, grinding his teeth. “Just... shut up, Oliver,” he snapped. “Do
n’t make me...I don’t...”
“You’re turning red, David.”
“That’s because I don’t want to argue with you!” David responded, genuinely 
ready to tear his own hair out. It was times like these that he found it ent
irely too difficult not to voice his frustrations with his family--especiall



y with his father. But back then, he’d made a point not to say too much to O
liver. It was a fear, really. Oliver loved their parents. And why not? They 
loved him back, David thought. If he started saying bad things about the two
 people who Oliver called Mom and Dad... well, he couldn’t help but wonder i
f something like that would cause his brother to turn his back on him... and
 that, David wouldn’t handle well. Sometimes--more often than not, actually-
-he felt like Oliver was all he had in the world. “Listen, let’s just go fig
ure out where he’s parking the truck so we can...”
David felt his voice drop down to nothing as he stared straight ahead, his b
ody becoming frigid as the muscles became almost afraid to move... afraid to
 startle the big brown eyes no more than eight feet ahead of him. The fawn w
as so young that its spots hadn’t even begun to fade away, and it seemed alm
ost too small to David to be out there in the woods. Too innocent. And while
 he waited for it to dart off at any given moment, something in his instinct
s told him that it wouldn’t. It was there, in the way it was looking at him-
-there was caution, but not that expected fear. And it was cute. If David we
re to move at all during that moment, it would be to scratch his head becaus
e the notion of finding something--anything--completely adorable was just...
 weird to him. Kittens and puppies and even the family of raccoons that had 
frequently come by their house the spring before--he’d seen it all. They wer
e just animals. Not cute. Not cuddly. Just individual lives passing him by; 
but the fawn--it was cute. The smile, the pleased one tugging at the corner 
of his mouth felt abnormal to him, causing the muscles in his face to quiver
, but he liked it. For a moment, he liked the feeling of being...
It didn’t really matter. The moment passed as soon as he heard his brother 
gasp behind him, and then Oliver whispered, “You killed its mother, David.”

Dropping his eyes towards the ground, David found that he really didn’t wan
t to look at the fawn anymore. 
“But you didn’t know it had a baby, David,” Oliver quickly added, as if he s
ensed the darkening of his brother’s mood as he moved to his feet. “I didn’t
 mean to... I’m sorry, David.”
“It’s fine, Oliver,” David replied quietly. “It’s not like you’re wrong, anyw
ay.” He reached down slowly as he glanced at the deer again, lifting a stick.
Oliver watched, his eyes steadily widening as his brother began to move to
wards the fawn. “What are you doing, David?” he demanded, quickly running 
forward to grab for the hand in which David was holding the thin, fallen b
ranch. “Don’t.”
“Oliver, we’ve gotta scare it away,” David responded, as if it was suppose
d to be common knowledge. 
“No!”
“Yes!” David snapped. “Look, we’ve gotta scare it away before he comes...”



 David groaned. It was the way that Oliver was looking at him. Again. “Oli
ver... it should be afraid of people, anyway!”
Oliver looked at the fawn, and then frowned at David. “But it doesn’t have a 
mother anymore,” he said. “What’ll happen to it if it’s out here all by itsel
f?”
David didn’t answer that question. Truth be told, he didn’t want to think a
bout the answer. “So what do you want me to do about it?” he grumbled, know
ing what his brother would say before Oliver said anything at all.
David could remember the rest of that day clearly: the way he helped his br
other approach the fawn until they’d caught it; the way that the small anim
al didn’t seem to mind being handled at all... and he remembered Oliver beg
ging their father to let them take it home. It hadn’t taken much convincing
. And then there was dragging the fawn’s mother to the truck, which Brian h
ad parked on a road closer to them than he’d originally stopped on. But tha
t’s where things became strange for David, because Brian hadn’t told him to
 help carry the carcass, he’d had Oliver do it, leaving David to carry the 
fawn.
Something had changed. David had been unable to explain it at the time, but
 as he watched his father moving ahead with Oliver, joking with his brother
 as if they were old friends--because they were friends, in a way that Davi
d had never been invited to understand--David simply knew. It was what exac
tly he knew, that seemed to be in question. But it was there in his father’
s face, every time the old man looked over his shoulder and met David’s eye
s with his own deceptively friendly ones. There was something there that to
ld David that things were going to change. He didn’t know how, and if he ca
red to take the time to think about it, he likely would have concluded that
 life could get no worse, therefore it didn’t matter. But it was still ther
e--the silent warning he remembered creeping into the back of his mind that
 day. And while he didn’t know if life would change, something told him tha
t he would. He held the fawn a little closer, as if the innocence of the cr
eature could shield him from something that decidedly, was not. 
Day One 
Oliver Martin sat on the front steps in front of his house, resting his chin i
n the palm of his hand as he looked across the lake. He couldn’t see Frank’s h
ouse with the trees in his way, but that didn’t stop him from staring in the d
irection. Waiting. 
Oliver knew that there were a lot of things that he didn’t understand. Like
, why his head hurt, or why there was an uneasy feeling in his gut--a feeli
ng that told him something was wrong. Not necessarily physically, either. A
nd he knew that he’d forgotten something important, too. It happened like t
hat sometimes. David always told him that it was because he didn’t want to 
remember, but Oliver didn’t understand that, either, and this time he wishe



d that he did, because exactly three hours ago, Frank Seaberg had left with
out saying goodbye to him, and he didn’t know why. And Frank had told him..
. down there in the dark, he’d told him that everything would be alright. 
Maybe Frank was confused, too, though, Oliver thought. He remembered wakin
g up in the basement, finding Frank there with him. Frank had said some th
ings that... Well, as much as Oliver wished that he could remember what ha
d happened before he’d woken up in the basement, he didn’t want to think a
bout the things that Frank had said down there. Bad things about his paren
ts, and Oliver did not want to think bad things about his parents. But the
 way Frank had left...
“Oliver...” His mother’s voice was gentle, but it still made him jump when 
she took a seat beside him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “Why not 
come inside now... you must be hungry, and you’ll feel so much better if yo
u take a little nap. Don’t you think so?”
Oliver shook his head. “I don’t wanna take a nap.”
“Well, then come eat something then; how ‘bout...”
“I don’t want to eat,” Oliver cut her off in a startlingly firm tone. “I wann
a sit here, so when Frank comes back he knows I waited for him.”
Mary fell silent next to him. For a moment, even her breathing ceased to exis
t as she looked at her son as if he’d said something particularly peculiar. “
But Oliver, you don’t need to...” 
“Why did Frank leave, Mama?” Oliver suddenly asked. “Why did he go like 
that?”
Mary pursed her lips for a moment, and then looked at Oliver, even while h
e turned away from her. “He’s not coming back, Oliver.”
“Yes he will,” Oliver replied, just as quickly. 
Mary felt her frown deepening. There was something in his posture, his voice
... it wasn’t right. Not right for this son. And she found it frightening, a
nd maybe a little surprisingly infuriating as she suddenly grabbed his chin 
and forced him to look at her. “He’s not coming back, do you hear me, Oliver
? He’s not!” Mary released him when she saw his eyes widen, that familiar un
certainty in them that she often saw cross Oliver’s face, and she forced her
self to calm down as she smoothed the reddened spot on the side of his face 
that she’d created with her tight grip. “I’m sorry, Oliver, but it’s true...
 Frank’s not going to come back. He told us.”
Oliver balked. “Why?” he demanded. 
Mary swallowed, straightened her shoulders, and looked him in the eyes. “Y
ou know why,” she said quietly. “David... he’s misbehaved again, and Frank
...”
“Frank said David wasn’t bad!” Oliver responded, his voice beginning to shak
e. “Frank said... he said...”
Oliver stopped, staring at his mother as if he expected everything she’d jus



t told him to go away, and she continued to watch, waiting to see if he was 
going to continue. When he didn’t, she simply smiled in such a way that had 
the hair on Oliver’s neck prickling in a way he didn’t understand. 
“Come inside and eat something, baby. You’ll feel better.”
But Oliver didn’t move, not even as his mother stood and left him there. He
 heard the squeak of the screen door open and close, her footsteps fading a
way inside--quiet voices as she encountered his father somewhere in the hou
se. 
David wasn’t bad. Frank had told him that. David wasn’t the reason why Fran
k had left like that. He couldn’t have been, because David wasn’t even ther
e. But still, Frank had left... but he’d come back. He had to come back, be
cause they were friends. Frank cared. Frank liked him. He’d come back. 
 
But why had he left at all? Why had looked at Oliver like... like his mother
 was right. Oliver didn’t understand. He hated it when he didn’t understand!
 And he hated that he was sitting there alone, that Frank had left, that Dav
id wasn’t there to tell him why... David would know. If it really was his fa
ult, like his mom said, David would know, and he could tell Oliver how to ma
ke Frank come back, and...
Why wasn’t David there?
Oliver swallowed hard as a thick knot rose in his throat, and an eerie feeli
ng took over every nerve from his head to toes as his muscles froze up, like
 he was experiencing the feeling of a disturbing nightmare that had woken hi
m in the night... just without any of the frightening details, except perhap
s an image or two, promptly pushed from his mind.
When Oliver stood, his movements were slow, but he felt as if he’d moved in
to his house in an instant, where he followed his parents’ whispers to the 
kitchen.
“We can tell him something else--anything else,” his mother was saying, alth
ough he was too focused on the question running through his mind to complete
ly absorb her words. “Just think about it, Brian, it’s madness! And people a
round here, they’ll start to talk as soon as they hear...”
“They never paid enough attention to talk,” Brian replied. “It’ll work... an
d you’re gonna help me make it work, unless you want the truth to come out.”

Mary was silent for a long moment. “I can’t do this to Oliver, he’s fragile en
ough; if we...”
“He’s a complete moron, Mary,” Brian cut her off. “That what he is, it’s wha
t he’s always been. No one’s gonna pay any attention if he starts talking li
ke a crazy person; besides...”
“Oliver!” Mary said, sounding startled as she suddenly looked up to find her
 son staring at them, bewilderment in his expression. “Oliver...”



“Mom,” Oliver said, as if he hadn’t heard a single word either his mother or
 father had just said. “Where’s David?”
Mary’s jaw dropped as she looked at her husband, an old habit she’d acquire
d from years of not knowing what to say. Not knowing what lies to tell. And
 if ever there was a time she wished she would have broken it, it would hav
e been now. But then, it was too late before she knew it.
“David’s not here, Oliver,” Brian answered. 
Oliver frowned. “But I wanna talk to him, Dad. Was he bad? If he’s in the bas
ement I’ll stay in there with him... and...”
“He’s not in the basement,” Brian interrupted. 
Oliver fidgeted with his hands as he diverted his eyes to the old tile cover
ing the kitchen floor where they wandered until he finally focused on his fa
ther’s thick, black boots. “Where is David?” he asked again, this time sound
ing, and feeling, much too uncertain. 
“Son,” Brian replied. “You know better than to ask such silly questions. The
re is no David.”
.........................................
He wouldn’t disappear. He’d get out of this, and whether or not they liked i
t, he existed. He’d show them. He wasn’t just going to disappear.
But god, it hurt. His eyes snapping open, David Martin pushed the upper half 
of his body from the moist, hard floor he’d been lying on for... well, he was
n’t certain how long. Less than a day, he imagined. The light still hadn’t fa
ded from the drain opening, unless it had and he’d managed to sleep through i
t... but time didn’t seem to matter as he felt the painful tightening in his 
gut right before he retched. 
It wasn’t the first time, and now he was almost used to the foul stench of h
is prison mingling with his own vomit. He was used to the pain, inside and o
ut, and he had decided six times that his mother hadn’t simply subdued him w
ith drugs--she’d poisoned him. But also six times, he’d also decided that sh
e couldn’t have. Of that, he was certain. He supposed that if Mary Martin we
re to purposely kill anyone it would likely be by poison. Less confrontation
 that way, and she hated confrontation. But still, he doubted that this was 
the case. If he was going to die now, his parents being responsible, David c
ame to the conclusion that it would be there. This hole. This place, and wit
h no aid from poison. 
But, he reminded himself as he moved slowly, and painfully to a sitting pos
ition, propping himself against a corner further away from his most recent 
mess--he wouldn’t die. Not yet, anyway. 
David couldn’t remember the exact moment when he’d realized that his pare
nts hated him. Hated him. Because they didn’t simply disapprove of him, o
r dislike him. They hated him, and he was pretty sure that they liked it 
that way. And while the matter of why had run in and out of his mind for 



as long as he could remember, something about this place made him wonder 
how. How did things ever become... this way?
Whatever it was, it was their fault. He’d made his peace with that years a
go, no longer willing to carry around whatever guilt he thought he was exp
ected to feel. Because really, as far as David was concerned, he hadn’t do
ne anything wrong. Not really. It had taken him some time to get there, th
ough. Because really, when you were hardly out of diapers and your parents
 insisted that there was something wrong about you--something bad--then yo
u believed it. And this was how David Martin was introduced to himself, ho
w he’d learned to think of himself. For a very long time. It hadn’t matter
ed that he remembered. Remembered and knew that the things they told him w
eren’t true. It hadn’t mattered until later, when he’d become angry. When 
he’d had enough. 
Looking around the darkness, attempting to avoid the foul visual that the m
eager amount of light that the drain offered him, David tightly closed his 
eyes. He’d definitely had enough. And how? Maybe the why still didn’t matte
r so much, but he supposed that it was a damn good question, too. But the p
roblem was, there were no answers for it. No reasonable answers, because hi
s parents always gave him the same answer. He was evil, you see. Cruel. A w
icked child, who not even God would have the sense to forgive. And it was b
ecause he’d taken his brother’s life. Or rather, he’d taken the life that O
liver might have had. 
Oliver had been intelligent, strong. Born a full three minutes and eleven s
econds ahead of David, there was a time when Oliver had done everything fir
st. He’d been the first able to roll over, to crawl, and to stand. He’d eve
n started to talk a whole year before David moved past the only word he eve
r managed to say: his brother’s name. But, it hadn’t mattered back then. Th
ey were happy, or so David was told. He and Oliver were the best of friends
, and everyone was happy. 
Until he ruined it. His grandmother’s house. David didn’t remember her now
, but he remembered the house. There’d been a window in the room he and Ol
iver shared while they were visiting, and he remembered looking out it. No
t very clearly, but he remembered some things. Like, the park across the s
treet. He and Oliver would wake up after their naps and just watch the oth
er kids, wishing that they could go play, too. He was positive that he rem
embered looking out that window. He even remembered it being opened a crac
k, the cool air hitting his face, refreshing him every morning as the sun 
warmed the sky. But what he did not remember was the one thing that his pa
rents talked about every time that window came up in conversation. What he
 absolutely couldn’t remember, was pushing his brother out that window.
Because it hadn’t happened.  And if it had, David was damn sure that he wo
uld have remembered it. He would have remembered it, and it would have bee



n an accident, because, Christ--he’d been three. Not that that even matter
ed, because it hadn’t happened.
“I didn’t do it.”
The sound of David’s own whispered, coarse voice startled him into opening 
his eyes as he wrapped his arms more tightly around his chest and drew in h
is knees, fighting off a cold chill.
“You’re the ones who’re fucked up,” he continued, taking in the darkness in
 front of him, allowing his mind to conjure shadows that weren’t there. 
David knew that there was no one there to hear him. He wasn’t so far gone th
at he thought otherwise. But nonetheless, in his mind he was very pointedly 
saying these things to two very particular faces, as if they were actually l
istening. Saying it out loud was just a way to make himself feel better. Or,
 at least he hoped that it would make him feel better. Calm. After all, talk
ing to one’s self always seemed to work for Oliver. Why not him, too?
“You can’t keep talking to Mom like that, David. Dad’s not gonna like it, a
nd you’ll be in trouble. I don’t like it when you get in trouble. I think w
e should hide for a while. Like when we go camping. No one ever sees us. Ca
n we go, David?”
David remembered the day he’d walked in on that conversation. Walked in on,
 because he hadn’t exactly been a part of it. Oliver had been around the ba
ck of the house, raking up what was left of the leaves littering the ground
. They’d seemed out of place there on the ground, like Christmas lights tha
t had never been taken down; they were what was left over from winter, now 
overshadowed by green trees and warm, humid air that smelled like the raspb
erry pies their mother had been baking all morning. He’d moved right up beh
ind his brother, smiling as he lifted a finger to tap Oliver’s shoulder.
“You know I can’t agree to that if you’re not even talking to me, don’t you
?” David remarked. 
Oliver turned, frowning, and it caused David to sober. “You know you were t
alking to me a second ago, don’t you?” David asked, just because sometimes 
Oliver really didn’t know. But, Oliver’s sheepish shrug told him that this 
was not the case... this time.
“I was just...I’m sorry, David.”
“That’s okay, Oliver,” David replied, and then he left it at that, mostly bec
ause he didn’t want to be involved in that conversation anywhere outside of w
hat Oliver considered reality. 
David had suspected that Oliver was becoming uneasy with the way he and his
 mother had been getting along lately, and walking in on the one-sided conv
ersation had confirmed it. David imagined that Oliver would have liked to s
ay those things to his face--ask him to stop being so argumentative. So dif
ficult every time their mom told him to do something. But, the thing was, D
avid didn’t want to. In fact, lately he rather enjoyed being difficult. Of 



course, Oliver didn’t need to know this, so there was no need to talk about
 it, as far as David was concerned. 
Oliver was of a different opinion. “David? Can we?” he asked, dropping his r
ake to follow his brother past the house, towards the back of the garage.
“Go camping?”
“I want to go before Dad gets home, David,” Oliver said. “Maybe Mom’ll fo
rget if we’re gone.”
Forget he told her fuck herself when she ordered him to finish cleaning up 
the yard on his own so Oliver could have pie? David doubted it. 
“Maybe another time, Oliver,” David replied, and then smiled as he added, “
Don’t worry about me getting in trouble, alright?”
“But David...”
“There’s pie--go have some,” David cut him off. “I’ll see you inside after I
 feed the deer.” And finish cleaning up the yard, he silently added. Maybe D
avid had recently discovered that annoying his mother amused him, but he was
n’t a fool. He was already in trouble, and if his chores weren’t finished be
fore his dad got home, it would definitely be worse than it already was.
“I’m gonna ask Mom if we can camp tonight,” Oliver said determinedly. 
“You do that.”
David heard Oliver sigh heavily behind him, the kind of annoyed sigh that t
old him Oliver didn’t like being patronized, so he stopped walking and turn
ed to face his brother. “Camping sounds like fun,” David said sincerely. “G
o ahead and ask.”
Oliver smiled. “Do you want me to help you feed the deer, David? I already
 fed my chicken.”
“I’ve got it covered,” David insisted.  “But thanks, anyway.”
Oliver seemed to accept the answer, and David felt grateful when they parte
d. It wasn’t that he wasn’t in the mood for his brother’s company. That was
 rarely the case. But, feeding the orphaned deer they’d been keeping in a p
en behind the garage was something that he found he liked doing on his own.
 In fact, while David would have never admitted it to anyone, he was rather
 fond of the animal. 
When they’d first brought it home, months ago, Oliver had been more interest
ed in the fawn than he’d been in his chicken, so his parents had allowed it 
to stay, treating it as the newest family pet, even allowing it to stay in t
he house on colder nights. Of course, it was David who’d been responsible fo
r caring for and cleaning up after the animal. Maybe he should have resented
 that. Maybe he was expected to... but it hadn’t happened that way. As it tu
rned out, David had liked getting up like clockwork every night to bring the
 fawn its meals of goat’s milk and feed. He liked holding the bottle, watchi
ng those trusting brown eyes always so focused on him when the creature fed.
 He liked that when they let it out of the pen he was the first the little d



eer sought out, and it would follow him around as if it were actually intere
sted in what he was doing. 
Now, the white spots covering its coat were gone, and it was a little bigge
r, but the eyes were the same, and as David approached the pen he watched t
he deer nudge at the inside of the gate, impatient for him to open it. He d
id, and knelt down to greet the animal, which seemed more interested in his
 hands than anything else. Hands meant food, whether or David actually had 
anything in them. 
He knew that he’d eventually have to teach the animal that it should be less
 friendly when it came to people. In fact, he knew he should be doing that m
ore sooner than later. His parents had always made it clear that they’d have
 to let it go in the forest one day, and David knew that it wasn’t going to 
change the first time his father had caught him hugging the animal. The old 
man had seemed pleased... pleased that he’d get to take away something that 
David cared about. 
But for David, it hadn’t really mattered. He knew he’d miss the deer when i
t did go, but at the same time, he was looking forward to releasing it. Bec
ause David had decided that they were alike, he and this little deer. Perha
ps not in any way that was obvious, but as far as David was concerned, they
 were both trapped. The fawn in the raggedly little pen behind the garage, 
and he in his life. Neither of them really knowing what they were missing, 
but still knowing that there was supposed to be... more. And they were both
 alone. Maybe David had Oliver, and the fawn had David. Maybe it should hav
e been enough, but it wasn’t. David thought that they both should have a mo
ther that looked at them like… like… they mattered. David’s didn’t do that 
by choice, and the fawn... well, he figured the fawn’s mother should have k
ept her offspring closer. After all, if David had seen them together he nev
er would have shot her, and there was nothing his father could have said ab
out it, especially with Oliver there. 
David couldn’t change the past, but he could look forward to the future, es
pecially where the fawn was concerned, and that gave him something. He had 
plans to take his little friend away from its prison, back to where it was 
free, and preferably back to somewhere where his father didn’t like to hunt
. When this deer left his family, he was certain that no matter where its l
ife took it, it would be better than what it had there. And when he wasn’t 
insanely jealous over the prospect, he was looking forward to the day when 
it happened. And it would happen soon, he thought sadly as he made sure the
 animal had enough food and water before he continued to pet it. Soon, but 
maybe not too soon. He’d wait. At least until he was a little more ready to
 say goodbye. 
Unfortunately, what David didn’t know back then was that he’d be saying goo
dbye a bit sooner than that. It was fated the moment Oliver called him from



 the house. He’d scratched the fawn behind its long ears one more time, and
 then made one of the worst mistakes of his life when he forgot to latch th
e gate. 
It seemed that deer startled easily, and it didn’t matter if they were wild 
or domesticated. At least it was true of this deer. But, common or not, Davi
d doubted that it usually happened after an animal wandered right through yo
ur front door and managed to break everything breakable--and some things tha
t weren’t supposed to be--on its way out. 
He blamed a lot of the damage on his mother’s screaming.
“She was just scared; it’s not her fault, it’s mine,” David had told his father
, and the she he was referring to was definitely not his mother. “I forgot to l
ock the pen.”
The look on Brian Martin’s face told him that his poor attempt at an apology
 wasn’t good enough. Maybe he would have tried harder if he thought it would
 have done any good. But he already knew that it wouldn’t, and it didn’t mat
ter that between Oliver and their mother the house was almost cleaner than i
t had been before it was invaded by a pet deer, and it didn’t matter that th
e fawn was safely back in its pen, currently looking up at him as innocently
 as ever, and it really didn’t matter, perhaps to anyone but David, that he 
knew that the next words out of his father’s mouth were going to break his h
eart... and please the old man to no end.
“It’s time for it to go,” Brian said. “It can’t stay here anymore. Your mother
’s had enough. Figure out how to get it in the truck and we’ll take it now.”
David thought about arguing, but then decided to skip it. “I’ll take her mysel
f, you don’t gotta get the truck.”
David tried moving past his father, hoping that there wouldn’t be a response
 to that, but when Brian dropped a hand on his shoulder, his entire body ten
sed with dread.
“Put ‘er in the truck. We’re doing this together.”
The look on Brian Martin’s face was one that David was accustomed to. It wa
s the kind of look he knew how to obey, and part of him even knew that he w
ould obey, because that’s what he did when his father looked at him like th
at. Because if he didn’t, things got worse. And most of the time, making th
ings worse with his father was something David avoided at all costs. That’s
 why this time, he didn’t fully understand why he was still standing there,
 narrowing his eyes when he should have been trying to figure out how to ge
t a deer--a small deer, but still a deer capable of kicking--into the bed o
f a yellow pickup truck. 
“I don’t want to.”
Brian Martin looked surprised, and then amused as he cocked his head and sp
at, his saliva landing inches from David’s feet. “Boy, when have I ever ask
ed what you wanted?” he replied, and then he laughed. Laughed. Perhaps Davi



d shouldn’t have expected anything more than that, but for once, he wasn’t 
simply disappointed with his father, or even frightened. He felt something 
else... he felt like... he was small. And for the first time, he was angry 
about it. Not because his father had the ability to make him feel this way,
 but because he allowed it. He felt similar whenever his mother made a poin
t to tell, or even show him that he didn’t matter as much as Oliver. As muc
h as anyone. But with her, he’d learned to play along. She was hurtful, so 
he was hurtful. Sometimes he felt like she wanted to hate him, so he’d made
 it an objective to make it easier for her, because it was so much easier t
han wanting her to love him. It was bad enough when she did say it--out of 
nowhere, like it was supposed to mean something to him, because they sure a
s hell didn’t mean anything to her, the way she could say them so freely to
 anyone but him. 
But with Brian Martin, David didn’t know how to fight back. Then again, he’
d never really wanted to before now. He’d never felt like he really needed 
to before now. And, it was because he cared, he realized.
He’d learned not to. Care. Not about his toys as a child, or the kind of foo
d he ate, the television programs he liked, or the books he read. He didn’t 
even care about the pictures he took past the moment he took them, because a
ll of it... these were all things that could be taken away. Things that woul
d be taken away, the moment anyone suspected that they meant something to hi
m. So he’d learned from a very young age, to simply not care. Not care about
 anything except for the one thing they couldn’t take away from him. Oliver.
 They couldn’t take his brother. And not for lack of trying, either. David c
ouldn’t even count how many times they’d tried to turn Oliver against him, b
ut it had never worked. Oliver loved him, shared things with him, and even n
eeded him. Just like the fawn. And, while David suspected that the fawn didn
’t do any of this intentionally, he wanted to believe that the creature care
d about him in a way. It liked him. And he didn’t want to part with it. Not 
this way, at least. His terms. He needed it to be on his terms, because his 
father was about to take something he loved, and while David couldn’t stop i
t, he knew that he couldn’t tolerate being... helpless. Not this time. Not s
mall. 
“No guns.”
“What was that?” Brian demanded. 
David swallowed, realizing that he had, in fact, spoken aloud. And then he d
id it again. “No guns. I don’t wanna take no guns with us... or I’m not putt
ing her in the truck,” David added, deciding that his voice was just firm en
ough. And then, as if something had possessed him, he took a step forward an
d straightened his posture in a way that hardly made him notice the whole fo
ot that separated his eyes from his father’s. “No guns. We’re not gonna hurt
 her...you’re not.”



Brian’s eyes widened. Good, he was surprised, David thought. A small victo
ry, because Brian Martin was rarely surprised. But Brian was also amused a
gain, and it worried more than offended David. “Whatever gave you the idea
 we were gonna shoot it, huh? Alright, boy. No guns.” And slapping David h
ard on the back, Brian left his son there to feed his pet the last meal it
 would receive at the Martin house. 
David leaned against the pen, sighing before he opened it up to approach th
e fawn slowly. She still seemed spooked by her ordeal, but she didn’t seem 
to have any trouble accepting food, and when she lowered her head into her 
bucket David knelt down to rub her neck, resisting what he considered a ver
y silly urge, to wrap his arms around it to hug her.
“Are you sad, David?”
David didn’t bother looking over his shoulder. He’d only see his brother t
here, looking on with sympathy, and he wasn’t in the mood for sympathy.
“No,” he replied, after thinking the question over.
“But you have to...”
“It’s okay, Oliver. She won’t be here anymore and it’s okay... cause she’ll 
be somewhere better.” Because anywhere was better than here. “It’ll be bette
r for her.”
“Will you tell me about it when you get back?”
“Yeah. Sure I will.”
...................................
“Liar!” David shouted as he charged forward, and at the time, even if he wou
ld have known that going after his father would only get him a hard fist in 
the face and a bruised ass, he likely wouldn’t have changed a thing. But sti
ll, when he fell to the ground he never attempted to get back up and fight. 
Instead he held his cheek, believing that it had to be shattered. But that’s
 not what mattered. He rolled, crawled. Ignored his father’s footsteps getti
ng closer, the way the sun burned the top of his head, assaulted his eyes ev
en when he wasn’t looking up. He crawled until his fingers wrapped over the 
edge of where the earth below him seemed to drop off, and he stared down int
o the dark hole that his brother had fallen into months before. And below it
 was a struggle he saw. Struggle to stand for the little fawn who’d broken i
ts legs in the fall. 
Covering his mouth with a shaking hand, David released a small, anguished 
sound that he couldn’t quite believe came from him, and he closed his eyes
 tightly, as if not seeing what was happening could actually change it. He
 should have known. Should have been ready. Should have figured out that s
omething was wrong when his father had taken the road less than a mile fro
m their house before he stopped. And the fawn, with the thin rope around h
er neck, she’d been pulling, wanting to run. David hadn’t let her go right
 away, though, not like he should have. He wanted her further away from th



e road. He wanted more time to say goodbye, whether or not his dad had ins
isted upon following, and when he’d grabbed her... when his father had gra
bbed her, she’d startled, kicked. But she was so small, and he’d been dete
rmined, and David hadn’t seen that he was dragging her towards the cistern
 until it was too late, and now...
“Why?” The word felt ripped from David’s lips. Such a useless question, wh
y. The kind that always led to more questions. 
“Stop whining, boy,” Brian said gruffly. “It’s what has to be done. It’s what’
s best.”
David turned his head, looked over his shoulder and up into his father’s fa
ce. And he felt dumbstruck. Brian Martin was staring straight ahead, his da
rk eyes having a beady effect as they drifted to a far-off place, perhaps s
omewhere where what ran through his mind actually made sense. And there, th
ings were frightening because the man truly believed in what he was doing. 
And, as if he could sense that his son was attempting to figure him out, hi
s eyes snapped down to the boy on the ground, and it sent David reeling. 
“You didn’t have to hurt her! She wasn’t bothering no one! I...I...”
“You what?” Brian demanded as David went back to staring into the hole. 
“I love her.”
And Brian laughed. And David closed his eyes, hating everything. It was his 
fault. His confession made him vulnerable to his father, and to himself. 
“You don’t love anyone,” Brian replied. “Not anything. You aren’t capable 
of it! I know... I know you, and you’re not gonna fool me. Been like this 
since you were born. Ya really think God woulda wasted a soul on you, boy?
 No. You’re nothin’, and while you’re still in this world, I’m gonna help 
you remember, and when you leave it, you’ll burn. Mark my words, there’s n
o better place for you out there. Now get up, and...”
David opened his eyes, the rest of his father’s words lost as he sat up, and
 in one quick motion, he lowered himself into the hole, prepared for the dro
p this time, his feet catching him at the bottom. There, he could see the fa
wn, its small shadow struggling in the dim light provided from above, and he
 stood, his eyes moving to his feet at the sound of a small thud where somet
hing had fallen after him. Reaching for the silver gleam, he wrapped his han
d around the handle of the knife he himself had butchered and skinned many a
nimals with in the past.
“Go ahead and finish it,” he heard his father say. “Then go on and tell me 
how much you think you love that thing.”
David didn’t look up, or otherwise acknowledge his father’s words as he move
d slowly towards the frightened animal towards the back of the dark trap. He
 could hear the sound of the fawn’s hooves, struggling against the concrete 
as it continued its struggle to stand, and for a long moment he stood over i
t with the knife of his hand before finally sinking to his knees, reaching o



ut with a gentle hand. It was no surprise when she lurched away from him, bu
t David was persistent and calm as he cornered her against the wall until he
 was able to get an arm around her neck. He hugged her close, drawing her he
ad against his chest as he sank down to the floor, and rubbed her ears the w
ay she liked until he felt the tension begin to leave her body. 
“Shh,” he whispered. “It’s okay. There is somewhere better... maybe I’ll be t
here someday... but I gotta send you first.” He released a deep breath, place
d a kiss over the top of the fawn’s head, and then did just that.
She didn’t go peacefully, but David expected nothing less. He hoped that w
hen his own time came he’d be the same way. And it was strange for him, be
cause while he’d killed before, nothing had ever made him feel more mortal
. Mortals had souls, didn’t they? No matter. There were always things that
 he couldn’t have, and he’d learned to get by without, and when he couldn’
t, he relied on Oliver. He was the only one left now, just like before. Th
e only one who loved him. David had always wondered if that was the reason
 why he hadn’t followed his fawn to that better place he so desperately wa
nted to believe was there, because he sure wanted to.
But he climbed out of that hole. He did, his clothes bloodied, particularly hi
s shirt, where he’d tucked the fawn’s heart into his pocket. He’d come back fo
r the rest of her later, but something about leaving her heart in that place..
.
David had been surprised how much he needed to catch his breath when he reac
hed ground level and took the time to do so on his knees. After all, he was 
feeling otherwise calm. Almost too calm, as if there was something in him wa
iting... just waiting. He could feel his eyes lifting more than he was aware
 of lifting them, watching as his father knelt down in front of him, wearing
 a friendly smile on his face that wasn’t actually friendly at all. Proud, D
avid decided. It was a proud smile, but there was no sense in trying to figu
re out which part of this tragedy the man was actually proud of. 
“You feel better now, don’t you boy?” Brian asked. 
David cocked his head, looking at his father strangely for a long moment as
 he tried not to think about the way the blood was causing his shirt to sti
ck to his skin. He drew back his head, as if to think about the question, b
ut only for a moment before he brought it swinging back down, and when his 
father’s nose collided with his forehead, he smiled through his dad’s cursi
ng as he slowly stood and walked away. And then, when he was ordered to com
e back, he kept walking. Later that night, when he went home, he’d receive 
the beating of his life followed by two days in the basement without so muc
h as a drop of water touching his tongue, but it didn’t matter. Not when he
 remembered that day, crawling out of that hole. He’d felt different then, 
changed. 
He wondered if he’d change again when he got out this time. He thought of hi



s better place. Maybe he’d go there. Maybe after he sent a few select people
 there first. 
Thanks to Jim for editing!
Chapter Twelve: Part two
Day Two
He had a dream that something heavy, violent, was trying to climb its way ou
t of his chest, and awoke to his own violent coughing. Poison. It’s how he t
hought of the filthy water covering his prison floor, and even while he’d ma
naged to get a lot of it to drain, he’d also managed to inhale more than he 
wanted to think about in his restless sleep. Twice now. And his skin itched.
 He’d clawed at his own arms, his neck, his face, trying to make it stop. Co
mpletely saturated, he felt infested. Crawling... but crawling with what?
Gasping, David sat upright, his hand moving roughly along the wall as he des
perately searched for the lighter, swatted at his own face with his free han
d in an attempt to relieve himself from some unseen, unbearable pest. And th
en it was there, cool in his hand; he closed his eyes tightly, hoping it was
n’t too wet. Flick. He opened his eyes to a warm flame, and sighed. It seeme
d somehow bigger, hotter each time he used the lighter. And as he looked dow
n over his body, he felt relief. He was damp, and filthy, sore and scratched
 up, but there was nothing he could see that was crawling. And the light mad
e him feel better, but there was no excuse to keep using it. No need to wast
e. It was day again. He could tell from the small amount of light coming thr
ough the vent. It wasn’t as good as the lighter, but after all the nights he
’d spent in the basement--in the dark--even a little light was something. An
d David hated the dark. He hated how it isolated him until he disappeared, h
ow it had sometimes taken a full day to see clearly again after being allowe
d out. Even all the times that Oliver had insisted on staying with him, if o
nly for short periods before their parents would fish him out and leave Davi
d alone had never soothed his fear of it. But now he had some light, so he l
et the lighter flicker out.
And a moment later he was holding the flame out in front of him again, moving
 to his feet as if startled. 
David winced. His ankle was still tender, and his head swam from the motion,
 but he was up, and too distracted to care about discomfort as he stared acr
oss the room, somewhere below the steel plate that served as a locked door. 
He blinked a few times, as if the red and white lunch box--the hard kind tha
t served as a mini cooler--was a figment of his imagination that could disap
pear if he didn’t act with caution. He took a step. And then another. It was
 still there. He smiled like a fool for a brief moment, like he’d won some s
ort of game. But, the happy face was soon replaced by one of suspicion as he
 eyed the lunch box, and moved closer. He didn’t see it as a relief for his 
growling stomach for several long moments, but as an intruder instead, the k



ind that showed up while he was sleeping. Not paying attention. Holding the 
lighter lower to the ground, he took a quick look around, wondering if there
 was anything else he missed. By the time his eyes reached the tall bottle o
f water his light only lasted long enough to remember where it was before th
e flame went out and he was on the ground, reaching, lifting... drinking. 
He didn’t realize that water could actually taste good. It had always been j
ust water, and it wasn’t as if it were the first time he’d been deprived of 
such a basic necessity, but this... it was perfect, soothing, and cold again
st his dry throat, washing away the foul taste he’d been unable to wash from
 his mouth from his earlier vomiting. But, as soon as he thought of pouring 
some over his head to wash away the grime he stopped, catching the error in 
his actions. Coughing, catching his breath, he weighed the bottle in his han
d, cursing himself when he’d decided that he’d already drunk down nearly hal
f without knowing that there’d be more coming. But still, he was tempted eno
ugh to give in and take one more sip before sealing the bottle and tucking i
t under his arm. 
David reached for the lunch box next, intending to take it back to his corne
r, which he’d decided was the warmest part of the room. But, he didn’t make 
it that far before that, too, was open and he was reaching in, finding what 
felt like two plastic-wrapped sandwiches, which he found no interest in once
 he felt the small thermos. And it was warm. He lifted it in both hands, hel
d it to his chest... to his neck, his face, and he closed his eyes, imaginin
g for a brief moment that the small amount of heat he felt was everywhere, w
arming him, like being in his own bed covered in the electric blankets that 
Oliver was so fond of in the winter. And for a moment, he imagined that he w
as comfortable. Comfort would have meant everything to him just then, which 
was why he made a point to not waste too much time wishing for it as he open
ed the thermos and sniffed at the contents. Soup. He couldn’t quite tell if 
it was chicken broth or some kind of beef stew, but either sounded good, and
 he sipped without caution, oblivious to the way that the hot liquid scalded
 his tongue before slipping down his throat. He chewed a soft potato between
 his teeth, and lifted the mug higher in search of more. 
And then he heard something. Something that he imagined he wasn’t supposed 
to hear from in there. David closed his mug and placed it carefully back in
to the cooler before he stood and moved closer to the vent where he straine
d to hear. His right ear sounded muffled, waterlogged, and so he turned his
 head to listen with the left. One. Two... One. Two. Three. Four. Footsteps
 in the grass. 
“Hey!” His voice cracked, his throat ached, but he made it work again, an
yway. “Hey! Who’s out there?”
“I hear you, David.”
David took in a breath, let it out slowly, and closed his eyes. He almost crie



d, but didn’t, of course, because David Martin just didn’t do things like that
. “Oliver!”
“I hear you, David!” Oliver repeated, louder this time, feeling laced in his vo
ice. “But...but...”
Oliver’s words trailed off, and David struggled to be patient. “I can hear yo
u, too, Oliver,” he called up. “But only when you talk loud... and you’ve got
ta hold still, alright? It’s easier to hear when you’re not movin’ around.”
Apart from the sound of his own breathing, David heard silence for several 
moments, and began to feel uncertain.
“Oliver?”
“I’m not moving now, David... and I can still hear you.”
David sighed. “Good, so listen, okay?” He found himself leaning against the 
wall, suddenly feeling exhausted, and eyed the lunch box. He’d eat more, he 
decided. Regain his strength... talk to his brother. “Right... I need you to
 find out how long they plan on keeping me down here...It’s different this t
ime, I don’t know if I can...”
“But, David, I’m not supposed to,” Oliver interrupted, his voice sounding a
bsent in a way that seemed familiar to David. “I’m not supposed to hear you
 anymore. And I’m not supposed to see you. I don’t, David. I don’t see you,
 so I’m good, right? Right, David?”
David found himself slowly looking up, picturing his brother sitting somewh
ere above, not noticing the wet grass seeping through his clothing... and h
e went numb inside. He didn’t become frustrated or confused, or even angry 
that Oliver didn’t seem to grasp the severity of his predicament, because D
avid knew better. He knew Oliver. 
“Oliver... why aren’t you supposed to hear me anymore?” he asked, and whe
n he found no response from his brother, he shouted the question. “Why ar
en’t you supposed to hear me, Oliver?”
“Because you’re not real, David.”
“What?”
“But I know the truth,” Oliver continued. “So I told her... I told her it’s a 
lie. You’re my brother, David. I told her you’re my brother.”
David could have asked many questions just then, but he found himself stari
ng straight ahead, darkness swarming his vision as he swallowed against his
 sore throat. “What did she say?” he finally asked. 
“It’s a secret.”
“What she said is a secret?” David asked, perplexed. Oliver didn’t keep secr
ets from him.
“No, David... it’s a secret. Dad’ll get mad...  he can’t know you’re real... a
nd Frank got mad. He left, David.”
“What do you mean, he left?” David demanded, once again thinking of his ca
ll to Frank Seaberg, remembering his car in front of the house.



“He won’t talk to me anymore, David,” Oliver said, sounding strained. “He 
won’t come see me if I talk about you, David.”
“Because I’m not real?” David mumbled, unsure of whether or not his brothe
r even heard him this time. Not real. Didn’t exist. It was the same thing,
 wasn’t it? But what did it mean? His father couldn’t know. Frank couldn’t
 know... They didn’t know. But his mother knew.
David started to pace, thinking harder. What had she done? If his dad didn
’t know where he was... something was wrong. If he didn’t know where David
 was, he couldn’t hurt him... but something was wrong. What had she told h
is father?
David wished that he could remember that night. How long had it been sinc
e she’d trapped him here? A few days maybe, he didn’t know. It felt longe
r. And what had she said to him?
I’ll make it better. You’ll see.
If you go away. 
David froze, his fists clenching at his sides. 
“Oliver!” he suddenly shouted. “You have to get me out of here! Hurry!” It
 wasn’t a demand he would have made minutes ago. He’d thought of it, but n
ever would he have asked, not if it would get Oliver in trouble. But the g
ame had suddenly changed, and now he knew. He wasn’t supposed to get out. 
His mother had lied to his father, and while David didn’t know exactly wha
t she’d said, he knew well enough that she’d have to keep her secret now. 
Because it wasn’t safe. None of them were safe if caught in a lie to Brian
 Martin. But, unfortunately for Mary Martin, David couldn’t have cared les
s if she was caught.
“But I can’t, David!” Oliver suddenly said. “Mama says it’s not safe! It’s not s
afe, David. She said it’ll be alright if we just wait... if we just...”
“Damn it, can’t you see she’s lyin’ to you?” David screamed. “D’you think I’
ll live down here? I won’t! I won’t Oliver! She’ll die before I do! Do you h
ear me? I’ll make her stop breathing! Get me out of here! Get me out of here
!” David’s voice rose to a screech in his panic, his blood rushing to his he
ad so quickly that he barely heard a thing as his brother fled, leaving him 
alone once again before he deeply inhaled the stale air, and then collapsed. 
..........................................
He felt betrayed. David told himself that it wasn’t Oliver’s fault. His brot
her was just afraid. Oliver had been manipulated by their parents, and if Da
vid knew anything, it was that Oliver was easily taken advantage of. He’d do
 what he thought was best for anyone; in this case, he’d leave David down th
ere based on the belief that everyone would be safe, and perhaps ultimately 
happy that way. And David had played right into his mother’s hands when he’d
 threatened her to Oliver. But he still told himself that it wasn’t Oliver’s
 fault. He knew Oliver, and his brother wouldn’t have walked away if he hadn



’t believed that doing so would be good for David, too. But then, telling hi
mself this was true, and believing it, were two very different matters for D
avid Martin because... he felt betrayed. 
He was in a damn hole! Hurt, tired, and for all he knew, dying. And his broth
er had left him there. Even more distressing was that he didn’t know if Olive
r was even going to remember it... and if anyone had the right to forget the 
last days, David strongly felt it that should be him. 
And while he might have had many things to be jealous of regarding his brot
her, this was the one thing he felt strongly about. Oliver lived in a world
 where he got to pick and choose the moments he lived in. Perhaps he didn’t
 have the control over it that David was imagining at the moment... but Oli
ver still got to forget, and often did. It had always been difficult for Da
vid to hear Oliver tell him how much he wished he could remember the moment
s that he blacked out, but it had never been because David sympathized with
 him, but because more often than not, David knew what Oliver had forgotten
, and found his brother’s talent for wiping unpleasant things from his memo
ry something to be envious of indeed. And when he wasn’t jealous of it, Dav
id had been grateful for it, for Oliver’s sake, and his own. He’d never aba
ndoned his brother. He’d never betrayed him. He’d failed him, though. But O
liver couldn’t remember. Oliver didn’t remember, so why the hell did it fee
l like he was trying to get even now?
He’s not trying to hurt you, David told himself. That’s not what’s happening
. Oliver just needs time. He’ll think. He’ll come back. He’ll save you.
Because David was quickly doubting his ability to save himself. After Oliver
 had left, David had quickly come to the conclusion that his mother would be
 back again. Perhaps with more food, or words that didn’t make sense. He did
n’t understand what her plan was just yet, but he knew that she hadn’t left 
him there to die, and if she was going to come back, this time he intended t
o be ready. He forgot about rationing what little food and water he did have
, and ate until he was full, and while he felt as if there wasn’t enough wat
er in the whole town to quench his thirst, he used what he had, even sparing
 a small amount to clean the wound at the back of his head, which had swelle
d beneath his hair, the broken skin becoming increasingly irritated by the f
ilth he found himself in. He’d even removed his wet shirt, and while it didn
’t make him feel any warmer, his skin started to dry, and that was a comfort
 in itself. 
All of this was supposed to help him get stronger, be ready. But as the fir
st few hours passed, David developed a strong sense that something was wron
g. Because he didn’t feel stronger at all. If anything, he felt even more d
rained than he had when he’d awoken to the lunch box. And it felt like more
 than just the bitterness that his brother’s abandonment had left with him.
 His feet. They’d been numb before, cold. But now his toes felt strange, as



 if they were falling asleep, and the same sensation was in his gut... but 
admittedly, that could have been the knots, the anxiety he felt over being 
alone. Without Oliver. That seemed to bother David more than anything becau
se Oliver had always been everything he had. And maybe Oliver didn’t know i
t, but David was all that he had.
David closed his eyes, deciding that he should rest for a few minutes befor
e he had to be alert, waiting for his mother to come back. Just a small res
t wouldn’t hurt anything, he decided. He needed to calm down, anyway, befor
e his stomach decided there wasn’t enough room for the food he’d consumed a
longside all of his grief. He tried to think of things that were good, thin
gs that gave him comfort. Unfortunately, when David closed his eyes, the on
ly place he ever found himself was back in the dark. 
He remembered when he first started spending most of his nights in the base
ment. Before he’d killed the fawn, it had always been hours at a time, most
ly during family meals when his father said he couldn’t stand to look at hi
m. But after the day that David had found himself crawling out of that hole
 with the blood on his hands, things had changed. 
He’d rebelled against his father, and he’d been punished for it. He knew th
at was the reason when they’d locked him in the basement. But it hadn’t bee
n the one his father had given him when he’d unlocked the door and allowed 
bright, blinding light in for a few moments as he inflicted one of his long
-winded speeches upon David’s poor ears. The words hadn’t had any effect. D
avid had heard about what a terrible burden he was so many times that words
 like that had lost all effect. But when his father had mentioned that Davi
d was being punished for being evil, a cruel boy who’d slaughtered one of G
od’s helpless creatures, as if he’d made the decision to do so on his own, 
David had known that his days spent in the dark would likely be increasing.
 And he was right. He just hadn’t realized that his brother would be sharin
g the experience with him, even when he didn’t volunteer to do so. 
Cats. In the year since David had sent the fawn to somewhere better, there
 had been many cats. Sometimes, when he was out hunting with his father th
ey’d come upon one of the scraggly creatures, particularly when they were 
close to the old shack across the lake. And the woman who had lived there 
then had given David something in common with his father. Neither of them 
liked her. 
The first time it was supposed to be a joke. They’d taken one of her cats and
 hung it in a bag on her front porch--after they’d gotten it riled up, of cou
rse. The point was to make sure the witch-lady got scratched up real good whe
n she went to the trouble of getting it down. But that hadn’t been the way th
at it had happened. 
It was a Sunday morning, and while Odetta Grover never went to church, it w
as the morning she went into town for her supplies. Oliver had been with th



em as they watched, waited, and for the first time David could remember, it
 had been Oliver angering their father as he whined about what was happenin
g to the cat. David remembered the spark of protective fury towards his fat
her that had arisen in his chest when their dad had told Oliver that he was
 stupid, a baby, that he should just shut up. 
But he’d kept quiet... and Oliver didn’t. It was when Oliver suffered a stro
ng hand to the back of his head that David had had enough. Instead of attack
ing his father, though, he’d walked right out into the open and up to the fr
ont porch. The cat’s claws had come right through the cloth sack to scratch 
up his hands as he took it down, but looking over at Oliver, he’d known that
 he was doing the right thing. Which is exactly what made his next decision 
one that likely would have been difficult for any normal person to understan
d. 
Odetta Grover was a large woman. The kind that easily had the old floorboard
s in her house screeching, or her old little car sinking an inch closer to t
he ground when she sat in it. So inside the house, when she’d moved towards 
the door, David had heard her, and made a quick retreat, taking the cat with
 him.
But, he couldn’t go back to his own family. They were practically hiding rig
ht in front of the door, and as soon as it opened, she’d see him, so he’d mo
ved behind her car instead, hoping to duck away once she got in. In the bag,
 the feline started growling, hissing. He dropped his hand over its head and
 squeezed hard. It struggled, but the sound was muffled suitably enough. He 
could hear Odetta Grover getting closer... and then she stopped. Turned back
.
David’s head popped up and he saw her looking in her purse as she headed ba
ck towards the house. She’d forgotten something. It didn’t matter what. She
 was headed back towards her house, which meant that David could get himsel
f into a more suitable location. He stood, stepped away from the vehicle, a
nd then froze when he saw the faces of his brother and father watching him.
 Oliver looked frightened, and along with a familiar, soft look in his eyes
 there was something else. Anxiety. He watched his brother’s eyes shift fro
m his face to the bag the squirming cat was trapped in. The cat. That’s wha
t Oliver had been nervous about. He didn’t think the animal was safe yet. A
nd, David realized, it wasn’t. 
Looking at his father just then might have been a mistake, but that’s where 
David’s eyes wandered next, and with one look, he received a promise. Not ju
st one that threatened something worse if David continued his present course
 of action. Sure, there were plenty of other ways that his father could play
 the “David’s evil” game if David let this one cat go for his brother, but t
hat didn’t bother him so much. Not anymore. It was the way that their father
 was looking at Oliver that happened to be a bother, and David had a feeling



 that if he made the wrong decision now, Oliver would be the one suffering l
ater. 
David heard something in the direction of the house, and a quick look told 
him that Odetta was on her way back, if the way his father and brother hadn
’t lurched back hadn’t already told him. But, David didn’t move. He looked 
down at the sack hanging from his hand, and then back at his father, smilin
g when the old man’s head looked ready to explode as he wondered if David w
as purposely going to get caught. And David thought of doing just that, too
. If anything, to watch his father try to explain when he pointed out exact
ly where he was to Odetta.
But, David decided, that kind of fun was just going to have to wait. Oliver 
looked as if he’d reached his maximum stress intake as it was, and unfortuna
tely, David was going to have to cause just a little more for him before thi
s was over. He waited until the last possible second before Odetta might hav
e seen him, and walked away from the car, towards the side of the house. But
, he didn’t do that before dropping the sack that the cat was trapped in. Ri
ght behind the rear tire of Odetta’s vehicle. 
By the time the engine roared to life, David was out of sight. But he saw it
 all. He made sure of that, watching with wide eyes. The bag moved. He heard
 the cat, and then he didn’t anymore. Just the engine as the car backed up, 
the cloth sack disappearing under the first tire, and then the second. And t
hen it didn’t move anymore. 
He cocked his head, looked harder at the sack, the little lump in it, and st
omped down the urge to go peek inside. But his attention was turned when the
 vehicle came to an abrupt halt, the front bumper facing the cloth sack, the
 motionless lump within. He moved stealthily alongside the house, closer. Pr
obably closer than he should have come. But he was watching Odetta, feeling 
interested in the curiosity he saw on her face as she left her car and appro
ached the thing that didn’t have a place on her drive. And then as she knelt
 down, he saw it on her face before she even opened the bag. Realization. 
David somehow knew that there was no doubt in her mind when it came to what
 was in that bag, and he couldn’t understand why she was reaching out, acti
ng as if she needed to see it, anyway. She cared. About every one of those 
strays that he saw as nothing more than an infestation that kept breeding, 
populating the woods. She cared about the dead cat, like he’d cared about h
is fawn, and he was troubled by this. He didn’t want to believe that it was
 the same thing because then, he’d done to Odetta Grover what his father ha
d done to him, and he wasn’t sorry for that because he sympathized with the
 witch-lady, but because that made him something that he couldn’t be. It ma
de him like his father. 
It was Odetta Grover’s sudden sobs that pulled David from his startling th
oughts, and for what felt like impossibly long minutes he watched her with



 a growing curiosity, trying to understand what he was feeling as it occur
red to him that other than his mother, he’d never heard a woman cry before
. And when it came to his mother, her tears had given him a sense of accom
plishment. That’s why he was confused when he couldn’t determine how he fe
lt about Odetta’s. 
“Why’d you do that?” Nothing could have surprised David more than his own
 brother at the moment, because he couldn’t have been anything but surpri
sed when he found Oliver suddenly grabbing him from behind, gripping his 
shoulders, pulling, shoving until he was on his back and looking up at a 
face not unlike his own. Only, Oliver’s face was undeniably furious at th
e moment, more so than David had ever seen it. “Why’d you do that, David?
 You didn’t have to!”
David started to sit up, his frustration current outweighing his shock. This wa
sn’t supposed to be his fault. “Oliver, I had...”
“No!” Oliver was suddenly over him, attempting to hit, scratch. It wasn’t v
ery threatening, David was quick to decide, and opted to shield his face ra
ther than risk harming his brother. “You don’t have to be bad, David! You d
on’t have to hurt things! Why did you have to hurt it? Why, David?”
“Oliver, you’ve got to be quiet!” David hissed. “It was just a stupid cat! And
 I did have to, didn’t you see the way he was looking at me, can’t you get it,
 Oliver, it’s always been...”
“Who’s there? Who’s over there?” Odetta’s voice suddenly shouted. “You b
unch of murderers, y’are! I know you!”
David’s eyes widened, and he was quick to stop Oliver’s nonsense as he gra
bbed his brother and hauled him to his feet, seemingly undeterred when Oli
ver continued to fight him.  But ultimately, it was Brian Martin who put a
n end to the scuffle when he grabbed the back of both of the boys’ shirts 
and hauled them back through the woods before they were discovered.
That morning Brian Martin had led his boys home without dinner, but a hidde
n smile at the corner of his mouth; Odetta Grover buried her cat before get
ting rid of her car for good; David was sent to the basement to pay for his
 crimes, believing that Oliver hated him; and Oliver...Oliver did what he a
lways did when his heart was hurting. 
David remembered that later that night, when the basement door opened, he wa
nted to stay trapped in the dark for the first time in his life. It seemed f
ar less threatening than having to face Oliver, because while he was stuck i
n the basement, he’d done something that he’d always tried to put as little 
effort in as possible. He thought about what he was supposed to be being pun
ished for.
Not just hurting his brother. Making Oliver that way. David had long since c
ome to accept that there wasn’t anything he could have done, or could do, to
 change that. But today, when his brother had begged him to let that cat go 



with one little look... David could have done something about that. Or at le
ast, he considered the possibility. Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad to ju
st let the cat go. It would have made Oliver happy. He certainly would have 
found himself punished for it later, but he could take it, and besides, as i
t was, he was being punished for doing exactly what his father had wanted hi
m to do... But it could have been worse. He was sure of that, and unfortunat
ely, the fact that Oliver shut down whenever he felt traumatized wasn’t help
ing at all. It meant that their father was being less careful with Oliver, a
nd David was growing concerned that if things continued as they had been, Ol
iver would end up suffering much more than mental tragedies. And that wasn’t
 something that he was willing to let happen. It was better if he kept his f
ather’s negative focus on himself. He could take it. 
And in the end, he had to believe that his brother wouldn’t hate him. He had
 to believe that they had each other, because without Oliver, David didn’t h
ave anyone else. 
He left the basement that night, considering how he wanted to convince Oliv
er that he wasn’t a monster--how he could make the day’s deeds somehow righ
t. Or at the very least, right for his brother.  
That night after leaving the basement, David wandered through the kitchen, f
eeling disoriented, as he often did while reacquainting himself with the lig
ht, and half heard his mother tell him that he’d missed dinner. He’d also mi
ssed lunch, and he was hungry, but food hardly mattered. He’d always taken w
hat he wanted from the kitchen on nights like this. He’d killed most of it, 
after all. But that could wait until later. Now, he wanted to see Oliver, ev
en if part of him hoped that his brother was already asleep. He couldn’t hat
e him while he was sleeping. Or at least, David hoped that was the case. 
But, as David silently entered their room, cracking an ache from his neck in 
the process, he found the light on, his brother half tucked into bed with a c
hildren’s story book in his hands. But, Oliver didn’t seem to be very focused
 on the pages as he blinked his red, puffy eyes and scratched at the scars hi
dden beneath his hair.
“You were crying,” David heard himself say, feeling bad about it in the proc
ess. But instead of responding affirmatively, Oliver surprised David with a 
smile.
“I was waiting for you, David. I saved some dinner for you, see?” He nodded
 towards the small stand between their beds, where there was in fact a plat
e of food. It wasn’t steaming hot, but at the moment, it looked perfect to 
David’s stomach, which growled in protest when he didn’t make it over soon 
enough. 
“Thanks,” David replied, although he felt cautious even as he lifted a lon
g green bean from the plate and brought it towards his mouth. “So... I gue
ss you’re not mad at me no more?” The way that Oliver’s brow knitted as he



 put his book down and looked up was all David needed to know that Oliver 
being upset with him was currently the last thing he needed to worry about
. “You don’t remember, do you?” Oliver’s frown deepened, his expression be
coming something mixed between guilt and shame, and David was quick to sit
 at the edge of his brother’s bed and force a smile. “Hey, it’s okay.  Pro
bably better that...”
“Mom was hugging me, David. And I was crying, but I don’t know why. I’m
 not a baby, David.”
“I know you’re not,” David said quickly. 
“I’m not stupid, either, David.”
“And if anyone says otherwise, send ‘em to me,” David responded loyally, bu
t it didn’t provoke the smile from Oliver that he’d hoped for. 
“When I forget... when I forget...”
“Oliver, it’s alright... I think... I think sometimes it’s better that way. I kn
ow it doesn’t feel like that, but believe me, there are some things you’re just 
not supposed to see.”
Oliver fell silent as he studied his brother, weighing the meaning before he f
inally said, “But you see it, David. You’ll tell me...”
“I tell you the good things,” David said. “All the good things you miss.” Wh
ich, David would admit wasn’t very much. In fact, he doubted it was anything
 at all. But still, he conjured a reassuring smile as he reached out to pat 
his brother’s ankle beneath the bedsheets. “I won’t let you forget nothing i
mportant...it’s you and me, okay? You and me. I’ll remember for you. Like I 
always have, haven’t I? It’ll be okay... I know you hate it, but I think one
 day, you’ll stop forgetting.”
“When, David?”
“When it’s safe to. When things are right... just you and me.”
Oliver suddenly frowned. “You’re doing it again, David.”
“What?”
“Pretending, David. Like they’re not going to be there. Mom and dad.”
David actually smiled. “Because they’re not, Oliver. Not now.... not then. It’
s you and me, and some day it’s gonna be better for us, you’ll see. I’ll get u
s there, Oliver. I will.”
But over a year later as he closed his arms around himself and breathed in 
the stale air of the cistern, David wondered how that was even possible now
....how was he supposed to get them anywhere better when he was stuck in a 
hole, and Oliver was too afraid to let him out?
...................................
It was the food. Maybe the water, too. There was no other explanation for 
why David felt so... heavy. Sleepy. It was more than just the obvious exha
ustion. His eyes felt heavy, his chest warm, and the shaking had stopped, 
not because he wasn’t cold, but because his body seemed too relaxed to sha



ke. And most noticeable, was that the aches and pains over his body had be
come nothing more than a dull throbbing ache. And it had all started happe
ning after he’d eaten the damn food. That bitch had drugged him again, and
 he’d fallen for it. But, as David discovered upon opening his eyes from a
 far-away dream, that wasn’t even the worst part. The worst of it was how 
she’d gotten right by him, and any opportunity he’d hoped for to take her 
by surprise had snuck by him, too. Now his mother was there. There. There!
 And much too close. 
It was night, fresh humid air coming down from above, where his doorway was
 open, and mingling with the stale air he’d been forced to breathe. It was 
enough temptation to ignore the woman kneeling beside him as he reached for
 it, his eyes catching the gleam of the ladder. If his body would have been
 cooperating, he would have been up the ladder by now, but even trying to s
it up sent an awful rush of blood to his head, which wasn’t smoothed when h
is mother shined the flashlight in her left hand directly into his eyes, fo
rcing him to groan in agony as he covered his face. 
“Shh, shh,” Mary hushed, reaching out to touch his shoulder, a gesture that h
e was quick to shrug off. He was looking poor, this son of hers, and her slig
ht frown suggested that she didn’t like that, even if David couldn’t currentl
y see it.
“Don’t touch me,” David said when she reached for him again, and this time
 he managed to shove his hand out, hitting his mark when the flashlight we
nt tumbling from his mother’s hand and hit the damp ground. 
“Don’t be like this, David,” Mary insisted as she calmly watched him strugg
le to get up, when ultimately, he only managed to turn away. “I’m trying to
 help you.”
David’s shoulder’s stiffened, and slowly he looked over his shoulder. The fl
ashlight brightened the lower half of his face, his eyes seeming masked in d
arkness, but there was no mistaking the glare that was in them as his lips p
arted and he sucked in a steady breath. “Help me?” he repeated, incredulous.
 “Help me? You’re tryin’ to kill me... slowly, too you bitch, and when I... 
when I...” His chest suddenly heaved, a burst of air escaping his lungs befo
re a bout of sharp coughs attacked him. 
“No,” Mary said firmly, taking advantage of a time when he was physically in
capable of arguing with her, “no, I’m gonna make things right, David... me a
nd you, we’ll do it together. I’m here to help you, but I haven’t got a lot 
of time, so I want you to listen good... you’ve gotta stop fighting me, you 
understand? You’ve gotta listen now...”
“You don’t have time,” David repeated, grasping onto the only words that c
urrently served as relevant for him. “Because he’ll wanna know where you a
re, won’t he? I’ll bet he’s wondering where I am... whad’you do? Tell him 
I was dead?” David turned slowly, watching as his mother’s face became gri



m, and for a moment, he found himself laughing at the fear on her face bef
ore the sound erupting from his throat suddenly came to a halt, and he bol
ted to his feet.
He wasn’t sure where the sudden burst of energy came from, but he was gratef
ul for the small rush. He intended to use it, and he did his best as he forc
ed himself towards the ladder. But then, his best didn’t prove to be quite g
ood enough. 
“David, no!”
His mother was right behind him, ready to stop him, but it seemed she hardl
y needed to when he practically plowed into the ladder, which had come a st
ep earlier than expected. He’d gotten one foot up, but found the ankle he’d
 rolled was still weak, and a sharp pain shot up his calf before the weight
 of his body collapsed, and he fell back. Getting back up was on his mind. 
He was ready to try--desperate to try, which is why he didn’t understand ho
w his mother was capable of restraining him with one arm while her free han
d moved to smooth his matted hair. 
“You poisoned me,” he whispered, wiggling his toes in his wet shoes, testing t
o see if he could still feel them at all. 
“I just wanted you to be comfortable,” she replied calmly.
“Let me out,” David said, feeling an odd calm rise within him that said he sho
uld try to reason with her. “Let me out. You know what’ll happen if Dad finds 
out you lied to him... let me out, and I’ll tell him I ran away... I will run 
away... just...”
“Oh, I believe you, David,” she replied. “But we both know you wouldn’t go 
without Oliver, and I just can’t let that happen. That’s why we’re gonna do
 it my way. It’ll work. You’ll see. I’m gonna be a good mother to you.” She
 slid an arm around the back of his neck, pulling him closer, cradling him 
in a strange way that David found dismaying as she began to rock back and f
orth, humming to herself. It seemed unnatural that his mother’s touch provi
ded more of a skin-crawling sensation than the hole was capable of, but sti
ll, David remained still, his foggy brain attempting to read her, wondering
 how to jerk her from the world of strange fantasy she obviously found hers
elf in, because she’d lost her mind. That had to be it, because while David
 knew his mother pretended to love him sometimes, she never really wanted t
o. She didn’t want him, not like she wanted Oliver.
And then he understood. It was the only reason she hadn’t gone to lengths to
 let him die down there. Oliver. It was the reason why she’d told him that D
avid wasn’t real. She wanted Oliver to forget his brother. Forget him. For D
avid, it was a sickening idea, but strangely enough, he didn’t feel threaten
ed by it. Because he believed--he knew--that despite his brother’s history, 
the one thing that Oliver would never forget was him. 
And now his mother had probably made promises. To Oliver. If anything ha



ppened to David, Oliver would blame her. That’s why she was doing this. 
But why had she started it at all? That’s what David didn’t understand. Why
 lie to his father, when she could have locked him in the basement and allo
w life to go on as normal? And then he remembered Frank. David had made Fra
nk curious that night, so much so, that Frank had actually shown up at the 
house. David had been ready to tell his secrets, and his mother had heard. 
She’d been threatened, and she must have known that a change was in order i
f she wanted to see Oliver stay with her, because really, like David, Olive
r was the only one of them that she really cared about.
“You’re planning to leave Dad,” David realized aloud. “You know about th
ose other women...”
The rocking suddenly stopped, and Mary’s head turned as she looked down at
 him... and she smiled. 
“Oh, I’ve always known about them. And really, David, it’s pointless to care a
bout little indiscretions like that.”
“Then why... why now?” It was impossible to count how many times he’d wishe
d for this conversation to happen when he was a little boy. Before it had a
ll shattered in front of his face, it had been his greatest fantasy, for hi
s mother do decide that she loved him as much as Oliver... for her to take 
them both away. But now, it was wrong. That wasn’t what was happening. And 
he had to ask. “You knew... you knew I never hurt Oliver. But you let Dad t
hink... why are you doing this now?”
“Because he’s going to destroy everything!” she suddenly snapped, dropping 
his head. The back of his skull hit the concrete, his previous injury throb
bing in pain as he reached for it, groaning while she continued to yell. “A
nd you! You just couldn’t keep quiet! I’m doing you a favor, David! What do
 you think he’d do to you if you started talking? Your father’s made enough
 mistakes with this family... with you. I know about what he’s made you do.
 I see what you’ve become, and I won’t let it continue because sooner or la
ter, it’ll be Oliver...”
“If you knew, why didn’t you stop it?” David demanded, scooting back again
st the wall to keep his aching head out of the water. “Is it so no one wou
ld know the truth about what happened to Oliver? So no one would know it w
as you?”
Mary gasped as if struck, her eyes grew sharp, and when the palm of her han
d collided with the side of David’s face the slap echoed around them before
 all went silent except for Mary Martin’s heavy breathing.
“I would never hurt my baby,” she stated.
“But you did,” David whispered, an awkward little smile curling one corner
 of his mouth. It seemed important somehow, to hurt her right now. “I reme
mber it... we were outside on the deck, and you picked him up...”
“Shut up!” Mary snapped. “You shut up, boy!”



“And you held him up in the air. Do you remember the way he was crying, yo
u bitch? It was because he wanted you to put him down... and then you drop
ped him. Tell me something, Mama, was that when you found out Dad was chea
ting... ‘cause, I know you always said it was a family trip to Grandma’s, 
you wanted to see her before she keeled over, right? But the thing is... I
 don’t remember Dad being there at all.” Mary took in a deep breath as her
 shaking fingers quickly worked to wipe away a few stray tears, and a stra
nge little moan rose up in her throat, but still, David didn’t stop. “Was 
I supposed to be next?” he whispered. “Why didn’t you drop me, too? Was it
 because you saw Oliver was still alive? Huh? You couldn’t do it then, cou
ld you? So you told him it was me...”
“He wasn’t supposed to hate you for it,” she said quietly. “You were just a 
baby.”
“But he did, and you played along... until you weren’t playing anymore. Wh
y?”
“Because after a while, David, I really did hate you. You have no idea what 
your father had put me through, and when he thought you hurt your brother...
 it was all you. He hated you. So I did, too... It was easier that way, don’
t you see? I couldn’t love you. What mother would love something that hurt h
er little boy?”
“Something?” David hissed. “Wasn’t I your boy, too?”
“You stopped being that a long time ago... But David, we can make this rig
ht now. We have a chance.”
“How? You want me to help you leave the monster before he gets to Oliver,
 too?”
“You know he will... and that Seaberg boy, your father’s been lookin’ at him
 and Oliver lately like he thinks something’s funny... He’s been getting bor
ed with you, David... and listen to me, now that he thinks you’re gone he’s 
been getting to Oliver... The things he says to him--he can’t take it, David
, not like you could.”
“Then it’s your fault,” David responded. “For letting things get like this.”
Mary looked taken aback. “David! I know you care about what happens to y
our brother!”
David considered that as he thought of how his brother couldn’t even help 
him open a damned door. 
“So what do you expect me to do?” he asked. “Pretend we’re a happy family a
fter we leave him? You want me to be as forgetful as Oliver? I won’t forget
... I can’t.”
“I know your father’s caused you to do a lot...”
“My fawn,” David whispered. “Do you remember her? When we left that da
y, did you know what was gonna happen to her?”
“David,” Mary said desperately, but fell silent when David’s eyes suddenly c



ut up to hers.
“You don’t know anything. There was a lot I cared about... you wanna kno
w how much I cared about my brother? What about the morning Odetta Grove
r got dragged outta that lake?”
“David, we don’t talk about her.”
“We were only supposed to scare her, you know,” David said, a tired note en
tering his voice. “She was all hellbent on getting to Dad, so she was makin
g her threats. But when we got out there, he got out of control. Was stupid
 enough to slap her around a little and she saw all of us. She said she was
 gonna get the law, but I guess that was okay with him because we just left
... and then I found out why he was okay with it. Told me he’d say it was a
ll me. No one was gonna believe a crazy old woman, and he’d finally found a
 way to get rid of me... And then he said that maybe when he was talkin’ to
 the sheriff, he’d make a mistake. What if it was Oliver? he said. What if 
the retard did it, cause he didn’t know any better? They’d take him away.”
“You’re lying,” Mary said quickly, shaking her head. “He’d never hurt Olive
r, he wouldn’t...”
“But isn’t that why you wanna get out now?” David retorted. “’Cause he’ll h
urt Oliver? He doesn’t care about Oliver! It’s all a game to him because he
 thinks he’ll get away with it... but I cared. That’s why I went back. Old 
lady made it easy, too, down by the water, waiting for help to come along. 
She screamed when she saw me... and she should’ve.” David paused, eyed his 
mother, and outright laughed at the look on her face. “D’you know what I to
ld her, mama?” he asked before his voice dropped down to a whisper. “I told
 her not to be afraid, ‘cause I was gonna help her go somewhere better, whe
re she didn’t ‘ave to deal with pricks like Dad. Old lady scratched worse t
han her cats, but she got real still when I held her under the water...unti
l she couldn’t talk no more, about no one. Like Oliver.”
Mary shook her head. “Your father said it was an accident... she was on her b
oat in the rain. He said Oliver saw it, that’s why he was so shaken up...”
“Oliver was freaked out ‘cause he’s the one who helped me put her in the b
oat. Dad didn’t want to get his hands dirty... but I did. You want me to h
elp you get away from him, huh? Cause you should know, mama, he’s the mons
ter, but I’m the demon, just like you all wanted.”
“Don’t say that! Don’t say anything else, David! Why are you doing this?” 
she demanded, leaning over him, attempting to ignore the deranged, crooked
 grin spreading over his face. “Can’t you see I’m trying to help you? Why 
are you telling me this? I’m trying to help you!”
“I thought you should know, is all,” he said quietly. “Because when I get ou
t of here... I’m gonna do the same thing to you.”
Mary’s eyes went wide when she failed to move fast enough, and only a short
 gasp escaped her before David’s arm flew up, his hand wrapping tightly aro



und her neck. His grip was strong enough, but he was still struggling to ge
t up, and Mary Martin used this to her advantage. Fighting her way to her f
eet, she kicked, hit and scratched at her son before she managed to knock h
is head hard enough against the wall to cause enough damage to jolt him, an
d by the time David did reach his feet, infuriated and ready to pick up whe
re he’d left off killing her slowly, the ladder was gone, and he was once a
gain locked away. And once again, not so sure if she’d be back. 
Day Four
Nine seconds from the time David could hear her opening the lock. Three sec
onds removing it, four seconds to drop in the food, which now came in plast
ic bags, and two seconds to slam the cap shut. She’d come twice now since t
heir last visit, and David had been paying attention, always careful to kee
p quiet when he heard her. Best to let her think he was asleep, he figured.
 Drugged. 
But he wasn’t, not anymore. And it was agony when the food came. He rid him
self of the water first, using it to clean the open wound at the back of hi
s head, which seemed to be swelling more every day. At least that way some 
use came from it, because he couldn’t, he told himself, under any circumsta
nces, drink it. He’d hoped to find a way to eat, but even that proved diffi
cult when there was no way of knowing what was drugged since nothing she br
ought him was dry. Peanut butter and jelly, tuna salad, and even slices of 
banana were promptly dumped and smashed in with the filth on the floor. Wit
hout the food and water, his stomach ached and his throat burned every time
 he coughed, and without the drugs, he was beginning to feel the ache in hi
s body more vividly, down to every festering scrape or scratch. But, it was
 a good thing, he decided. A good sign. Just like the fact that he was able
 to walk the length of his confinement now without feeling like five steps 
was reason enough to take a nap. 
David figured he’d wait one more day. Being hungry, he could deal with. It 
was more important to be ready, because after what he’d pulled with his mot
her, he knew that there was only one way out now. It was in the nine second
s it took her to drop food down to him, and he wasn’t fool enough to think 
it would be easy. He’d have to jump, take her by surprise before she slamme
d the door shut. He’d most certainly be at a disadvantage, and as of yet, t
here seemed to be no pattern of when she’d be coming. Since he had no idea 
what day it was, let alone how long he’d been down there, he couldn’t even 
make a guess. So he’d have to be alert, make sure to rest after she came. W
hich, is what he intended to do now with his empty stomach as he held one h
and over the flame of his lighter, and then the other, taking what warmth h
e could from it before leaning back against the back wall and closing his t
ired eyes. Which, were about to snap right back open.
“Are you there, David?”



David was quick to his feet as he opened his mouth to respond to his brother
, but suddenly stopped and thought it over for a moment. His mother had just
 been there, and if she was still around, he’d have to watch what he said. H
e thought it was more likely that Oliver had just followed her there, but he
 needed to use caution.
“Oliver... where’s Mom?”
It was a safe question. Oliver wouldn’t have lied to him, even if Mary Martin
 were standing right next to him insisting on it. 
“I don’t know, David. I think she went back home.”
“Good. Do you see the door--the lid dad welded to the cellar last year? It’s 
locked.”
“I see it, David.”
“Then let me out!” David’s request, which admittedly, had sounded more like
 a demand, was met with silence. And while David wanted to curse over it, h
e took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, determined to avoid losing h
is temper with his brother again. “Oliver... please. Please.” More silence,
 and David began to pace before stopping directly below the vent and lookin
g up. “Okay... then tell me why you don’t want to let me out, because I swe
ar, I’m beginning to regret everything I’ve ever done for your sorry...”
“I want to, David, but I can’t.”
“Why not?”
Oliver mumbled something that David didn’t catch.
“You remember that conversation we had last time, about speaking up? Olive
r...”
“Frank’s gonna come back soon, David. I know he will,” Oliver replied. “H
e’s my friend. He promised he was my friend.”
“Frank? That’s all you care about?” David demanded. “You’re going to prete
nd I don’t exist for Frank?”
“No, David!” Oliver said quickly. “I know the truth... I know the truth! You
’re my brother!”
“Then please, please help me. Oliver... help me.”
“She said it’s not time yet, David. She said...”
“I don’t care what she said!” David shouted. “Oliver, listen to me, you’ve g
ot to stop listening to Mom! When are you going to get that our parents...”
“Don’t do that, David. You shouldn’t say bad things about them.”
“Look where I am! Oliver, they’re killing me! She’s trying to fucking kill
 me! Don’t you remember anything? I’m your brother... it was always you an
d me--you and me! You know I’d do anything for you... don’t let this happe
n. You can’t let this happen!”
“You have to wait, David!” Oliver suddenly raised his voice, and his tone s
uggested that he was stomping his foot, too. “She told me what you’re gonna
 do, and you can’t tell, David, or we won’t be together anymore. I don’t wa



nt you to get in trouble anymore, David. You are my brother... and I don’t 
want you to get in trouble, David.” 
David closed his eyes, and cursed his mother. Repeatedly. 
Oliver, you don’t know what you’re talking about... let me out. Let me out,
 and I promise nothing will happen to you and me. I know what to do. But yo
u have to let me...”
“Just wait, David. Please... do what she says. Do what she says, David, and 
then we’ll be together.”
“Oliver, you’re wrong. She’s planning to leave Dad, that’s why she doesn’t wa
nt you talking to him about me... Oliver, she’s crazy, if you listen to her..
.”
“I have to go now, David. I’m not supposed to be outside right now.”
“Oliver!”
“I love you, David. Please don’t be mad at me... I just don’t want you to be i
n trouble!”
“Oliver!” David waited a moment, listening to the sound of his brother’s 
footsteps fading away. “Oliver! You can’t listen, Oliver! Not to them! Do
 you hear me? They’re wrong, Oliver! Remember that! They’re always wrong!”
Day Seven
Without Oliver’s assistance, David was forced to conclude that he’d have to 
stick to his original plan to escape on his own. And he’d waited for an oppo
rtunity. He’d waited as he tried to sort through renewed feelings of betraya
l towards his brother, and as he thought about how to deal with it when he d
id get out. And he thought about it through restless nights, through the sha
king, the coughing, and the constant itching he was beginning to experience 
from the filthy water that had seeped into his wounds. And, he thought, he’d
 waited pretty damned patiently, so it was understandable that he was upset 
when three days later, his opportunity hadn’t arrived. 
At first he’d been concerned that his mother had been making her visits dur
ing the sporadic minutes he’d dozed off here or there. But then, the fact t
hat no new food or water had made an appearance within the small space was 
an indicator that he was worrying about the wrong thing.
What he needed to be worried about, was that there was a possibility that 
she wasn’t coming anymore, and he’d missed his chance. David didn’t necess
arily like that train of thought. Mostly, because it meant any option he m
ight have had had completely vanished. But then, there was something even 
worse to think about.
Oliver. He hadn’t heard from Oliver, either. There could have been any numb
er of reasons for this, but his main concern was the one where something ha
d happened to his brother. Maybe his father had discovered his mom’s plan, 
and neither she nor Oliver could get to him. But then, he told himself, if 
Oliver was spending his time in the basement these days, then maybe he’d fi



nally realize that their parents weren’t the protectors that he thought the
y were and he’d come to help David at the first available opportunity. Or a
t least, David could hope.
...............................................
Oliver was no stranger to being afraid. He hadn’t escaped childhood without
 his fair share of nightmares, perhaps more. And he’d grown up knowing that
 the world he lived in during his waking hours could be equally frightening
. But he’d never felt so hopelessly alone with it before. But that was beca
use before today, he’d never really seen himself as alone. He’d had someone
 to watch over him, and while he’d never admitted it to his brother, Oliver
 got through most of his nightmares, waking or otherwise, by labeling David
 the thing that his nightmares were afraid of. 
But now David wasn’t there, and something was wrong. Very wrong, Oliver d
etermined as he stood in the middle of a half-empty room, fingering what 
used to be the lens of David’s camera. This wasn’t how things were suppos
ed to be. His mother had promised. Promised. David had to hide for a whil
e, she’d said. David had done some bad things, she’d said. And if Frank f
ound out, she’d said, then Frank would go away and never come back. If Fr
ank found out, she’d said, he’d tell someone and Oliver wouldn’t have a f
amily anymore. Of course, she’d made a point to also say that Frank would
n’t have done that because he was a bad person, but because like many peo
ple, he could get a little confused about what was right and what was wro
ng. To Oliver, not losing anyone who mattered to him was what was right. 
But now Frank was gone, and David was gone, and everything was wrong.
David should have been back by now. Frank should have been back by now. By
 now, his mother should have made things right and Oliver should have been
 telling Frank the truth about David. But Frank was still angry with him, 
and David was most certainly angry with him, and Oliver was beginning to w
onder if he should stop listening to his mother as David had told him to d
o. She’d promised, after all. And she’d broken it.
It was a strange feeling for Oliver, this broken promise. Familiar, althoug
h he couldn’t recall very many times that his mother had fallen through lik
e this. But maybe she had, and he didn’t remember. That was unsettling to O
liver, mostly, because David had always told him that the things he couldn’
t remember were things that he wanted to forget. David had never forgotten 
David making a promise. Then again, Oliver had never forgotten David breaki
ng one either, but he was pretty certain that that was because David never 
had.  
And all of this obviously meant... that Oliver was currently a very confused 
individual.
Listen to your parents. Don’t get into trouble. This was supposed to make h
im happy. As far back as he could remember, until recently, his family had 



been all he had, and he’d always done his best to please all members, despi
te constantly realizing that this was a goal he’d never quite achieve. But,
 the past week had proved to be more difficult than anything Oliver could r
emember happening in the past. His mother had asked him to do something uns
peakable: lie to his father. The way she talked had frightened Oliver, made
 him afraid of his father. Most of all, Oliver was afraid of what his dad w
ould do if he found out David had been bad again. 
We can’t have that, Mary had said. 
Oliver agreed.
And asking Oliver to lie to his dad wasn’t the only thing Oliver had found 
strange regarding his mother. She’d seemed different lately. He was sure it
 had something to do with the vodka she’d been adding to her coffee every m
orning, but it was more than that, too. She’d yelled at him, twelve times. 
He’d counted, and only twice it had been about David. The other times had b
een for leaving the house before she woke up, or for even smaller things, l
ike stirring his tea for too long, or taking breadcrumbs to mix in with his
 chicken’s feed. And he felt like she was always watching. 
It had been so hard to go see David. The first time, he’d followed his mot
her. That’s how he knew where David was. When Oliver had gone on his own, 
his mother had interrogated him as soon as he got home. He’d told her wher
e he’d been, and that’s when she’d made her promises. Promises she hadn’t 
kept.  But she’d also told Oliver not to go back; that he couldn’t talk to
 David. He’d gone again, though. He’d followed her there, tried to speak t
o his brother while his mother was on the way back to the house. He figure
d that if he didn’t stay long, if he got there ahead of her, then she’d ne
ver know. He’d just wanted to hear David’s voice. He wanted to know what h
e was okay. What Oliver hadn’t wanted, was to hear the things that David h
ad to say. He didn’t want his brother’s anger, but that was exactly what h
e’d walked away with three days ago. And now, after seeing his father take
 away David’s things, after watching his mother allow it to happen, Oliver
 was beginning to wonder if he was looking to please the wrong people.
“Oliver, put that away,” Mary Martin’s voice hissed, and he jumped slightly a
s her hand came over his, over the glass lens. She tried to take it. Oliver f
rowned, held tight. “Oliver, let go!”
And he did, and she took it. He watched out of the corner of his eye as she s
lid it into her pocket before sighing, touching his shoulder. She opened her 
mouth to speak, but Oliver decided to beat her to it.
“When’s David coming back, Mama?”
“Shh! Your father’s in the other room... I already told you...”
“Why’d you let Dad take all his things? They’re his. You promised--you pr
omised--he’d come back so we can be a family. Tell Dad to bring back Davi
d’s things! Tell him David’s real!”



Oliver hadn’t expected the sting he felt across his left cheek any more than
 he’d expected his mother to be the cause of it, but there it was, and then 
for a very long moment he felt... nothing. When he met his mother’s eyes aga
in, she was smiling at him, looking as if she’d been doing nothing more than
 standing there the whole time, as if she had expected him to... to not know
 it happened. 
But Oliver did know, and he felt hurt, and confused, and something else, too
. He felt guilty, because he was angry--furious even--with his mother. But h
e didn’t feel guilty for feeling that way. Oliver Martin felt guilty because
 as he thought of his brother, trapped and alone, he realized that maybe he 
should have felt that way sooner. 
“Sweetheart, you look tired,” Mary told him. “Why don’t you take a short na
p. I’ll wake you up for dinner.”
Oliver stared at her for a moment, swallowed hard, and then very slowly no
dded before his mother kissed his cheek and left the room, closing the doo
r behind her. She left him not knowing how he’d turned towards the window,
 eyeing it the same way David often did when he was trying to determine th
e quietest way to sneak out of the house, just as Oliver didn’t know what 
she’d stopped outside the door to nervously wring her hands together. 
Mary Martin had a problem; it was a choice she had to make, one she though
t she already had. She couldn’t live like this anymore, not knowing that t
he sky could come falling down over her head at any moment. She’d known th
at it would come sooner or later, but knew for sure the moment that her so
n began seeing Frank Seaberg. She’d been unable to tell Oliver to stay awa
y. He’d been too happy to have a friend, and Mary--she did love him, she d
id care, and she couldn’t take that from him. And David had used it, and t
he moment Frank started asking questions, well, she knew that her husband 
wouldn’t stand for it. She could see it in his eyes when he looked at the 
Seabergs. They were a problem, and there was only one way her husband knew
 how to deal with a problem. She’d suspected that he saw Odetta Grover as 
a problem, but that had been different. The Seabergs weren’t like Odetta G
rover because if something happened to the new family in town, there’d be 
questions. Mary couldn’t have that.
So she’d rid herself of the problem. She made David disappear. It was the on
ly way. But then Oliver hadn’t stopped talking about him, and the lie her hu
sband told, she’d known it wouldn’t last. She wanted to protect herself. She
 wanted to protect Oliver, and she’d known that she only had one choice left
. She’d have to leave Brian. They’d be safe if they got away from him and an
ything he might be planning to hide the truth. Unfortunately, it had become 
rather clear that she couldn’t do it alone. Oliver wouldn’t allow that. He’d
 been looking at her oddly lately, with the same suspicion that had always b
een present in his brother’s face. Mary hated that. But she’d told herself t



hat she could fix it. She could fix it if David helped her. Oliver would be 
willing to leave quietly, if only David would help her. She hadn’t thought i
t would be easy, but then again, she’d never expected David to be so stubbor
n. After all, she was giving him a way out. So it was a shame, she thought, 
that he hated her so much.
But she’d have to try again. She’d try one more time. Perhaps a few days l
eft on his own had given David a new perspective. Or perhaps, it had made 
things worse. She wasn’t so sure. But what she was sure of, was that soone
r or later, Frank Seaberg would be back. He wasn’t the type to leave thing
s alone, and when he came back, he’d bring trouble with him. She had to ge
t away from it. She had to get Oliver away from it, and if David wouldn’t 
help her, then maybe... maybe she could convince Brian. She could leave hi
m later, with Oliver. She just needed to give Oliver more time to forget a
bout David. Something had to work, she told herself. Something. 
.........................
He couldn’t keep his head up anymore, and while he couldn’t recall it raining
 during his stay in his humble little prison, David was certain that there wa
s more water coating the ground now than there’d been when he’d first arrived
. In his last few attempts to sleep, he’d awoken with his ears clogged with i
t in his efforts to find a comfortable spot. 
He was too tired to keep himself moving. Too hungry to stand without his s
tomach cramping or his head spinning. He was simply experiencing... too mu
ch. And he’d had enough. All he wanted to do was close his eyes. He felt w
armer somehow when he closed his eyes. Perhaps it was because he was dream
ing more, and for the first time in a long time, he found peace in his dre
ams, because there, he wasn’t trapped. And he was so tired, willing to sli
p away somewhere warmer, that when David actually got one of the things he
’d been wishing for only hours before, he almost didn’t care. 
“What do I do?”
David hadn’t been completely certain that it was his brother’s voice he was
 hearing at first, mostly, because he’d been asking himself the same questi
on for what seemed like ages now. Although, even in the situation he found 
himself in he couldn’t quite imagine himself sounding even that desperate. 
No, the voice narrating his own thoughts definitely sounded more angry than
 desperate.
 “You were right about them. You were right, David.”
David opened his eyes slowly, trying to gather the energy to do more than t
hat as he whispered, “I know I’m right.”
“You have to tell me what to do. David, I don’t know what to do!”
David opened his mouth once more, this time intending to speak up, but for
 several moments nothing escaped him but a series of rough coughs before h
e sucked in a deep breath, and then chose to respond with the one thing he



 felt mattered at the moment.
“Are you hurt?”
“David, is that you?”
“What do you think? Fuck. Are you or not?”
“No, David. No.”
David sighed. “Then what do you want?”
Oliver’s surprise at the question accounted for his silence. 
“I don’t know what to do, David,” he finally said. “Mom lied to me.”
David couldn’t help it when he forced a gasp to feign surprise. “You’re kidd
ing!”
“I’m not kidding, David! Something’s happening. Something’s wrong. They
 took all your things away. And broke your camera, David.”
As if he had no other problems, David actually pouted. He’d liked that came
ra.
“And Mom let him do it,” Oliver continued. “She said you were coming back, Da
vid, and she said that Frank would come back, but I think... I think she lied
. David, it has to get fixed. Tell me how to fix it. I can’t do it by myself.
 I’m not like you. I’m not...”
“Bad?” David asked blandly.
“No, David, I’m not... I’m not smart. I’m not...”
David wasn’t sure where he found it, but suddenly he was on his feet, lookin
g up at the dim light seeping through the vent.
“Don’t say that Oliver. Just... don’t. You came here, didn’t you? Oliver, let 
me out.”
David caught himself holding his breath, and when Oliver took to long to re
spond, he couldn’t help thinking that he had good reason to. 
“Mama said that Dad’ll hurt you if you come home,” Oliver finally said.
“And Mama lies, Oliver!” David was quick to remind his brother. He could fe
el his heart sinking, fear rising despite his calm demeanor. If his mom had
 given up on keeping him alive, Oliver was his last chance.
“But what if he does, David... he’s been so angry lately...”
“I won’t go home,” David said quickly. “Let me out, and... we can go see F
rank, Oliver. Show him the truth, huh? Come on, he can’t be mad at you the
n, can he? We can tell him the truth about everything.”
“No,” Oliver suddenly said, sounding uncharacteristically firm. “I don’t wan
t you to get in trouble, David.”
David fell silent as he tried to determine just how much credit he should gi
ve his mother for this. Obviously, she’d covered all bases when it came to c
onvincing Oliver that he shouldn’t be set free. She’d done such a good job, 
in fact, that Oliver seemed reluctant to help even with his doubts about her. 
“I won’t,” David insisted. He tried to sound convincing, but being unable to
 concentrate on anything but whether or not Oliver would ultimately let him 



out, he failed.
“You’re lying, David. You’ll be in trouble... and you said you’d hurt Mama..
.”
“And maybe I should!” David shouted, his voice once again going hoarse. He’
d had enough. “Damn it, Oliver, I’m not gonna argue with you! If you let me
 out of here, it’ll be me and you--just like it should be. We’ll get away f
rom here. We have to, it’s the only way!”
“Dad, and Mom...” Oliver started, but David didn’t give him half a chance to
 finish.
“Why are you even here? It’s because you don’t trust them and you know it! Th
at’s why, Oliver! And you can’t trust them, neither of ‘em! You might not rem
ember what things have been like, but I do... and I know that if you don’t le
t me the fuck out I’ll die down here... is that what you want? Because if it 
is... just say it. Will it make things easier for you if I disappear? Just sa
y it, Oliver. If it’ll be easier for you to stop worrying... to have a normal
 life...”
David grew tired as his own words hit him, and he slid back down the wall, 
his sight consumed with darkness again. 
“I don’t want that, David,” Oliver insisted. “I just...”
“Promise me something,” David interrupted. “When you walk away, don’t go ho
me. You’re right, you know. Something’s not right there, and it won’t be un
til someone does something about it... Go see Frank, Oliver. Bring him here
... then he’ll know the truth. Everyone will, and you’ll be alright... I ca
re about that, you know. Nothing more than that. I love you... that’s why I
 need to know. Just tell me, Oliver... do you care what happens to me? Beca
use if you don’t, no one will.” David took in a deep breath, just before hi
s voice dropped down to a whisper that he barely heard himself. “And then I
 really am nothing.”
David closed his eyes, not surprised by Oliver’s lack of response. What surp
rised him, was how numb he seemed to it. It wasn’t that he didn’t care. When
 it came to Oliver, he did very much. But he was tired, and even knowing tha
t his brother meant well didn’t manage to dull the hurt when it came to the 
realization that he couldn’t rely on him. He was on his own, and while this 
had been a constant theme throughout his life, it was the first time it had 
actually frightened him. 
David wrapped his arms around himself, tucking his hands under them as he fe
lt a chill creep down his spine. He wanted to reach for his lighter, to take
 a moment of comfort in the warm flame, even as small as it was. But even fo
r that, he couldn’t find the energy. 
“Oliver?” he called. “Before you go, stay and talk to me for a while. I just w
ant you to tell me... anything. Don’t leave me alone. Just talk, okay? Just...
”



And then he heard it. The footsteps over the steel plate, the shifting of th
e lock. David crawled forward, his eyes focused on blackness as if he needed
 to see something there, something to tell him that his mind wasn’t playing 
tricks on him. It was when he heard the grinding sound that always accompani
ed the plate as it lifted, he knew, and for one split second, the betrayal a
nd subdued anger he felt towards his brother was replaced with too much reli
ef to dwell on Oliver’s faulted reasoning.
He shielded his eyes against the light, his nostrils flaring against fresh a
ir, cooling the burn that seemed to be scratched into his damp, swollen skin
, and he found himself reaching up, his hand expecting to feel the ladder. B
ut it didn’t come, and the smile that had been slowly growing over his face 
disappeared as he made out the shadow standing over him, which was not his b
rother’s. 
For a second, Mary Martin looked as surprised to see David looking up at her
 as he was to see her looking down at him. She recovered first, but still pr
esented weariness when she tossed the bottle of water and the cold can of so
up she’d been carrying towards David’s head, rather than at his feet in a mo
ve that forced him to step back. 
“I hope you’ve used all the time you’ve had to cool down, David,” she sudden
ly said. “I was disappointed with our last visit.”
David didn’t reply, not right away. He was too busy staring at the bottle 
of water, half submerged in the muck at his feet. He’d been waiting for th
is. But somehow, the shock of seeing his mother and not his brother, had m
anaged to throw him. She was standing above him. The plate was open. His t
houghts were having difficulty coming together. He was supposed to be movi
ng now, helping himself. But where was Oliver? Why wasn’t he helping? It w
ould be so easy... so easy from up there. If he’d just grab their mother, 
hold her back so David could escape... so easy. It’s what David would do. 
So where the hell was Oliver?
“What exactly do you want from me?” David’s words were slow, his voice ba
rely an echo in his head. Hell, he’d hardly understood his own question. 
He was stalling. He just needed to stall. Needed more time. Needed more e
nergy. He needed help. 
“I think you already know the answer to that.”
“You want me to help you get out,” David said blankly. “Away from Dad... ok
ay, I’ll do it.”
He’d spoken too quickly. He’d known it even before his mother’s expression
 turned suspicious. He needed to be more convincing, and he knew it. He al
so knew that he’d have to be convincing fast.
“You and Oliver... and me, right? I’ll take care of Dad.” David stepped forw
ard as carefully as possible, placing himself closer to the opening above hi
s head. “What do you want me to do? Make it so he can’t chase us? I’ll get r



id of him... if you let me out. I’m...” David swallowed as he felt himself c
hoke on his next words, but managed to move another step closer to where he 
needed to be as he forced himself to meet her eyes. “I’m sorry... I’m ready 
to be a family.”
“Are you?”
David quickly nodded, succeeding another step. He was in position now, but 
suddenly the distance between himself and the exit seemed a lot higher than
 it used to. Impossibly high. “You were right about Dad,” he said. “We’ll b
e better off without him... If you let me out now, I won’t let him hurt Oli
ver. Or you.”
Mary blinked, seemingly unaware of the frown marking her brow as she looke
d down at her son. She’d come here wanting to hear exactly what he was tel
ling her, although she hadn’t realized it until that very moment. I’ll get
 rid of him. And looking down at David, Mary Martin believed that he truly
 would. 
Her thoughts were frightening as they spiraled around the fact that her son
 was offering to rid her of her husband... and worse, it was because she’d 
asked him to. What a horrible person she was for having even thought of it,
 and yet the prospect was tempting. She’d thought that she only wanted to g
et away from him, but to be sure--to never have to worry for herself or Oli
ver becoming victims of his twisted mind was indeed worth considering. Horr
ible. Wrong. But worth consideration.
But as she continued to watch David, something seemed off. Something in his
 posture as he waited at the bottom of the hole. It was the calculating loo
k in his tired eyes, his rigid posture, and most of all, the way his gaze s
eemed to be taking her apart bit by bit. And then Mary knew. Whatever fate 
David was concocting for the father who’d tortured him for his whole life, 
it would be an equally unappealing one for the mother who’d trapped him whe
re he was now. 
For a moment, Mary Martin felt a margin of well-deserved guilt, because as 
a mother, specifically this boy’s mother, she’d done her fair share to brin
g things to this. And she truly did wish things were different. She wished 
she could love him, because maybe then things could really change for the b
etter. But then she told herself she couldn’t, because while this boy had t
he same face as her own loved son, he could be no child of hers. David migh
t have shared the Martin name, but in that moment Mary knew that he was no 
one’s child.
Like being slapped in the face she felt the air rush from her lungs as a str
ange, instinctual panic seized her and she dropped the steel plate, and not 
a moment too soon as David decided to jump up. Mary had no way of knowing th
at he didn’t even have the strength to make it to the metal plate, but as he
r hands fumbled with the lock she could hear him cursing her below, his thre



ats ringing in her ears as she swore she’d never remove the lock again, stru
ggling to pull nearby debris over her son’s grave in hopes that no one else 
would, either.  
And below, as the light went away, David could hear movement muffled behin
d his own screams, knowing that she wouldn’t be back even though she hadn’
t said. She hadn’t needed to say it. But, oddly enough, it wasn’t his moth
er who he found himself cursing as he worked himself into exhaustion and f
inally collapsed against the back wall. It was the one person in the world
 who he’d needed to count on; the one person in the world who he should ha
ve been able to. Oliver would have know way of knowing that as David slipp
ed away into darkness until it became a comfortable place, his thoughts ha
d turned to betrayal and fury towards the only person he’d ever cared abou
t. Just as David had no way of knowing that the brother he wished he no lo
nger had didn’t realize his mother’s decision because he hadn’t been there. 
David had no way of knowing that Oliver would have broken the lock if his 
mother hadn’t arrived, and he couldn’t know that Oliver had been spooked a
way, or even that later that day he had run from home in his little boat t
o Frank Seaberg, who hadn’t believed him when he said that David was real.
 And David never heard his brother two days later when Oliver had returned
 to explain this to him... or when he’d said, “I won’t leave you alone, Da
vid. I won’t.”
Day Nine
Frank Seaberg had never felt sicker. It wasn’t the kind of sickness that came 
with the nauseating scent of what he found himself standing in, or the cool wa
lls prickling his skin but the kind of sick that chilled his reflexes and made
 his heart feel as if had stopped in his chest. His instincts told him to flee
, but even then he couldn’t seem to lift his hand from the body. It hadn’t bee
n enough to just find it.
“David.”
Frank released a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and reached furth
er, pausing when his fingers came against cool, wet ones as he did what he 
could to accept what he was dealing with.
He should cry. The thought struck him with an odd intensity as he wondered 
how many others would be willing to shed a tear for David Martin. But even 
while he thought he should give Oliver’s brother at least that, he seemed t
oo stunned to spare any other emotions. And Oliver, he thought. What was he
 going to tell Oliver? Frank had thought he was as crazy as he was led to b
elieve, and if he’d just listened, if he’d taken a moment to just listen to
 what Oliver was saying, maybe things would be different.
He lifted David’s hands, holding it tightly in both of his, half wishing that
 if he could make it warm everything would be made right. But it was so cold.
 Too cold, and as Frank held tighter, he felt a cool strip of metal come agai



nst his palm. Taking the object carefully, he ran his fingers over it until i
t was properly identified, and bracing himself, he held up the lighter. With 
a flick of his thumb, a shallow flame lit the area in front of him and he sho
ok as he took in the sight of a boy he knew.
It was difficult, not seeing the face as Oliver’s. Only, the one he was star
ing at was bruised and filthy, scratched, and... not as peaceful as it shoul
d have seemed. David Martin’s lips were parted, his nose red, and his eyes o
pen, looking right back at him. He seemed almost… surprised, and Frank could
n’t help wondering what the cause of it had been during the last moments of 
his life. 
“It’s over, David...Your brother’s safe now. I’ll make sure it stays that wa
y,” Frank promised quietly, feeling that he needed to say something, even if
 David Martin was no longer around to hear it.
So Frank was understandably surprised when hazel eyes shifted to his, and 
David Martin’s lips moved. 
“Don’t count on it, Frank.”
Chapter 13 
by DomLuka
Thanks to Jim for editing!
“Rudy, look at me. Look at me, okay?”
Jay was kneeling down in front of the bathtub, frowning as he tried to get 
Rudy Seaberg’s attention while she stared straight ahead, seemingly oblivio
us to the tears running down her face. But, she did meet his eyes, as frigh
tened as she was. And, Jay couldn’t blame her for being frightened given th
e madman who’d taken over her home and had her unconscious mother tied up o
n the living room floor. 
 
He hurt my dad,” Rudy whispered. “I think he dropped him in the lake after
 he made me get off the boat.”
Jay opened his mouth, ready to tell her that she shouldn’t worry. That he was
 sure her dad was fine... but he couldn’t. Couldn’t bring himself to say it t
o her, because he seriously had his doubts. 
“We’re going to get out of here,” he said instead. “D’you think you can hel
p me?”
Rudy seemed to consider the question, and the look on her face was so similar
 to Jay’s sisters that it almost broke his heart wanting to reassure her. 
“What should I do?” Rudy asked.
“I need you to untie my hands,” Jay told her, standing up, even as he struggl
ed with the rope that bound his hands behind his back so tightly that he was 
certain his fingers were turning blue. 
“But I can’t,” Rudy pointed out, shifting her own bound hands.
“Then turn around,” Jay ordered.



Confused, but obedient, Rudy stood and turned around, getting a better grasp
 on the plan when Jay kneeled behind her and went to work on the binding aro
und her little wrists with his teeth. 
“He’s gonna be mad if he sees. You shouldn’t.”
The whisper came from Oliver, and it annoyed Jay just enough to make him s
top and look over his shoulder at the third party in the room, who was sit
ting in the middle of the small bathroom floor, watching them, also tied u
p. Like Jay and Rudy, Oliver had managed to force the cloth gag from his m
outh.
“Will you shut the fuck up?” Jay hissed. “He’s doing this to you, too. So ge
t pissed off and make yourself useful already.”
Oliver frowned, but at least looked curious. “How?”
Jay let out a breath. “Listen at the door. Let us know if you hear anyone co
ming.”
Oliver looked between Jay and the door for a moment, looking uncertain befo
re he finally scooted across the door and brought his ear to the exit’s sur
face to do what was asked of him. “I don’t hear anything, Jeremy,” he decid
ed a moment later.
“Just tell me if you do,” Jay replied. He continued to study Oliver for sev
eral moments as the other boy went back to listening at the door. At the mo
ment, Jay wasn’t sure what to think of him. Only moments earlier he’d been 
wondering the best way to knock Oliver out, worried that he’d call out to h
is father if they tried to escape. But, that could have been the way Oliver
 didn’t resist the older man’s embrace when he’d forced the two of them int
o the house. Or, because he hadn’t seemed as bothered as Jay had by Mrs. Se
aberg, who was unconscious on the living room floor. In fact, Oliver hadn’t
 even objected when they’d been tied up and forced into the bathroom. So it
 didn’t seem unreasonable that Jay was suspicious of him. Or, at least it w
asn’t unreasonable that Jay thought the kid was a complete nut. But for now
, he decided that as long as he wasn’t going to start yelling out for his d
ad anytime soon, he’d leave him be. Because for some unfathomable reason, F
rank Seaberg seemed to think that Oliver Martin was okay, and since Jay had
 a feeling that the current worst-case scenario would be Frank Seaberg endi
ng up in the bathroom with them, there was no way he wanted to deal with Br
ian Martin and a pissed-off Frank, who would definitely be pissed if he did
 anything to hurt Oliver. Necessary or not. 
“Jay?” Rudy whispered, drawing his attention.
“Yeah?”
“Do you think we can really get out?” she asked.
“It’ll be okay,” he insisted. “Your brother should be on his way here... He’l
l see something’s wrong, and... We’ll be fine.”
She nodded, and Jay went back to his attempt at untying her bound hands wi



th his teeth, wishing that he could believe his words as much as Rudy Seab
erg seemed to.  
........................................ 
“Breathe, Frank... Frank, breathe.”
Frank tried doing just that, although, it wasn’t entirely clear to him when 
he’d stopped in the first place. But more baffling to Frank than sudden resp
iratory problems was that David seemed so calm at a time like this. When he 
was supposed to be dead.
But, then, he wasn’t dead. Frank stared at David Martin again. It wasn’t any
thing different from what he’d been doing for the last few minutes, but at l
east now he was beginning to form clear thoughts. David wasn’t calm, he fina
lly decided. He was exhausted, and stunned, and while it wasn’t entirely obv
ious, Frank could see signs of uncertainty in his expression, too. But that 
was all that he had time to see as he suddenly gasped when the heat of the l
ighter reached his thumb and dropped it, cursing himself as everything went 
dark again. 
But, the dark seemed to be a good thing. At least, it was an encouraging th
ing as Frank finally got moving. “Are you alright?” he finally asked David,
 but the silence he received in return told him just what a stupid question
 that was. “I mean...let’s get the hell out of here, alright? Can you stand
?” Frank reached for David in the dark, meaning to help him up. He hadn’t s
uspected that his hand as it came against David’s arm would be unwelcome, b
ut the way Oliver’s twin lurched back suggested otherwise. 
Frank was quick to pull his hand back, stunned. But, while he couldn’t see 
David, he seemed to understand. It was something about their last encounter
s. It had been in David’s posture, in his voice, and given what he’d been t
hrough, it should have been no surprise that David was reacting to him this
 way. So Frank said the one thing he thought David needed to hear as he rea
ched for the other boy again.
“You can trust me, David... Come on. I’m just gonna help you up.”
“Okay,” David said quietly, a noticeable tension entering his voice. But, th
is time when Frank reached for him, he reached back to accept the assistance
. But as Frank moved an arm around him, pulling David firmly against his sid
e as they headed for the ladder, Frank noticed that Oliver’s twin seemed to 
be dragging his feet, and as the dim light from above struck his profile, he
 seemed to be looking up at their exit with a certain amount of trepidation.
“We’re leaving,” Frank said, as if that would answer everything. “David?”
“Who else is out there?” David suddenly demanded, nothing but suspicion in
 his voice.
“What?”
“What’s going on? Why are you here now?” David suddenly pulled away, cat
ching himself when he tripped over his own feet. “You’re helping them.”



“What are you talking about?” Frank responded, beginning to feel nervous.
 But, despite his sudden impulse to back up, he advanced on David instead
. “Look, the only person I’m helping right now is you. Are you coming wit
h me, or am I going to send someone else back here to help you?”
Frank watched in awkward silence as David looked longingly at the ladder. I
t was as if he were afraid to reach for it, believing that the moment his f
ingers touched the cool metal someone would snatch it away from him like a 
cruel trick. Frank had never before met someone who had no trust in anythin
g, and while he now believed that David Martin had every right to feel that
 way, he had no idea where to start trying to understand it. And it might h
ave been cold, but the fact of the matter was that he didn’t have time for 
it. He needed to get David back to Jay and Oliver before the Martin parents
 returned. And that was assuming that Jay had waited for him.
“Okay, David,” Frank said decidedly, and then before the other boy could re
act, Frank reached for his hand and brought it to the ladder before steppin
g back to wait. “We can go now.”
David stared at his hand on the ladder, his harsh breathing growing steadie
r as his grip tightened, and when his gaze slowly shifted to Frank, somethi
ng decisive in his expression changed. The frightened, alone boy became a d
etermined one, and with Frank right behind him, he crawled out of the hole.
...........................................
David felt as if he couldn’t get enough air. Not just air, fresh air. He too
k it in deep gulps until his blood had rushed to his head. He felt like he w
as drowning, and as he tasted blood on his lips he wiped his fingers under h
is nose, pulling them back to discover it had started bleeding. He watched f
or countless seconds as a few of the light raindrops falling from the clouds
 washed it away, and Frank... David didn’t know what to think of Frank. But 
then, he never had. But what he did think about Frank at that exact moment, 
was that his neighbor from across the lake was currently his only ally. Pers
onally, David would have picked someone a little taller for whatever waited 
ahead of him, but Frank would do. After all, the guy was giving him the shir
t off his back just so he could clean up his nose. Never mind that a little 
blood running down his chin didn’t make much of a difference at this point. 
“Here,” Frank said. “Try to slow down.”
David brought the shirt to his face, shaking his head blankly. He didn’t kno
w how to respond. He didn’t know how to respond. Explain. He didn’t need to 
slow down. It was like he needed to catch up. Everything was spinning around
 him, moving quickly. He could feel it in his lungs, on his prickling skin. 
But inside everything was slow. He felt like he was processing one thought a
t a time, everything repeatedly until he got it, and even then, he didn’t ge
t it. He felt like he was chasing something and wouldn’t be satisfied until 
he was right on top of it, but if he didn’t stop...



“David!”
Frank’s voice followed David Martin as he blacked out, and a few moments la
ter as David sank slowly back into reality, Frank was next to him, holding 
him up--or rather, trying to get him to sit down. 
“You can’t walk like this,” Frank stated. “You’ll have to stay here. I’ll come
 back with help...”
“No.” David wasn’t sure how he managed it, but he held himself upright and
 managed to appear sober for a whole second. “No,” he repeated. “I have to
...”
He had to stop them. He didn’t know how long it had been since he’d last se
en his mother, but he remembered clearly that she was planning something. T
o leave? Good riddance. But Oliver... the thought of his brother was rubbin
g David the wrong way. It was a new feeling directed towards his twin, but 
still, he wasn’t ready for Oliver to disappear, too.
“You have to what?” 
David’s eyes suddenly cut in Frank’s direction. “You said somethin’ about 
my brother. We’ll go to him.”
Frank was quick to start shaking his head. “No, David, I left him back at you
r place with... a friend. Look, they could be there waiting for us, or they m
ight have gotten out of there before your parents came home. They would have 
gone to my place, and either way... I don’t think you can make it that far. I
f you drop, there’s no way I can carry you so I think it’s better if you just
 hide for...”
David didn’t bother interrupting Frank’s explanations and demands. He wasn
’t about to spend what energy he had arguing. By that time he was already 
too busy keeping his focus on putting one foot in front of the other. And 
he was learning that Frank was very good at keeping up. He also seemed to 
have the sense to not argue when he wasn’t going to win. And he seemed rel
entless when it came to keeping close, which quickly became uncomfortable 
for David. Frank Seaberg was like a shadow in his blind spot, and while Da
vid considered him an ally at the moment, he wasn’t sure he liked that Fra
nk was so close, even when Seaberg once again saved him from tripping over
 his own feet. 
“I really think you should...” Frank started, but checked himself when Dav
id yanked his arm away and kept moving. 
“They’re gonna do something,” David mumbled through his heavy breathing. 
“Oliver has to get out of the house.”
“David...”
“He wouldn’t let me out,” David said as if he’d just realized it, his pace 
slowing. “Oliver knew where I was. Wouldn’t let me out.” David looked at Fr
ank, catching something unreadable in the other boy’s eyes. “What, Frank?”
“It’s not Oliver’s fault. Your parents lied to me, and I believed them. Look,



 it’s complicated, David... But Oliver did try to tell me where you were. I’m
 the one who didn’t get it.”
David stopped altogether. “Didn’t get it?”
“I didn’t think you even...”
“Existed,” David whispered, when it became clear that Frank didn’t want to sa
y it. Not after their last conversation.
“I’m sorry... but I didn’t realize it until I ran into Jay--Jeremy Flaskis--a
nd... well, I put it together, okay? ... It wasn’t Oliver’s fault, David. I k
now I haven’t known him that long. I haven’t known either of you that long, b
ut I know that this wasn’t his fault, and that when I walked away from him to
night to come looking for you... I wasn’t afraid of anything more than that w
hen I saw him again, I’d have to tell him you were gone.”
David stared at Frank hard for a moment, not giving away anything that he mi
ght be thinking. He stared until his head started to spin and his eyes narro
wed, and when he finally spoke, it was decisively, sternly. “Oliver left me 
in there,” he said, and then before Frank could respond, “Jeremy’s not a fri
end. You better hope he hasn’t touched my brother.”
Confused when it came to whether or not David was actually angry with Oliv
er, Frank frowned as he continued to follow the other boy through the wood
s, deciding that now wasn’t the time for talking, anyway. There seemed to 
be a lot to sort out, and there was no way he was going to get anywhere wi
th it under current conditions. Besides, something about David’s demeanor 
was disconcerting to Frank, and his instincts warned him to use caution.
As for David, he was feeling particularly cautious himself as he decided th
at Frank Seaberg was trying to figure him out. He didn’t care for it. A sid
eways glance told him that Frank was holding back questions. Suspicions. An
d while David didn’t know what provoked him to do it, he shot Frank a look 
that invited him to say something.
“Why do you say Jeremy’s not a friend?” Frank asked, but the way he said i
t suggested that he knew more than he was willing to give away. “Oliver sa
id... I mean, he was talking like he was afraid that you were going to giv
e away some big secret or something. Did you know Jay was snooping around?
”
David shrugged, and then winced before rotating his shoulder. “The guy’s not
 as subtle as he thinks he is.”
“So were you going to?”
“Going to what, Frank?”
“Tell him a secret... like the one you were going to tell me.”
David’s steps faltered, but he managed to catch himself before Frank had the
 chance to, and he kept walking as if it would change Frank’s mind about ask
ing that question. It didn’t.
“David, what were you going to tell me that night? When you called... if I’



d gotten there sooner, what would you have told me?”
“I don’t remember calling you. Maybe it was...”
“Don’t play games with me!” Frank snapped, surprising both himself and Davi
d with his tone, who finally stopped walking to look at Frank as if he were
 ready to ward off an attack. “You called me. You. You asked me for my help
, and I get that I fucked it up then, but now’s different. Tell me what you
 would have said if I’d gotten to you. Please, David.”
David snorted, and then used Frank’s shirt to nab some more blood from his
 nose. “I don’t know,” he finally responded, managing an obnoxiously sarca
stic tone. “Maybe I would’ve told you that my family’s completely fucked, 
and that you should stay away unless you wanna get hurt, since Oliver clea
rly couldn’t manage to stay away from you. Or maybe I would’ve told you to
 start talking about it to people who wouldn’t ignore the truth, get me an
d Oliver out... or that if you didn’t bad things would start to happen, li
ke my mom going psycho and trying to kill me!”
“Or maybe you were going to tell me what happened to Odetta Grover.”
Frank’s interruption might have taken David off guard, but he did a good jo
b of hiding it, his mind going blank as it fought for a response for only s
econds before he shook his head. “What does that old bitch have to do with 
anything?” He had to be careful. Things had changed drastically in the last
 fifteen minutes, because before then, he’d been damn sure that he was dead
. But now he was free, in more ways than one, he realized. If he could keep
 things together. He had to keep things together. He had to think. Think ab
out anything, except for a recent confession he’d made to his mother, and o
ne he had no intention of allowing her to repeat. 
“According to Jeremy, a lot,” Frank replied, moving around David to better
 face him. David frowned. With the whole forest to escape into, Frank made
 him feel trapped. “Look, I might have been a little slow about some thing
s, David, but I know that if you were just going to tell me your parents w
ere hurting you, you would have done it when I asked you--you wouldn’t hav
e told me to look deeper unless there was something bigger... maybe someth
ing you weren’t so sure you wanted to tell me. Oliver said that there were
 things no one could know, ‘cause you’d get in trouble...”
“And if that was true what makes you think I’d tell you any of it?” David sn
apped. 
“I don’t know... maybe you needed to... Maybe, it was too much to keep carr
ying around with you.  David, is there something you need to say, but you’r
e afraid you’ll be in trouble if you do?”
David looked over Frank from underneath downturned lashes, remaining sile
nt until Frank appeared to be as uncomfortable as he was. “Can I trust yo
u, Frank?”
It seemed like a funny question. To both of them. 



“I could say yes,” Frank replied carefully. “But I don’t think it would matt
er. You would never let anyone decide who you could trust for you.”
David’s attempt to laugh was quickly smothered as he choked on his own co
ughing. “I think we should keep moving,” he finally said, but Frank didn’
t move.
“Odetta Grover called Jay’s house the night she died,” Frank said. “Any ide
a what he heard?”
“Wouldn’t have a clue.”
“She was scared. Thought someone was trying to hurt her.”
David’s posture stiffened as he turned away from Frank again. “What d’yo
u want from me?”
“I don’t know,” Frank admitted. “I guess I just... I want to know what I’m d
ealing with here. What your parents did to you--they’re not going to get awa
y with it, David. After tonight, they’ll never hurt you or Oliver again. The
y’ll pay for it... but I think maybe, there something else your dad should b
e paying for. Did he kill Odetta Grover, David? Or are you too afraid to say
 anything about it because someone else did?”
If David wasn’t too busy going numb inside, he might have noticed how nervo
us Frank suddenly seemed, as if he’d just done the exact thing that he didn
’t want to do. But David certainly didn’t notice. Couldn’t. He felt like th
e world was going blank in front of him, everything gone except the fact th
at he wasn’t going to let anyone lock him up again as he searched for clarity.
No. His parents would pay. It didn’t really matter what they paid for at this 
point, either, as far as David was concerned. 
“My dad did it.” He’d said the words so calmly that it was as if it hadn’t rea
lly left his mouth, but the look on Frank’s face told him otherwise. Frank loo
ked... relieved. “I didn’t see it happen... but she was dead when... when...”
“It’s okay, David,” Frank insisted, gently reaching out to place a hand on
 his shoulder. David looked at that hand for several moments. Frank Seaber
g. Now he remembered why he wanted Oliver to be friends with him in the fi
rst place. The guy was actually a friend. Nothing like David had ever know
n. He actually cared. He cared about Oliver, and he’d believe David. David
 was pretty sure Frank Seaberg would be a friend to anyone who he thought 
was being wronged... but his dad had known it, too. David had tried to do 
Frank a favor by telling Oliver to stay away from him, stay away from thin
gs that could get Frank hurt. That’s why David was rather certain that whe
n the time came, Frank Seaberg would do him a favor, too. 
“She was already dead when he made Oliver and me put her in the boat, mak
e it look like an accident. Oliver doesn’t know. When things scare’im, he
 forgets. He won’t know if you ask him.”
“But you know. You’ve gotta tell, David... If your dad made you help him, 
no one’s going to blame you. Please just promise me... David?”



Frank found himself grabbing the other boy’s shoulders once again when Davi
d started to stagger, as if his legs had suddenly decided that he’d been on
 them too long, and Frank became increasingly worried as he tried to decide
 if David’s face was a shade paler than it had been a moment before. 
“I want to keep going,” David said quietly, and this time instead of thinkin
g it over, Frank gave a decisive nod and allowed David to lead the way throu
gh the forest.
....................................
Brenda Crook lifted the still-warm batch of muffins from the top of the sto
ve and brought them to her nose, inhaling deeply. She loved the smell of mu
ffins. Muffins or cake. Actually, she loved the smell of anything that came
 out of the oven. She often claimed that the only time she could ever drown
 out the stench of her husband’s cigars was when she was baking. Brenda Cro
ok baked a lot. 
Using a newly manicured nail, she stuck her finger into one of the warm muf
fins to dig out a plump blueberry, which she promptly popped into her mouth
. Using that same fingernail, she picked her teeth, taking a few moments to
 contemplate the last time she’d eaten corn before her attention turned els
ewhere. 
She could hear her husband’s boots clanking away on the front porch before 
he even entered the house, and by the time he had one foot in she was stand
ing in front of him with her arms crossed, her interrogation ready to comme
nce. 
“You stupid old drunkard!” she snapped at his red, weary face. “Where on 
earth have you been? Do you have any idea what I’ve been putting up with 
from the sheriff’s station? I warned you when you volunteered Howard! You
’d have your duties! And do you remember what you told me? Easy as pie, B
renda, easy as pie! Well, you fat, lazy...”
Howard dismissed her with a wave of his hand as he hung his hat and ran a h
and over what was left of his greasy hair. “Don’t bother with dinner, Brend
a. Had it at the club. Where’s dessert?”
Mary gaped at him as he passed her by before she looked down at the oven mi
tt, conveniently hanging from her right hand, and she threw it at him. “The
re is no dessert! And you have to get up to the lake. Now, Howard, or I’ll 
call all your friends and tell them you’re neglecting your responsibilities
 again. D’you really want that getting around town?”
Howard huffed more than he sighed as he turned to face his...well, that w
oman. “What’re you going on about already?” he demanded. “Can’t you see I
’m tired here?”
“Well be tired later. You’ve gotta get out to the lake.”
“You already said that woman! Now get on with the point!”
Brenda turned her head for a moment, making a point to look offended. But,



 when she decided that it would get her no sympathy--which it never did--s
he simply looked put out as she crossed her arms and returned her gaze to 
her husband. “Mary Martin called here sounding funny.”
“Funny?”
“Funny. I think that husband of hers has been beating on her and the kids
. You know the man’s no good, Howard, everyone does.”
“Don’t you start making accusations, you know how I feel about you and your
 gossip; and if I find out you’ve called up anyone...”
“I’m not finished, Howard.”
“Oh, for the love of...”
“And just a little while ago,” Brenda continued, “I got a message forward
ed from the emergency number from that Flaskis boy. He was going on about
 Odetta Grover...”
“Odetta Grover?”
“Claims he can prove she was murdered. I know he took her death rough, but
 obviously...”
“Did he say anything else, Brenda?”
“Something about the Martins being involved. Oh, and something about wait
ing for you with the Seabergs. And I’m pretty sure he said something abou
t one of the Martin boys disappearing... or maybe he said that one of the
m was with him. The people out that way are so strange, you know. Except 
for Mr. Dron. A sweet man, that one. I asked him to check up on Mary sinc
e I couldn’t reach you, but when I tried to call her up about twenty minu
tes ago there was no answer. When you go see her, will you bring her some
 of my muffins?”
Howard clenched his teeth as he went back to the door and retrieved his hat. I
f he rolled his eyes, she’d see it, and then he’d never get out.
“Don’t wait up, Brenda,” he said as he left their house. “I think it’s gonna be
 a long night.”
“Hold on a minute, Howard, the muffins!”
..............................................
“Hurry up, Rudy,” Jay insisted, fidgeting against his bound hands as Rudy’s
 small ones attempted to free them. 
“I’m trying,” Rudy insisted. “The rope’s really tight.”
“You have to pull it through that loop. There.”
Jay glanced over his shoulder to find Oliver standing next to Rudy, and wasn’
t sure if he was disturbed by this or not, but still, he gave Rudy a nod. “Tr
y it.”
“It’s still too tight,” Rudy insisted, but never once stopped trying. “I don’
t want him to hurt my mom, Jay.”
“Don’t think about that right now,” Jay insisted, and then looked back at O
liver again. “Are you sure no one’s coming?”



Oliver nodded.
“Will Frank be here soon?” Rudy asked. “What if he gets tricked, too? The
n who’ll come?”
“Stop thinking about it, Rudy,” Jay said firmly, just as he felt the binding
s around his wrists loosen enough to pull one hand free. Bringing his hands 
in front of him as he cracked his knuckles he turned to face his fellow host
ages, focusing on Oliver. “I’d better be able to trust you,” he remarked, an
d then ordered, “Turn around, I’m gonna untie you.”
Oliver frowned uncertainly, but did as he was told, and found himself wishin
g that Jay’s knot-untying skills were better than Rudy’s. Unfortunately, tha
t didn’t seem to be the case, and it was unclear whether Jay or Oliver was m
ore frustrated by it. 
Rudy suddenly turned, her attention focused on the door, and Jay’s attentio
n snapped to her as she moved towards it. “Rudy,” he hissed. “Get back here
.”
“I just wanna see if we can get out,” she replied. “My mom’s out there...”
She stopped in front of the door, her little hand reaching for the knob befo
re Jay abandoned Oliver and managed to pull it back just before her fingers 
reached it. She jumped, looking up at him with wide eyes.
“Just be patient,” Jay told her. “We’ll find out in just...”
A muffled sound moving down the hallway caused Rudy’s fingernails to dig i
nto Jay’s hand as he pulled her away from the door. “Get over here,” he wh
ispered as they moved past Oliver.  
“He’s coming back now,” Oliver said quietly before looking at Jay. “You’re
 gonna be in trouble, Jeremy.”
“Shut up, and get down, Oliver,” Jay retorted as he and Rudy reached the bat
htub, where he led her to sit on the edge beside him. She was quick to follo
w his lead as he moved his freed hands behind his back. “Rudy,” he said quie
tly, “listen to me, alright? If he comes near us, I want you to get in the t
ub and stay down, got it?”
She nodded slowly, her eyes focused straight ahead. Jay wasn’t even sure i
f she’d understood anything he’d said, but there was no time to repeat the
 question as the obstruction holding them inside the bathroom was suddenly
 moved and the door swung open. 
Brian Martin shouldn’t have looked so normal. A normal man. A husband, a fat
her, a guy who liked to go hunting and fishing with his sons... it was all s
ick, Jay decided as he stared back at the man standing in the doorway, the m
an smiling at him before looking over the rest of his captives. 
“Everyone comfortable?” he asked, before laughing to himself in a way that 
suggested he expected everyone else to do the same. He placed a hand on the
 door, as if to close it, and determined to keep that from happening, Jay s
poke up.



“You should let us go now,” he said, surprised by how calm he sounded. “Th
is isn’t something you’ll get away with... I know about your wife. Someone
’s going to find out what you did to her and come looking for you.”
Brian’s eyes widened comically, his tone as innocent as could be. “A traged
y, isn’t it? It’s too bad no one will feel sorry for her; I mean, after the
y find out she killed her own son... poor David. His brother missed him so 
much--that’s why you did it, right Oliver? Your mother took your brother aw
ay from you, and that’s why you got angry. I’m sure they were arguing when 
she said something that made him snap. Must have strangled her without real
izing it.”
On the floor, Oliver’s eyes widened as he looked up at his father, the image 
of his own fingers touching the bruises on his mother’s neck still fresh in h
is mind.
“I...” he started. “I don’t...”
“Of course you don’t remember,” Brian supplied for him. “You’re a retard. Th
ere’s a lot of things you don’t...”
“You didn’t kill her, Oliver,” Jay suddenly snapped, and then looked at Bri
an. “And no one will believe he did.” His eyes shifted to Brian’s left hand
, the thick silver band on his finger. “His hands aren’t big enough... and 
he wasn’t wearing your wedding ring, was he? Are those scratches on your ar
m, Mr. Martin? I wonder if your wife has blood on her nails... or maybe Mrs
. Seaberg does.”
Brian stared at Jay for a long moment and then smirked. “You think you’re 
smart, don’t you boy? Well, why don’t you see for yourself.”
Keeping his eyes suspiciously on Jay, Brian Martin slowly knelt and reached
 behind the door before dragging something forward that seemed heavy. Jessi
ca Seaberg seemed to be nothing but dead weight in his hands. Her head was 
slumped forward, her shirt torn at the sleeve, and the left side of her fac
e swollen with a fresh, ugly bruise as he pulled her into the room. 
“Mom!” Rudy screeched, and before Jay could stop her, she was on her feet,
 her freed hands no longer concealed as she rushed towards her mother. 
“Rudy, no!” Jay shouted, but it was too late as Brian Martin’s eyes widened o
n the little girl as he dropped her mother on the floor, his hand raising as 
if to strike, the danger unbeknownst to Rudy. 
On the floor, as Jessica’s head landed uncomfortably on Oliver’s chest, Oliv
er found himself between his father and Frank’s little sister. And for once,
 he wasn’t confused. Don’t forget, Oliver. Don’t listen to them. Be like Dav
id, he told himself. David never cared if he got in trouble. Be like David.
As his father’s hand came down towards Rudy, Oliver lifted his feet as best 
as he could, his worn shoes making contact with his father’s knees and sendi
ng the old man tripping back against the wall. Startled, Rudy stopped a foot
 short of reaching her mother to duck on the floor, her thin arms flying def



ensively over her head, and all Oliver could see were Jeremy Flaskis’s shoes
 flying over his head as he attacked, his fists hitting Brian Martin sporadi
cally and hard as the two of them fell outside the bathroom door.
Finding himself over Brian Martin’s mid-section, Jay found himself with onl
y one goal, and that was to make the man beneath him stop. He blocked the o
lder man’s hand coming towards his face with his forearm, and felt his own 
knuckles crack on Brian Martin’s teeth before he felt a sharp pain at the b
ack of his skull as Brian managed to get a hand in his hair, and before Jay
 realized what was happening his feet were off the ground and Brian’s furio
us eyes had pinned his. Jay’s back hit the corner of the doorframe, the han
d around his neck cut off the air from his lungs and while his arms flailed
 he was pushed back until his feet were colliding with Oliver’s face below 
the sink.
Rudy screamed, the sound high pitched and echoing off the walls in the smal
l space as she watched Brian Martin slam Jay’s head against the bathroom mi
rror until there was the sound of glass breaking and Jay’s eyes rolled back
, and then she was silenced as she found herself in the middle of a cluster
 of bodies on the floor as Jay unconsciously fell over herself, her mother,
 and Oliver, and her mind was too blank to realize Oliver was being dragged
 from the room before the light went out, the door slammed shut, and there 
was silence in the little room once again. 
........................................................
“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Frank’s outburst, combined with his efforts to pul
l his own hair out, was met with silence as David stared blankly at the fron
t of his house. “Okay. We can deal with this...fuck. I can’t believe he just
 left. Maybe Jay’s going to send help. We should wait. No. No. It’s not safe
 here. David, can you keep moving? We have to get across the lake. I think t
hey would’ve gone to my place. If we can get there...David?”
To turn around and find that David was no longer with him was unsettling at 
the very least, but rather than panic, Frank calmly turned his attention tow
ards the open door of the Martin house. Climbing the front steps two at a ti
me, he decided against knocking before entering.
“David?”
The house still smelled like smoke from Oliver’s botched cooking as Frank m
oved in slowly, his instincts causing him to shut the door as if he feared 
someone entering the house behind him. The lights were still on, the teleph
one off the hook, but something he hadn’t noticed before: the rug pulled ba
ck, the dark stain on the carpeting drawing his attention. Frowning to hims
elf but passing this new development, Frank headed towards the hall as the 
sound of a muffled sneeze reached his ears.
“David, we really shouldn’t stay here,” he called, pausing briefly in front 
of Oliver’s bedroom, looking in to find it empty before he moved towards the



 next opened door, where he stopped, too shocked by the sight of David stand
ing over his mother’s corpse to properly respond to it. 
“She’s dead,” David unnecessarily announced, his voice coming out in a stran
ge monotone. In the light, David himself looked like a corpse standing over 
his mother in his water-crusted clothing, with his skin so pale that the sha
dows beneath his eyes along with every bruise and scratch stood out with hor
rifying clarity. 
As Frank looked away from Mary Martin and in David’s direction, he became d
isturbed enough by the sight of both of them to want to flee, but forced hi
mself to go forward instead. He was almost careful to not get too close to 
the body, moving pointedly behind David instead. Frank lifted his hand, wan
ting to lend David some kind of support, but it only dropped back to his si
de as the other boy’s posture became undeniably unapproachable. “I’m sorry,
” Frank whispered, and then felt completely tactless as he added, “David, w
e really need to get out of here.”
David was still for several long moments before he suddenly moved towards
 the nightstand alongside the bed, and Frank watched as he opened the top
 drawer.
“What are you doing?” Frank asked.
“She usually keeps them in here,” David replied as he shuffled through a pil
e of receipts and jewelry, and then came up with a small keychain holding tw
o keys. He turned towards Frank, holding them out. “Should be a car behind t
he garage. It runs like crap... but it runs.”
Surprised by the unexpected blessing, Frank reached out and grasped the ke
ys. “Come on, let’s go.”
But, instead of heading towards the door, David looked back at his mother. 
“I wanna minute with her,” he replied, that strange monotone returning to h
is voice as he blankly took in what was in front of him.
Frank frowned, looking down at Mary’s body, and then back at David. He wasn
’t sure why he wanted to object to David’s wishes, but he knew he did, and 
that he had to fight it. Swallowing hard, he finally nodded, despite the fa
ct that David wasn’t looking at him. “Meet me out front,” he said, and then
 went in search of their transportation. 
David heard Frank’s footsteps fade away, and when he was met with silence h
e blinked, his eyes suddenly focused on his mother’s open eyes. He took a s
tep towards the bed, shaking his head as he felt a small smirk grow across 
his face. “I want you to know something,” he whispered, talking down to his
 mother as if she were still there to hear him. “I’m sorry... I’m sorry he 
beat me to you.”
Sliding his hands into his damp pockets, David Martin moved slowly past his 
mother’s bed, pausing only briefly to pay his last respects as he looked bac
k long enough to spit at her feet.



..........................................
Frank all but kicked the Volvo in front of him out of frustration as he look
ed towards the house. It had been ten minutes, and the vehicle kept stalling
 on him as he waited for David. But even in the midst of all the insanity of
 this night Frank felt the need to be patient. David’s mother was dead. Oliv
er’s mother was dead. Thinking of Oliver’s off-behavior, Frank felt a pang o
f guilt. If he’d known about Mary, maybe he would have approached Oliver a l
ittle more sympathetically. He likely wouldn’t have left Oliver with Jay, wh
o wasn’t the most patient person in the world.
And there was a fucking body in the house. It seemed like a good enough re
ason as any not to go back in there. But then, David was in there, too. It
 was late, definitely past dinner. Brian Martin should have been due home 
soon. Maybe he was due home already. Frank didn’t want to find out what wo
uld happen if the man showed up, now that there was no doubt in his mind w
hat Oliver’s father was capable of. 
“David!” Frank called, raising his voice as the hair at the nape of his neck
 uncomfortably stood up and he headed towards the house again. “David, serio
usly, we have to...”
He stopped short when David’s figure appeared in the doorway, and for a mo
ment, Frank felt guilty for his impatience when he saw David had taken the
 time to put on dry clothes. Warm clothes. Thick sweatpants and a sweater,
 and in his hands was a bottle of water and what looked like a bag of crac
kers. “When was the last time you ate?” Frank found himself asking as he w
ent to meet him.
“Don’t know,” David replied, although his tone strictly forbade any pity com
ing his way. In fact, he sounded rather nonchalant, something that struck Fr
ank as odd before he decided to ignore it. 
“Alright... ready to get out of here? Oliver and Jay should be at my place b
y now,” Frank said optimistically. “Bet you we run into cops on the way ther
e.”
“Have you met the cops around here, Frank?”
Frank frowned. “Right. Let’s just get out of here.”
Ten minutes later, and Frank was taking the dark roads slowly, uncomfortabl
e in the unfamiliar vehicle as he continued to glance at David, who was loo
king rather uncomfortable himself. His head kept lolling, his throat seemin
gly knotting up every time he tried to take the smallest sip of water, and 
each time a shadow crossed their path he gave Frank the impression that he 
was ready to jump from the vehicle.
“Are you doing alright?” Frank asked. “We’re almost there.”
“Just worry about the road, Frank,” David said, his voice becoming a straine
d rasp. 
Frank frowned, but as he looked forward again, David’s warning seemed to ha



ve some merit as he moved around another sharp corner, only to have headlig
hts shining back at him. Startled, Frank hit the brakes, and David, who had
n’t bothered to buckle up, braced himself as the bald tires skidded ten fee
t over the dirt road before it came to a jerking halt. 
Frank, with his knuckles white on the steering wheel stared through the glas
s, disoriented as the dust cleared in front of the headlights before he was 
able to put together what he was looking at. The pickup truck was halfway of
f the road, imbedded in the trees, and as he looked harder, Frank could make
 out a shadow slumped over in the front seat.
“Let’s keep going,” David said, and Frank looked at him like he’d lost his m
ind.
“There’s someone there, they might need help.”
“We need help.”
“Stay here then,” Frank stated as he opened his door, pausing to remove the 
keys from the ignition before he left the vehicle. He headed towards the tru
ck, shielding his eyes from the headlights as he got closer. He didn’t see w
ho was inside the truck until he’d pulled the front door open. Mr. Dron was 
the last one he expected to see, especially since the intimidating old man n
o longer looked so intimidating--unconscious and injured. 
Mr. Dron suddenly groaned, causing Frank to step back in surprise, and only 
then did he notice the light up ahead in the road, a second vehicle that had
 been involved in the crash. It didn’t take him long to figure out who it be
longed to.
“Oliver!” he shouted, Mr. Dron forgotten as he ran towards Jay’s mangled ca
r. “Oliver!”
He reached the opened front door, looked inside, and wasn’t sure if he was
 relieved or disappointed to find that Oliver and Jay were missing from it
. Taking a deep breath, Frank moved back and saw David staggering in his d
irection. “They’re not here,” Frank called as he moved to meet him. “They 
must have walked the rest of the way. Come on, we’ve gotta get Mr. Dron.”
“Why?” David rasped.
“Because we’re not leaving him here,” Frank said firmly. “If you don’t wanna
 help, get back in the car.”
David frowned, but obviously decided that the task would go faster with bo
th of them involved because he was on the opposite side of Mr. Dron when F
rank led the disoriented older man from the truck to the back seat of the 
Volvo. 
This time as they moved down the dark, winding roads, Frank drove even slo
wer, windows down as they searched the trees for any sign of Oliver or Jay
, and before Frank realized it, he was looking at the back of his own hous
e. 
.......................................



Frank opened the passenger door of the Volvo, and looked in at David, who lo
oked ready to fall asleep against the front seat.
“Come on, David, let’s get you inside.”
David looked towards the side of the house, the light coming from the windo
ws, and shook his head. “I’ll wait,” he said quietly, and when Frank didn’t
 seem satisfied, David gestured to Mr. Dron in the back seat. “With him.”
Frank opened his mouth to object to either of them remaining there, but let
 out a breath instead as he looked to where Mr. Dron was hunched over in th
e back seat. “I’ll be right back,” he promised, and then moved towards the 
house, pausing when his eyes shifted towards his mother’s car, or rather, w
hat was behind it. The shadow on the lake wasn’t something he remembered se
eing there before, especially since it looked a lot like the larger boats d
ocked near the town. Frowning, he watched it for a few moments, feeling tha
t something was off, but unable to decide what it was. A shadow. That’s wha
t made it strange. No lights.
Frank looked back at his house, suspiciously this time as a strange feeling
 crept up his spine and he backed away from all light that came from the wi
ndows, suddenly not wanting to be caught in it. Instead of heading for the 
front door he made his way around the side of the house, briefly pausing to
 look through his sister’s bedroom window where the light was off. He could
 see the door was open to the hallway, and for a long moment he listened fo
r his parents’ voices, his eyes darting across the shadows of the room, uns
ure of whether or not they were really moving. 
He brought his face closer to the class, shading his eyes with a hand in ho
pes of seeing better, completely unprepared for the dark mass that suddenly
 appeared in front of his face. Startled, and feeling like something massiv
e was coming though the window at him, Frank tripped backwards, gasping as 
his back made contact with the ground, the air rushing from his lungs. 
Frank looked up, ready to bolt if necessary, and nearly kicked himself as 
his eyes focused on the dark cat sitting up in the window, looking down at
 him as if he was the one with the problem. Shaking his head he stood up, 
mindlessly dusting himself off as the blinding fear slowly faded away. And
 then came back with a vengeance as his eyes widened on a familiar yellow 
truck parked beneath the shadows no more than ten feet away from him. 
Frank stared at Brian Martin’s vehicle for a hard moment, knowing that the 
man in question wasn’t in it, but still concerned that the engine would roa
r to life at any moment and run him down. Taking a deep breath, he forced h
imself to think. Here. Brian Martin. If he was inside, perhaps he was fooli
ng Frank’s mom. Maybe he hadn’t hurt her. But then, thinking of Mary Martin
, Frank was less than convinced that his family was safe, and he found hims
elf hoping that his mom and Rudy weren’t alone. Frank’s father seemed to be
 very good at abandoning them, but this time, this time, Frank thought, he 



couldn’t. He just couldn’t. 
Cautiously moving towards the yellow truck, Frank looked back around the ho
use, deciding that it was clear, but that still didn’t stop him from pickin
g up what used to be the handle of an old rake as he continued to circle hi
s way back. He paused near the kitchen window next; the light was on, but n
othing looked out of the ordinary inside. Deciding they were in the living 
room, he made his way back to the front of the house where once again, he f
roze.
A few feet from the house, beneath the porch light Frank watched the boy w
ho he quickly believed to be David, but after further examination he reali
zed the clothes were wrong, the posture. The back was to him, head ducked 
as the boy shifted nervously from foot to foot, making a strange sound tha
t sounded like muffled words, or maybe humming.
“Oliver?” Frank whispered, taking a cautious step forward, examining the ar
ea for any sign of danger before he felt comfortable enough to continue. “O
liver,” he said again, lowering the stick in his hand as he quickened his p
ace, moving forward until he was reaching out, his hand sliding over a trem
bling shoulder. “Oliver,” he said firmly, forcing his friend to turn around
. But, when Oliver’s hazel eyes met his, Frank reeled back in shock, taking
 in cuts and scrapes, but more noticeably, bound hands and a taped mouth. 
Frank’s moment of clarity came quickly as he understood more than he cared 
to, and a little too late as he spun around, his eyes widening on Brian Mar
tin’s angry face, and then the butt of a rifle he couldn’t stop from making
 harsh contact with his forehead. Falling, lost, defeated, Frank Seaberg hi
t the ground, his eyes focusing on the Volvo parked past the drive, the ope
ned passenger door, and while he didn’t mark it with any significance at th
e time, his last thought before the world went black was that David Martin 
seemed to have disappeared once again. 
.............................
There was a soft humming, insistent rocking beneath him. Perhaps it would h
ave been a calming sensation if Frank’s head didn’t feel like it had been t
rampled by stampeding cows cows. He moved his fingers at his side, flatteni
ng his hand over the surface he seemed to be lying on. A cheap mattress, he
 decided. A cheap, hard mattress that did nothing to separate the springs f
rom him. 
Opening his eyes he found darkness, shadows. A small curtained window seem
ed to be somewhere above him, and there was the scent of old wood and dust
, the muskiness of damp carpeting. Frank took in a deep breath, was carefu
l to be still for a long moment. He was definitely moving, and there were 
limited ideas that came to mind when it came to moving bedrooms. But then,
 he didn’t have to think about it too long because his instincts told him 
that he was on the water. It felt like he was on the water. And there’d be



en the boat, which obviously no longer was in front of his house. 
Ignoring the pain that spread from his forehead down the back of his neck, F
rank tried to sit up, only to have his heart momentarily stop in his chest a
s a large hand come down over his shoulder. He opened his mouth to scream, h
is body no longer taking caution with his injuries as he struggled against t
he hand that came down sternly over his mouth and his fingers gripped a stro
ng wrist, trying to pry it away.
“Shh!” he heard against his ear. “You’re okay. You’re okay, Frank.”
The voice he recognized, and the restraining arms around him suddenly becam
e a source of comfort for Frank, one he remembered from his childhood. He w
anted to feel safe there, with his father. He wanted to be calm, allow his 
worries to disappear knowing that a man who was supposed to be invincible w
ould take care of everything. But as Frank sat there, in the dark, leaning 
back against his father’s chest and allowing his chest to heave in each bre
ath in time with his safety net, he realized that at that moment, his fathe
r had never seemed more human.
“It’s not okay,” Frank stated, struggling away, feeling his way off the mattr
ess and catching himself against the rocking floor beneath his feet. His hand
s moved to search the walls, finding a bolted-down picture frame, a lamp... a
 light switch. He flicked the four times, and nothing.
“Here,” he heard Sam say, “I already tried that, and then there was a soft lig
ht in the small cabin, his father sitting on a full sized mattress holding a l
antern. He looked worn, but not hurt.
“What happened?” Frank asked.
“I’m not sure,” Sam replied, placing the lamp on a short floorstand. “Are yo
u alright?”
“No.”
Sam’s eyes rolled upwards in a sign of impatience as he left the bed, catchi
ng himself against the rocking boat. “Have you seen your sister?” he asked.
“What?” Frank demanded.
“She was with me... we were renting the boat...”
“With Brian Martin?”
“Look, I just wanted to spend some time with you, okay?” Sam snapped. “I d
idn’t know the guy was a lunatic... I think I drank something. When I woke
 up, I was locked in, and Rudy was gone... he came back with you...”
“You lost her?” Frank all but screamed, anything else his father had to say 
lost on him as he became submerged in a panic, turning as his fists beat at 
the cabin door. “Rudy! Rudy!”
“Frank, stop!” Sam ordered, his hand wrapping around his son’s arm to yank
 him back. “I’m sure there are a million reasons why you should be mad at 
me, but none of it matters right now! You need to listen!”
Frank looked at his father, his eyes wide, his mouth open with nothing to say



. 
“Frank...”
“He’ll kill her,” Frank got out. “He killed his wife, I saw...”
“Frank!” Sam said again, shaking him. “Listen. You have to get away from he
re, the first chance you get... you can still swim?”
“Dad...”
“You have to get help. I want you away from here! Do you understand me?”

“No!” Frank snapped. “I’m not you. I won’t just leave...”
“Yes you will. Promise me... swear it, Frank, the first chance...”
Sam Seaberg interrupted himself as he suddenly yanked Frank behind him, j
ust as the cabin door flew open and he came face to face with the man he 
very much would have liked to murder at the moment.
“What did you do with my daughter?” Sam demanded, trying not to feel intimi
dated by the rifle pointed at his mid-section. 
“I see the two of you are catching up,” Brian remarked. “Nothing like a fat
her-son reunion, right, Sammy? I hope Frank’s cutting you some slack. So sa
d when family can’t get along.”
Frank looked around the obstruction of his father’s body, past Brian Marti
n, and his eyes widened on Oliver, who was standing in the background, loo
king numb and shaken. “Oliver!” he shouted, attempting to move forward, on
ly to have his father hold him back. 
“Frank, no!”
Brian Martin suddenly laughed, drawing both Frank and Sam’s attention. “No
 need to keep the boys from their fun now, Sammy,” he remarked, just befor
e his demeanor changed, his smile faded, and he lifted the rifle. “Get out
 here.”
Sam didn’t move, frowning when Frank wouldn’t get behind him. “What d
o you want?” he demanded.
“Don’t look so upset,” Brian replied. “We’re just gonna play a little game. 
Now let’s go. Out.”
Frank started to move first, his eyes once again trained on Oliver, but Sam
 wouldn’t allow him to move too quickly, waiting for Brian Martin to back o
ut of the doorway before he allowed Frank to break free, and even then it w
as because Brian had grabbed the sleeve of his shirt to hold him back.
Frank stopped in front of Oliver as their eyes met, Oliver seemingly asking 
him something that he didn’t know how to answer. Frank wanted to ask him ple
nty, too, but first he looked back at their fathers, feeling threatened as h
is eyes dropped to Brian’s hand on his father’s shirt before he met Sam’s ey
es.
“You boys play nice for a few minutes,” Brian stated, leading Sam away, but
 Frank hardly heard him when the look on his father’s face seemed to be lou



der than any voice. Sam’s eyes were ordering him to listen. Listen. 
“Do it,” Sam stated, but there was no doubt that he wasn’t talking about wha
t Brian had just ordered them to do. 
Frank suddenly wanted to follow after his father up the short flight of sta
irs, where Brian was taking him. But, Oliver had other ideas for him as he 
suddenly latched onto Frank’s hands with both of his, pulling him around th
e narrow walkway, towards the bow. 
“Oliver...” Frank started.
“Are you okay, Frank?” Oliver suddenly asked. “I’m sorry, Frank. I’m sorry
.”
Frank sighed, glancing up to see that above them Brian still had the rifle on
 his father, who was now driving the boat. Brian looked in his and Oliver’s d
irection, smirking, and Frank found himself pulling Oliver back even further 
until they stood against the side of an inflated life raft covered by old bla
nkets. “It’s not your fault, Oliver,” Frank stated, and then lowered his voic
e even more. “I found your brother.”
Oliver looked both hopeful and terrified by the notion.
“He’s okay,” Frank said. “I mean, I think... I don’t know where he went.” Fr
ank stole another glance at Brian Martin to make sure he wasn’t listening to
o carefully, while Oliver’s gaze seemed to drift to Frank’s father.
“Frank? Why’s your dad looking at you like that, Frank?”
Frank looked at Sam and frowned. “Because he wants us to get off the boat.
”
Oliver was quick to shake his head, obviously disturbed by the idea. “No, Fran
k. That’s a bad idea, Frank... he’ll find us... he’ll find us.”
“I don’t know,” Frank replied, looking over the lake. He could see land close
 enough, and a glance to his father told him that they’d be getting closer, o
nly, he no longer knew what side of the lake they were on. “There’s a lot of 
places to disappear out here.”
“Frank...” Oliver groaned. 
“Hey,” Brian suddenly said sharply. “What’re you two talking about down t
here?”
“Nothing,” Frank said quickly, looking hard at Oliver before he whispered. 
“Trust me.”
Oliver’s eyes widened. “Frank...”
“Hey, get up here!” Brian shouted. “Both of you!”
Frank heard a click. The gun.
“Oliver... go!” Frank suddenly lunched forward, shoving Oliver towards the s
ide of the boat. “I’m right behind you!” he shouted, just as Brian shouted f
or them to stop. Oliver moved, climbing up the rails as the boat suddenly ro
cked, a shot fired, and looking over his shoulder, Frank was just in time to
 see his father tackle Brian Martin.



“Frank, hurry!” Sam called.
Frank turned back to Oliver, knowing that there was no turning back now. The
y had to get off the boat. There wouldn’t be another chance. “Jump!” he shou
ted, moving to step over the raft at his feet, and perhaps he would have if 
the blankets hadn’t suddenly moved, rising into the air until they were as t
all as he was.
Startled, Frank reeled back as the force under the blankets shook free, and
 suddenly he found himself separated from Oliver by no one other than David
, who was looking at him strangely just before he turned, grabbed the back 
of Oliver’s shirt and pulled him back.
Two brothers, nearly identical, nearly, Frank now realized, faced each othe
r. One was in shock. One was smiling.
“Hi, Oliver,” David said. “Hope you’re not going anywhere just yet.”
And then Frank watched David Martin’s fist force its way against Oliver’s fa
ce. 
A/N: Yeah, I know. There will be one more. Seriously this time. One. 
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by DomLuka
Thanks to Jim for editing!
There was a lot about the night’s events that Frank was certain he’d never f
orget, and a lot that he thought was just plain insane, and even more that h
e had no way of comprehending; but at the moment, nothing confused him more 
than David Martin. In fact, as Frank sat on the ground at the bow of the boa
t, his arm around Oliver as they tried to get his nose to stop bleeding, Fra
nk decided that he was tired of trying to figure David out. 
David was crazy. End of subject. 
Made perfect sense. But not really.
The last long minutes of Frank’s life hadn’t made sense at all, because no
 one had seemed more shocked to see David on that boat than Brian Martin. 
In fact, Frank was under the impression that Brian had never expected to s
ee David again, but now that he’d figured out that wasn’t the case, Brian 
seemed overly pleased with the more unstable of his two sons. He’d even pr
oduced a second weapon, and disturbingly, David seemed to be very comforta
ble with it in his hands as he watched over Oliver and Frank.
Braving a glance over his shoulder, Frank saw his father watching him from
 above where he was seated next to the wheel. Brian was now in charge of n
avigation, and both of them looked irritated, but then, both of them had f
aces swelling in places due to badly aimed punches. 
And it was quiet. Except for the sound of the engine, the water hitting the si
des of the boat, it seemed too quiet. The tension was suffocating, and the fea
r... Frank didn’t really want to think about the fear. 
“What are you doing?” Frank whispered. He didn’t know exactly why he was t



alking to David, but it was likely out of desperation. 
David smiled at Frank, much like a parent amused by a confused child. “I’m
 surviving, Frank.”
“You’re out of your mind,” Frank retorted. “Look what your parents did to
 you... Your mom’s dead, David... and your dad...you’re helping your dad.
” Nothing about the notion was comprehensible for Frank. “He was going to
 go to jail for a very long time. Now what do you think is going to happe
n to you? Neither of you will get away with this. Jay called people from 
your house... someone’s gonna know what happened. And what about your bro
ther, David? What happens to Oliver?”
Oliver frowned at Frank, as if he’d really rather not think about that himself.

“If I were you, Frank,” David replied, “I’d be more worried about myself. Se
e, it doesn’t really matter when it comes to anyone else. Think about it; if
 you don’t survive, and let’s face it, there’s a good chance you won’t, then
 what does it matter what happens to everyone else after you’re gone. They’r
e their own problem. It’s out of your control...I mean, unless you take cont
rol.”
“And is that what you’re doing?” Frank replied.
David shrugged. “Maybe. I might as well have it, right? I don’t trust anyone 
besides myself... and lately I’ve been thinking that it was stupid to think I
 could.” He seemed to direct this last remark at Oliver, who became visibly u
pset by it.
“I don’t want you to be in trouble anymore, David,” Oliver said.
“I know you don’t,” David replied. “But the thing is, that just isn’t up to y
ou anymore, Oliver. Never was.”
“David!” Brian suddenly called. “Stop playing around with them and help m
e look for a good spot.”
David looked in his father’s direction calmly, right before he held his mid
dle finger up in Brian’s direction. Brian snorted, and David rolled his eye
s as he stood from the railing he’d been leaning on and flicked the barrel 
of his gun in Frank and Oliver’s direction. “Don’t go nowhere,” he remarked
. “You won’t wanna miss what happens next.”
Above them, Sam released a frustrated breath that he hoped covered his nervo
usness and looked at Brian. “This is ridiculous. Why don’t you just let the 
boys go, alright? We can settle this ourselves.”
Brian laughed. “Sorry, Sammy. I just can’t bring myself to do that.”
“They’re just kids!” Sam snapped.
“I know, and trust me, we wouldn’t have nearly as much fun without them.”

....................................
In the sixth grade, Jeremy Flaskis tried to join the football team at schoo



l. Twenty minutes into his first practice, he was tackled during an exercis
e and fractured his collarbone, and learned exactly why an athletic cup was
 invented. So after careful consideration, he decided that he wasn’t one to
 do pain and took up photography instead.  But he’d always wondered if givi
ng up on becoming the school’s most popular jock, perhaps the future homeco
ming king and maybe even superhuman babe magnet, had been worth abandoning 
just to avoid a long series of injuries that he would likely endure as a re
sult of following those dreams. Waking up in the Seaberg’s bathroom with br
oken glass stuck in his hair only convinced him that he had, indeed, made a
n appropriate decision.
“Jeremy? How many fingers, Jeremy?”
Jeremy opened one eye, then the other as he stared up at the woman talking 
very loudly over him. “You’re pretty.”
Jessica Seaberg liked to think that she had a sense of humor, but this didn’t
 seem like the time to display it. “Can you get up?” she asked.
Jay thought about it for a minute, among other things. He thought until he 
remembered exactly how he’d ended up on the bathroom floor with sore places
 that he hadn’t even known he had, and then he answered her question by bol
ting upright, looking around as if he half expected to be assaulted again. 

“Are you alright?” Jessica asked. “Do you know where you are?”
Jay gave a short nod, partly in response, and in part to test his stiff neck 
before his eyes settled on Rudy, who was sitting on the edge of the bathtub, 
looking pale in the face. Suffering a moment of confusion, the redheaded litt
le girl he saw was his sister and his concern was immediate. “Stephanie?”
Both Rudy and Jessica looked at him oddly, and he shook his head, attempti
ng to pull himself together. “Rudy,” he corrected himself. “Are you doing 
alright?”
Rudy sniffed, wiping away invisible tears. “He took Oliver.”
Jay looked towards the door, and with Jessica’s assistance, found his feet. 
“We think they left the house,” Jessica explained. “Jay, what’s going on?”
“We have to get out,” Jay replied, moving to try the doorknob.”
“It’s jammed from the outside,” Jessica said, but she’d hardly finished the
 sentence before the bang of Jay’s body hitting the wooden door echoed thro
ugh the room, and then again, and again as he repeatedly rammed the side of
 his body against it, and then for good measure, he started to kick.
“Jay...” Jessica started to object, but realizing that the boy’s idea was bett
er than any she currently had, she ended up next to him, the two of them attem
pting to knock the door in.
“Mommy!” Rudy objected, covering her ears.
“Maybe we should wait for help,” Jessica suggested, causing Jay to pause an
d look at her.



“If they left the house, I don’t think there is help coming,” he replied. “Bri
an killed his wife... he knows we know it, and if he doesn’t already have Fran
k, I think he’ll be going after him next.”
Jessica took a moment to digest what she was hearing, and a moment later s
he was kicking at the door with Jeremy again.
Down the hall, past the kitchen and in the living room there was a coffee ta
ble wedged up against the back of the sofa. A keepsake Jessica had acquired 
from her late grandfather. Unbeknownst to her, someone had carelessly left a
 pile of old receipts and pages from one of Rudy’s many coloring books scatt
ered over the surface, beneath a low-burning candle that had recently been s
tanding decoratively atop the dresser in her bedroom. A stray cat that Frank
 had refused to place outside sat on the floor, wagging its long tail as it 
watched the shadows from the flame with interest, releasing a loud mew as a 
colored picture of a horse caught fire and went up in flames; and as the sma
ll fire slowly spread the feline’s instincts did exactly what they were supp
osed to do as the animal fled out a crack beneath the kitchen counter, into 
the woods, and away from the danger. 
.............................................
“How long was I down there, Frank? How long was I... nothing.”
It had started sprinkling again, the raindrops tapping the trees, water fee
ling unclean as it dripped down from above. Frank’s shoes were soggy, his p
ants drenched from tracking through waist-deep water as they made their way
 into a little cove, away from the boat. No porch lights in the distance, n
o lights from the dock. He felt disoriented as he looked over his shoulder 
at David, who trailed the line Brian Martin led with Frank, Sam and Oliver 
somewhere in the middle.
“You weren’t nothing,” Frank replied, insisting to himself that now was not
 the time to say anything cruel, anything provoking.
“Just answer the question,” David responded.
“Nine days. I think.”
David released a bemused little sigh. “That’s all? Felt longer.”
“I’m sor–”
“Of course you are. Now,” David interrupted. 
Frank continued walking, sharing a glance with Oliver, who was in front of h
im. It was meant to encourage each other, but if that was the purpose, their
 efforts failed miserably.
“Do I get to ask a question now?” Frank asked David.
“You don’t have to,” David replied. “I already know what you’re thinking.”

“I doubt it.”
“It’s not that hard to figure out. You’re wondering the same thing that I wa
s wondering for... what was it? Nine days.”



“David...”
“You want to know what’s going to happen to you,” David continued.  “You w
ant to know if this is really happening, if you’re going to die before the
 sun comes back up. Bet you’re wondering if it’s gonna hurt.”
“Okay. Just stop,” Frank stated. 
“Wouldn’t that be nice? If we could all just stop... wake up in our beds tom
orrow and know...”
“Know what?” Frank asked. 
“That we’re somewhere better.”
“You can stop this,” Frank whispered, his voice becoming a little more sha
ky than he was comfortable with. “David, you can...”
“You’re not listening,” David cut him off. “You can’t ask for my help. You ha
ve to trust yourself... you’re the only one out here you can trust. So... are
n’t you going to ask?”
“Ask what?”
“What’s going to happen to you.”
“I would... if I didn’t think you were going to tell me it was up to me.”
“You don’t think it is?”
“I don’t know, David,” Frank responded irritably. “If I had a choice I’d run.
.. but then you’d shoot me in the back.”
“So don’t run, it’d be a bad choice.”
“David...”
“It’s all about choices,” David said. “You’ll see... and if you let him in yo
ur head, you’ll probably make the wrong one. But it’ll happen, Frank. He’ll b
e in your head. He’ll put you in the dark.”
“Is he in your head, David?”
“D’you think so?”
Frank simply shook his head. “What I think... is that you’re all a bunch of fu
cking lunatics.”
David laughed something that was so void of humor that it only proved as an
other reminder that he was definitely not Oliver, and thinking of Oliver ha
d Frank picking up his pace to catch up to him. Oliver, who had no place ou
t here. It was a mystery to Frank as he wondered how Oliver could have turn
ed out the way he had with a family like this. 
“I wanna go home, Frank,” Oliver whispered.
“I know you do,” Frank replied, lifting a hand to squeeze his friend’s shoulde
r. 
Up ahead of them, Brian Martin suddenly looked back, his eyes settling on F
rank. Sam saw it, and purposely moved in front of his son, but it did littl
e good as Brian shoved him aside and grinned at Frank again.
“Why don’t you come up here with me, boy,” Brian said. “We’ll get to know
 each other better.”



“No,” Frank replied. “That’s okay.”
Brian frowned and looked at Sam. “Nice boy you’ve raised,” he remarked, and
 then pointed his rifle at Frank. “I wasn’t asking.”
Frank looked at Oliver, who shook his head. Frank couldn’t tell if Oliver w
as telling him to follow orders or to ignore them, but having a gun aimed i
n his direction didn’t really give him any desire to be disobedient. He gla
nced at his father, who had paled over the last few moments. Maybe, Frank t
hought, if he could keep Brian distracted then his dad and Oliver could get
 away. Maybe they could get past David. But then, the look on his father’s 
face was enough to tell Frank that that wasn’t going to happen. His dad was
n’t going anywhere. There was something funny about that; the fact that he 
had to be in mortal danger to get the old man to stick around. Something ab
out it made Frank angry, and he found himself moving towards Brian Martin, 
now not only to avoid getting shot, but also in a blatant display of disobe
dience towards his father. He just wasn’t sure if it was worth it when Bria
n Martin threw an arm around his shoulders and pulled him against his side. 
Walking stiffly, Frank tried to ward off a sudden burst of nausea as they co
ntinued forward.
“Nice out here, isn’t it?” Brian remarked, as if they were supposed to be on
 a peaceful nature walk. “I’ve been taking my own boys out here since the da
y they’ve been able to keep up. It’s good for fathers and sons to do things 
like that, don’t you think?”
Frank found it in his best interest not to answer.
“I bet there was a time when you and your dad spent a lot of time together,”
 Brian continued. “But that was a while back, wasn’t it? Now you don’t want 
to listen to him, do you? That’s disobedience, boy. A sin, you know. But, I’
m sure you shouldn’t blame yourself, Frank. ‘Cause it’s not your fault, is i
t?”
Frank found himself glancing back at Sam, wondering how he found the energy 
to be irritated with his father at a time like this. 
“Why don’t you tell me what he did, Frank. I know you don’t get along wit
h him. But what did he do to make you so angry. You are angry, aren’t you
?”
Frank continued on in silence, but only until Brian Martin seemed to squeez
e him harder. Something about it was smothering, warning Frank that he coul
dn’t get away with allowing this conversation to pass him by, and that was 
an irritation in itself. Not only had Brian Martin kidnapped him, now he wa
s forcing him to think about festering wounds that Frank wasn’t yet willing
 to deal with, let alone during a crisis. 
“Is there a reason why I shouldn’t be angry right now?” Frank finally respo
nded, causing Brian Martin to laugh out loud.
“Of course you’re angry right now, but we’re talking about the old man, Fran



k,” Brian responded, lifting a fist and rubbing his knuckles against the top
 of Frank’s head in a way that caused him to wince.
“Hey,” Sam said, “leave him alone!”
“Is that what you want Frank?” Brian asked. “D’you want me to leave you a
lone, or do you want him to leave you alone?”
“I want both of you to leave me alone!” Frank snapped, and with no further re
gard for his current situation, he found himself furiously pulling away from 
Brian Martin until Brian suddenly shook him, and Frank found himself face to 
face with Oliver’s father, the barrel of a rifle pointed at his chin. He stil
led, his eyes intensely on his captor.
“It’s time to calm down, Frank,” Brian warned. “I’m just trying to help you 
here.”
“Go help someone else,” Frank retorted.
“I would, but I think I’m better with solving father-son dilemmas,” Brian sai
d thoughtfully. 
Frank raised an eyebrow. “If this is an example of your credentials, it’s not 
that impressive.”
“Frank,” Sam warned, as if to say don’t antagonize the guy holding the gun.
 
“You stay out of this, Daddy,” Brian growled, glaring at Sam. But his warni
ng only escalated the situation when Sam took a threatening step forward, w
anting nothing more than to separate his child from a threat. He was stoppe
d short, though, when he found the rifle in David Martin’s hands aimed in h
is direction. 
“Don’t!” Frank shouted, speaking to David this time. He looked at Brian. “I’
m angry, okay? Now just stop... please, just stop.”
“See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Brian asked, giving Frank a pat on the
 back that the boy visibly shied away from. “So let me ask you something, 
Frank. Why are you so mad at your dad, huh? Your parents got divorced, did
 they? I bet your dad didn’t work hard enough to keep the family together.
 Keeping your own together’s important, you know.”
“Is that why you killed Mom?” David suddenly asked, drawing attention from 
everyone and a dirty look from Brian. David seemed pleased with himself, bu
t nonetheless, shrugged and added. “I don’t really miss her or anything, I 
just think it’s funny... you talking about togetherness and all.”
“You getting bored, son?” Brian asked him irritably.
“A little,” David replied unapologetically. “But go on, maybe we’ll get this
 done sooner.”
“Look,” Sam interrupted. “Why don’t you just tell us what you’re planning to
 do... better yet, just take us back home; no one has to know anything, I’ll
 take my family and...”
“Now you want your family back?” Brian cut him off. “What do you think abou



t that, Frank? Kinda highhanded of him, ain’t it? I mean, the nerve of this
 man, right Frank? First he leaves, now he wants you back? I’ll bet he’s al
ready got that little sister of yours won over.”
“Don’t talk about Rudy,” Frank snapped, his stomach knotting as he wondered
 where she was, and his temper flaring as he thought about his dad having l
ost track of her. Frank knew it was a mistake the moment he divulged those 
feelings to his father with one look, but it was too late. Brian Martin had
 already seen it. 
“Why don’t you just tell him, Frank. Tell him you don’t want him anymore. I c
an see it in your face... this bastard had the nerve to hurt you and yours, a
nd now he’s back to do it all over again, ain’t he?”
“That’s not true,” Sam insisted, looking at Frank as if he was losing him, b
ut again, the look on Frank’s face told him he might have already. “Look, ju
st leave my son alone!”
“You don’t have a son anymore,” Brian replied. “Ain’t that right, Frank? Wh
y don’t you tell your old man to get lost... then you and I can talk about 
things. What d’you say?”
Frank stared at Brian Martin for a long moment, trying to understand the me
aning behind his words before he gave a slow, careful, nod. “Okay,” Frank s
aid quietly. “I don’t want him here.”
“Because you’re angry,” Brian said.
Frank looked at Sam. “Yeah,” he agreed. “I am.” And he meant every word.
 
“Good,” Brian said gently. “Now you’ve just gotta show him, Frank. Make it a
ll better... I can help you do that.”
Frank wasn’t sure when it happened, but suddenly Brian Martin was turning 
him, turning him to face his father, and there was something cold and hard
 beneath his hands. “What are you doing?” Frank demanded, a panicked edge 
entering his voice as he looked down to see the rifle in his hands. “What 
are you doing?”
“Shh. Shh, Frank,” Brian insisted. “It’ll be okay. I just can’t do this for you.
”
“Do what?” Frank shouted, but the answer to his question came when he foun
d himself with a gun aimed at his father.
...................................
 
Andrew Dron opened his eyes. He’d done that a few times before, too, but ea
ch time he’d considered keeping them open just damn inconvenient. This time
 was different, though. Perhaps he was slow to realize it, but Mr. Andrew D
ron was pretty sure that not all was right in the world. He was also pretty
 sure that when this was over, he’d be grounding a few members of the town’
s youth himself, if he couldn’t get their parents to do it first, and at le



ast one of them would be working off any damage to his truck.
He wanted to get up and see how bad it was; of course, that would have been
 made if easier if Andrew Dron had actually been in his vehicle. But he see
med to be in someone else’s. Looking up out the back window, he found it di
fficult to conclude where exactly he was, too, but there seemed to be somet
hing wrong with the sky. It was glowing crimson, and dark clouds seemed to 
be covering the sky, swirling about in unnatural patterns. But then, he was
n’t seeing it right, because as Mr. Dron slowly pulled himself upright he r
ealized that he wasn’t seeing clouds at all, but a mass of smoke beneath qu
ickly growing flames spreading through a structure that looked an awful lot
 like the Seaberg house. 
Fumbling for the door handle, Mr. Dron forced his way from the vehicle, cat
ching himself on wobbly knees that didn’t feel as strong as they used to be
 and he stared up at the house, mouth agape and eyes wide before reflexes t
ook over and his gaze drifted around him, taking in the family’s vehicles, 
the occasional fleeing cats, and most importantly, what he couldn’t see. He
 didn’t see the Seabergs, and common sense would dictate that if Andrew Dro
n could see a black cat disappearing into the woods fifteen feet away, then
 he’d likely see people fleeing a burning house, and anyone with the slight
est bit of common sense would most definitely be retreating from the house 
in front of him. 
But, what Mr. Dron didn’t know was that behind a narrow bathroom door jamm
ed with a chair and barricaded with a heavy dresser full of keepsakes, Jer
emy Flaskis was trying very hard to get out as Jessica Seaberg shoved a we
t towel against the crack at the bottom of the door to keep out the thick 
smoke that had recently assaulted them.
“Jeremy, get away from the door!” Jessica screamed as she went back to her 
daughter, but didn’t dare get between the adamant teenager and the wooden s
urface he insisted on assaulting. It had cracked in three places already, b
ut unfortunately, it didn’t seem to be enough.
“It’s the only way out!” Jay retorted, coughing as he drew an arm over his
 mouth and nose, hoping to keep out the smoke that was already making him 
feel light-headed. He could hear Rudy crying, not the most encouraging of 
sounds, and as he turned to look at Frank Seaberg’s family he found himsel
f experiencing a strong sense of helplessness as he saw the look on Jessic
a’s face and silently agreed with what she was thinking. Even if he got th
e door down, there was a still a chance they wouldn’t get out. The thought
 made him nauseous, made him feel cornered. Sweat broke out over his face 
as once again he scanned the small room for another way out, all his hopes
 eventually moving back to the door. 
“I don’t want to die in here,” he said decisively, and once again the side of h
is body felt the sting as it collided with the wood.



.................................................
I don’t want to die out here. Frank wasn’t sure where the thought came from
, but he was certain that he needed to have it. Furthermore, he didn’t want
 to watch anyone else die out in the cold woods, either. And as he realized
 that those fears had been somewhere on hold in his mind since the moment t
hey’d left the boat, he’d never once considered that he’d be the cause of a
ny of it, and yet Brian Martin was forcing his shaking fingers into place, 
and there was nothing Frank felt he could do to avoid it. One wrong move, h
e thought. That’s all it would take, and any number of things could go wron
g. Things Frank didn’t want to think about while he was the one aiming the 
gun at his father. 
“What are you doing?” Frank asked again, his lips seeming incapable of pr
oducing a more intelligent question. He didn’t even know who he was askin
g, what answer he expected. His eyes locked with Sam’s, and Frank felt hi
mself go numb from head to toe. 
It all felt so strange. Frank Seaberg of all people knew how delicate a rel
ationship between a father and son could be given the right circumstances. 
And this man, his father... just that morning Frank had wanted nothing to d
o with him. He hadn’t wanted to talk to him, he hadn’t wanted to look at hi
m. Now, nothing could have been further from the truth. There was so much F
rank wanted to say, all the things he wanted his dad to understand. But, no
w that Frank wanted it, he felt like it was already too late. Over. And so 
completely out of his control that all he knew how to do was shut down. 
“Get away from him,” Sam demanded, but there was hardly as much heat behind
 his voice as there was behind the look on his face as he glared at Brian M
artin. “Just leave my son alone... Frank... Frank, it’s okay.”
Frank blinked, and quickly decided that he couldn’t have disagreed more. Bu
t then, he was having trouble giving his father any response at all with Br
ian Martin so close behind him, holding him in place. The man smelled like 
mint, and Frank had never been more disgusted by it. “All you gotta do is s
queeze right here and this all goes away,” Brian said as he adjusted Frank’
s fingers, which Frank had managed to paralyze somehow, as if he were willi
ng one little digit to be stronger than Brian Martin’s entire body. “Take y
our time now, son. There’s no hurry. D’you feel it? D’you feel it, Frank? Y
ou’re in control now. You just do what you know’s right. This is the way it
’s gotta be. You just let your old man know it now.”
Frank would have attempted to look over his shoulder in disbelief at Brian 
Martin just then, if he wasn’t already eyeing David in the same fashion. Da
vid, who was suddenly avoiding his eyes, but still looking obnoxiously rela
xed. And looking down at the rifle in his hands, Frank realized that he was
 in control. It didn’t matter that apart from the water gun he used to tort
ure his sister with, he’d never had one in his hands before, or that Brian 



Martin was right up on him, ready to stop Frank from doing something that h
e would disapprove of. And for the briefest moment as he considered it, Dav
id Martin made sense to Frank. 
“Dad?” Frank said, so quietly that he swore the entire woods became still an
d a few people stopped breathing just so he could be heard. 
“Frank,” Sam replied, and Frank met his eyes again, his tired, red eyes tha
t looked so much older than they had during past father and son talks, late
 night basketball games and unplanned weekend vacations that Frank had once
 been accustomed to. “Frank, you don’t have to do anything that...”
“Yes I do,” Frank cut him off, causing not only Sam, but also Oliver to start
 looking very worried. “I have to say it. I am mad at you... I mean, I am rea
lly... just, pissed. And I didn’t want you to come here, and I don’t want to 
listen to you. I don’t want to hear what you have to say, because it won’t ma
tter. It won’t change that you left.”
“That’s right,” Brian interrupted. “You let him know, Frank. Tell’im you d
on’t need him anymore.”
Frank’s brow creased, his grip on the rifle becoming increasingly nervous as
 Brian Martin’s grip tightened, as if he were becoming excited over what was
 supposed to happen next. Frank took in a deep breath, released it, and then
 found himself with half a smile that found very odd on his mouth given his 
current predicament. “I can’t do that,” he finally said, still looking at Sa
m. “Because I don’t want you out of my life. I never did.”
Sam nodded. “I know,” he said, while his eyes begged Frank not to do anything
 stupid, and he didn’t mean by shooting him. As it seemed, Frank realized, th
at was the least of his father’s concerns. But, that didn’t change that Frank
’s finger was still way too close to the trigger, or that he was entirely uns
ettled by it. 
Frank moved his hand carefully, hoping that Brian Martin wouldn’t notice. He
 moved it away from the trigger, his forearm over the top of the long gun, a
nd pushed down. Brian Martin still had control over where the rifle was aime
d, but from the current position, neither of them would be getting a shot of
f, and as Frank stiffened his posture, and Brian tightened his grip, it beca
me clear that if either one of them tried to make another move they would be
 inducing a struggle, and while being on equal footing with Brian Martin for
 the moment did tend to ease a little of Frank’s nerves, the fact that David
 was still holding a weapon simply did not. 
“Oh, Frank,” Brian said, sighing heavily. “I’m afraid that this isn’t going 
to work. Obviously, you’re a very misguided young man. I’m disappointed. And
, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask, one more time, for you to do the righ
t thing here.”
Frank swallowed hard, adjusting his grip on the weapon in front of him as Bri
an did the same thing. “I already did... why don’t you just give it up, alrig



ht? No one’s getting shot.”
“Frank...” Brian warned.
Sam glanced sideways towards David, his hands becoming loose at his sides a
s he contemplated his next move, but the boy seemed to sense it, and sudden
ly Sam found himself standing between two rifle barrels instead of one. “Fr
ank,” he called. “It’s okay... it’s okay, Frank... you just...Frank...”
“They’ll kill us all, anyway,” Frank said, matter-of-factly, his voice becomi
ng strained as he turned slightly to eye Brian Martin. “But I swear you’re no
t gonna get away with it.”
For the first time since Frank had found himself with his hands on the rifl
e, he looked at Oliver, who’d not only been silent, but had also managed to
 effortlessly fade into the background. He hadn’t left, though. In fact, he
 seemed to be taking in every detail, every face, and every terrible moment
 as he became torn apart inside. And now he was looking at Frank in a way t
hat seemed so helpless that Frank decided that he wanted to be anything but
 that. He tightened his grip on the rifle, looked to see where David was, a
nd then spoke to Brian Martin one more time. “Get your hands the fuck off me.”
Perhaps Frank had tried to produce a certain amount of authority with his w
ords, but he wasn’t very surprised when it didn’t work. He did think, howev
er, it was rather rude for Brian Martin to laugh at him before he said, “Da
vid, seems Frank isn’t going to cooperate. Why don’t you show’im what his c
hoices are.” And then to Frank’s surprise, Brian Martin did let go of him. 
Of course, it didn’t make much of a difference now that David was at his si
de, seemingly not bashful when it came to aiming a rifle at Frank’s head. 
“Your choice, Frank,” David whispered as Frank glanced sidelong at him. 
“Your choice, David,” Frank retorted, and then jumped when Sam raised his
 voice.
“Frank! Look at me... just... do what they say,” Sam stated, nervously taking
 in his son’s situation and ready to get Frank out of it the only way he knew
 how. “Please... just do what they say, Frank.”
Looking at Sam as if he’d lost his mind, Frank shook his head. “Fuck you!”
“Frank!” Sam said again.
“David, time’s up,” Brian said.
Frank heard a soft click, a muffled noise as David took aim, and closed his 
eyes tightly. He heard his father as Sam started to yell, but something had 
stopped his dad short, and the shot never came. The lights didn’t go out, an
d when Frank opened his eyes to look in David’s direction, he was horrified 
to find the back of Oliver’s head separating him from Oliver’s twin.  
“Get out of the way, Oliver!” David ordered, for the first time sounding trul
y angry. 
“No, David,” Oliver replied firmly. “I won’t forget anymore... I won’t forge
t anymore, David. If you hurt Frank, I won’t forget.”



David stared at his brother for several long moments before a strange smile
 curled his mouth and he narrowed his eyes. “You act like it would be hard 
for me to go through you to get to him.”
“David!” Brian suddenly said, moving to get a better view of his children, a
nd for a moment, David’s eyes drifted to his father, waiting for the old man
 to remind him that Oliver always had been, and always would be the favorite
. But this time something was different. This time it didn’t happen. “David.
..it’s getting late. You better get on with it if we want time to bury your 
brother next to your mama... least we can do before we get out of town, don’
t you think so?”
....................................
Jeremy Flaskis cried out in pain as his body collided with the door again. H
e seemed to lose a little bit of the force he was putting behind it each tim
e, and this last time, seemed to be all that he had left in him as he sank t
o the floor and looked at Jessica Seaberg, who had attempted to get through 
the drywall in the shower with broken pieces of glass from the mirror, only 
to reach bricks. Rudy, on the floor between them, looked tiredly about befor
e she suddenly went to Jay, the currently available body in the room, and wr
apped her arms tightly around his neck. 
He hugged her back slowly, falling into a state of numbness as he realized t
hat he’d just given up. Jessica must have seen it, because a moment later sh
e was pulling them both off the floor. “Jay, turn on the shower,” she ordere
d. “You and Rudy get in and stay in.”
“What?” he asked dumbly.
“There’s too much smoke,” she said, coughing. “The fire could be in here a
ny second--stay under the water!”
When Jay didn’t budge further than standing up with Rudy still wrapped aro
und him, Jessica turned on the water by herself and shoved him towards it 
before she took her already bleeding hands towards the bathroom door and a
ttempted prying open the cracks that Jay had already left in the wood. 
Behind her, Jay carefully placed Rudy in the tub, adjusting the water tempe
rature when she shied away from the cold shower. He lifted one foot to step
 in after her, trying his best not to think about the prospect of burning t
o death, and then found himself ducking as the sound of glass breaking some
where in the house came before Rudy’s high-pitched scream.
Jessica, whose reaction had been similar to Jay’s in front of the door, loo
ked back at the two other sets of wide eyes in the room before hearing a cr
ash outside the bathroom door that sent her stumbling backwards, deeply inh
aling the smoke managing to make its way in as she struggled to pull hersel
f together. But then Jay was there, pulling her away from the door and half
way across the bathroom floor before they both jumped as it flew open.
Seeing the tall shadow standing before them as the smoke flooded the room a



nd the flames became visible from the hall, Jay yanked Jessica Seaberg to h
er feet and pulled her back further. All he could think was Brian Martin, a
nd how this time he’d manage to take him down. He’d need his arms for that,
 he decided, which made it inconvenient that Jessica’s hands were cutting o
ff the blood flow in his left one.  Jay didn’t let that slow him down, thou
gh. Breaking free from Jessica, he charged the man standing between himself
 and the way out of the burning house.
Jay hit the man’s body hard, but didn’t find nearly as much resistance as he’
d expected, only two hands gripping his shoulders in surprise as they both to
ppled over into the hall where the weight of their bodies crushed the chair a
nd Jay could feel the heat of the fire on his skin as the flames reached the 
dresser. Feeling blind and disoriented, Jay drew back his fist, paying little
 attention to the way that his victim was violently coughing and struggling b
eneath him rather than fighting back. 
“Jeremy, wait!” Jessica suddenly shouted, and her voice was followed by one 
that snapped Jay’s attention from his anger and fear to utter confusion. 
“You idiot! Get off me before I beat your backside so hard your grandbabies’l
l feel it!”
“Mr. Dron?” Jay demanded, just before an uncomfortable fit of coughing hit
 him and he lost control of everything going on around him until Andrew Dr
on pulled him to his feet and Jessica was pushing Rudy into his arms. 
“We can get out through Frank’s room,” he heard Jessica say, and assumin
g that Frank’s room was away from the flames he took Rudy and headed fur
ther down the hall, keeping low when the ominous black cloud seemed to s
urround them so thickly that he only knew Mr. Dron and Jessica were stil
l with them when he heard them choking on the smoke or bumped into anoth
er body every so often.   
“Which way?” Jay finally shouted, feeling overcome and heavy with Rudy stil
l strapped to his chest. He didn’t startle this time when Mr. Dron grabbed 
him by the waist and hauled him up, and he didn’t fight it as he was led to
 a broken window.
Feeling the fresh air on his face through the cloud of smoke, Jay set Rudy
 down and after a quick look around, pulled the blankets from Frank’s bed 
to throw over the broken glass before climbing through the window. His fee
t hit the ground outside, and upon turning around, Mr. Dron was pushing Ru
dy into his arms.
“Get back now!” Mr. Dron ordered, and deciding to take the old man’s advic
e, Jay took Rudy back, holding her against her own coughing as he watched 
the girl’s mother and their neighbor escape the burning house. 
......................................
Silence. So much silence that for a moment, Frank almost wanted to hear a gu
n go off. To break it. To end the tension. And then...



“It was never Oliver.” This coming from David, didn’t seem directed towards
 anyone, but as his eyes cleared it became clear that that was in fact his 
brother who he was speaking to. “It was never you.”
“Oliver,” Frank whispered, his hands once again adjusting over the rifle, “Ol
iver, get out of the way.”
“Yeah, Oliver,” David mimicked. “Get out of the way.” He shook his head, fr
owned at his brother. “I always thought you were in the way, you know. Just
 didn’t say so... didn’t wanna hurt your feelings. It would’ve, wouldn’t it
?”
Oliver seemed to consider his brother’s question for a moment, along with D
avid’s strange posture before giving a short nod.
David sighed. “Thought so. You get your feelings hurt too easy. Like I’ve al
ways told you...”
“I can’t let people in to hurt me,” Oliver finished for him, and the comfor
table moment of understanding that passed between them seemed to be an awkw
ard one filled with silence and tension for everyone else. 
“I wouldn’t have hurt you on purpose,” David continued.
“I know that, David.”
“But I did think you were in the way,” David said. “You got everything, al
l because you were...because you got hurt, and I hurt you, right? But you 
know what? I wasn’t the one. It was Mom, did you know that?”
Oliver’s weren’t the only set of eyes that widened.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Brian demanded.
“She dropped him,” David said easily. “I remember.” But that was the only 
explanation he offered his father before he found himself speaking to his 
brother again. “See, she hated me anyway…  I always figured they both did,
 and sometimes I thought that if you weren’t around, things would be diffe
rent. That if I didn’t have to watch out for you no more...but they wouldn
’t have been different. And you know what else? Dad never hated me. Did yo
u, dad?”
Frank found himself turning his head slowly, and in the dark he could see B
rian Martin, seemingly growing uncomfortable. And making Frank uncomfortabl
e, it seemed that he was looking at the rifle in Frank’s hands, regretting 
that he’d given it up for his game. But that was unfortunate for Brian beca
use Frank, who’d felt like the weapon was burning his hands moments before 
no longer felt very eager to give it up. He gripped it tighter, and when Br
ian’s eyes lifted to his Frank was quick in his attempt to distract the old
 man from whatever he was thinking about. 
“He didn’t hate you, David,” Frank said, sounding louder than he’d intende
d. “But he was wrong. When he told you that you were bad... he said that b
ecause he wanted you to be. He wants you to do this to us because he doesn
’t wanna get his hands dirtier than they already are, David. And you’re pr



obably right... he’d be proud of you for it. So maybe you should take some
 of your own advice, because right now you might have the gun, but you’re 
not the one in control.”
“Frank,” Oliver whispered. “I don’t think you should say anything else, Fra
nk. David looks angry.”
Perhaps Frank would have thought it was thoughtful for Oliver to keep him i
nformed if he’d actually given a damn about what David was doing at the mom
ent. Not that Frank didn’t see David Martin as a threat anymore. Frank Seab
erg had simply found a bigger threat, and it was currently staring him in t
he face in a way that had his back quite literally up against Oliver’s. 
Frank wasn’t sure if Brian Martin had actually been listening to his little 
speech, or if he’d sensed a sudden change of energy now that Frank was no lo
nger pointing the rifle at Sam, but it was clear that things were no longer 
going as the twins’ father had anticipated, and it agitated him. His eyes co
ntinuously drifted to the weapon he’d handed over to Frank, and his feet mov
ed one at a time, small steps forward in a way that suggested he hoped that 
Frank wouldn’t notice. Of course, Frank did notice, and he wasn’t the only o
ne. 
When Sam had come to attempt righting things with his family, he’d expected
 a challenge ahead of him. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, it was sti
ll difficult to see Jessica. Regardless of the fact that their marriage was
 irreparable now, it was nearly impossible to be in the same room with her 
without thinking of her as his wife... and without thinking about how angry
 she was with him. And the kids... Rudy, he had been confident he could win
 over rather easily, not that that made his reunion with his daughter any e
asier. Guilty. That’s what Sam was, every single time she asked him where h
e’d been, and she’d asked a lot since he’d arrived. Frank wouldn’t even tal
k to him, and if he’d had one goal to accomplish while he was in town, it h
ad definitely been to reconnect with his son. He’d known that would be hard
, too. But, what he hadn’t anticipated was that Frank had a whole new life 
and a new excuse to avoid him every time they crossed each other’s paths. T
hat very morning, Sam had hoped to find away around that and the very least
, discover what his son was up to. Now, however, he wasn’t sure he still wa
nted to know.
Perhaps it had something to do with the impression that everyone currentl
y standing around him had developed a case of the crazies that had Sam fe
eling so lost. And while he had no idea what his own son had been talking
 about moments before, he was pretty sure that Frank had said the wrong t
hing, and Sam was growing increasingly uncomfortable with the way his son
 seemed to be boxed in. A quick evaluation of the turn of events had him 
somewhat confident that no one was pointing a gun at him anymore, and loo
king at Brian Martin, he wondered if that would change if he made a move. 



It didn’t matter, he was quick to decide as it became clear that Brian Mart
in intended to get a rifle back into his hands, and if that happened, all b
ets were off. It might have been selfish, but Sam found himself almost reli
eved that Oliver’s head was between Frank and the threat of David Martin, a
nd that meager reassurance was enough to convince him to make his move. Sam
 caught Frank’s eyes, urging his cornered son to be calm, even while Sam’s 
actions were the last thing in the world that were going to help accomplish
 that. 
Frank, so watchful of Brian Martin and wondering what he was going to have 
to fend off next, felt panic rise in his chest as a shadow from the side ru
shed him, and before Frank could begin to comprehend what was happening, hi
s hands were fighting to remain on the rifle as a strong force violently tw
isted the long piece away.
“Frank!”
Hearing his father’s voice so surprisingly close to his ear caused Frank to 
see more than his fear as he mentally shook himself, looked up into his dad’
s familiar eyes, and relinquished the rifle to him. Seeing the barrel rise, 
and only knowing that he wanted to get out of the way, Frank turned, expecti
ng to see Oliver. Only, something had changed during the brief struggle, and
 once again Frank was face to face with Brian Martin. 
“Look out!” Sam shouted, but in the chaos it was unclear who he was talkin
g to. Still, Frank took it as good advice and was quick to backpedal away 
from Brian, who was quick to reach out and grab the front of Frank’s shirt
. For a moment, all Frank could hear was the sound of tearing fabric as Br
ian pulled from the front and someone from behind grabbed him around the w
aist and pulled him past his father. He turned his head, alarmed before he
 determined that the eyes now facing him were Oliver’s, and not David’s. 
Meanwhile, Sam Seaberg was granted the pleasure of seeing the look on Brian’
s face as the rifle aimed towards him stopped him cold, and at the moment, i
t didn’t seem to matter to either man that Sam had never fired a gun in his 
life. But then, it wasn’t exactly information that Mr. Seaberg was about to 
share now that the situation had turned in his favor, or so he thought.
Behind him, Frank and Oliver weren’t so confident that this was a good thi
ng, especially when they saw what Sam couldn’t.
“No!” Frank suddenly shouted, moving forward even when Oliver pulled him 
back, and ultimately, he was too late from stopping David Martin from rea
ching his father. 
Sam turned at the last moment, only to take a hard blow to the bridge of hi
s nose. Gritting his teeth to keep a pain-induced wail from escaping he lif
ted his hands to his face, not paying attention to the way the gun fell to 
his feet, and upon opening his eyes, he found himself staring down not one,
 but two barrels aimed directly at him, and behind one of those weapons, Br



ian Martin looked very ready to shoot him. Which, was likely the reason why
 Sam chose David to reason with. 
“Look,” Sam said carefully, “this doesn’t have to happen.”
“Yes it does,” David responded adamantly. “Enough talking! Get back!” To m
ake his point, David moved between the small space separating his father a
nd Sam, pressing his rifle firmly against Sam’s chest as he walked him bac
k, until Frank could reach out and touch his father. 
“Oliver!” Brian shouted. “Get out of there!”
Oliver looked at Frank, and then towards his brother.
“Oliver,” Frank whispered. “Just do it...don’t let them hurt you, whatever ha
ppens to us... just don’t let them hurt you, not anymore.”
Oliver, still looking at David, seemed to find something that he didn’t like
 in his twin’s eyes as he shook his head and huddled closer to Frank and Sam
 Seaberg. 
“Oliver!” Brian said again.
“No!” Oliver suddenly snapped, his eyes moving accusingly to Brian. “You
 killed my mom.”
“She had it coming,” David casually remarked, before Brian had a chance to
 react. He studied Oliver for a long moment and then disapprovingly shook 
his head. “You pick the worst times to stop actin’ like a puppet, Oliver. 
Makes it fuckin’ hard to keep saving your ass. And y’know something? I’m s
ick of trying.”
“I’m sorry I’m making you mad, David...” Oliver started, but stopped when
 Frank elbowed him.
“And I’m sorry this has to happen,” David replied. “But see... it’s all I’ve 
been thinking about for... what did you say, Frank? Nine days.”
“What do you mean? What you mean that’s all you’ve been thinking...” Frank
 demanded, but David continued as if he hadn’t heard him at all, and Frank
 became too busy resisting Sam’s attempts to shield him to repeat the ques
tion. 
“Sorry you’ve gotta see it this time, Oliver,” David said, his weapon becomi
ng more apparent in his hands to those standing on the wrong side of it.
“Hold it, David!” Brian suddenly said, surprising everyone. “You could hit 
your brother!”
Frank watched David’s face in the shadows, that strange smirk growing acro
ss it again, and then his eyes widened as he watched David Martin spin aro
und suddenly, the gun going with him. 
Brian froze in the step he’d been taking forward, his mouth agape as he star
ed at David, his own rifle pointed foolishly towards the ground.
“I don’t think so,” David whispered.
“Boy,” Brian hissed, his posture becoming intimidating  in a way that sudde
nly seemed pointless. 



David looked his father up and down, meeting his eyes in the end. He’s look
ing at me now, David decided, and ignoring the sudden objections coming fro
m behind him, David Martin fired a rifle for the last time in his life, and
 moved in to claim his kill.
It seemed strange somehow. Brian Martin wasn’t really an intimidating man. 
Not like this, anyway, choking for his last breath on the forest floor. And
 David couldn’t stop looking. And there was no remorse: just fear. The kind
 that had him worried he’d develop a condition similar to Oliver’s and forg
et. He wanted to keep watching, and while he was watching, he realized that
 his father had stopped breathing, just as he mildly realized that Frank’s 
father was slowly prying the rifle away from his fingers. But then, he coul
dn’t watch anymore because Sam Seaberg’s shadow was blocking his view. Star
tled by this, David looked up into eyes that seemed to pity him, that made 
him vulnerable. He didn’t like it, and when Sam reached out for him, he too
k a step back. Sam hesitated, reached again, and then he did what no father
 had ever done before and wrapped David Martin in his arms. 
Feeling uncomfortable, but suddenly unable to retreat, David turned his he
ad to find his brother’s eyes, which had become familiarly confused, but s
trangely accepting as Oliver focused on David, and not their deceased pare
nt. Beside him, Frank was watching, too. He was once again trying to figur
e David out, and while the muscles in David’s face suddenly felt like they
 weren’t working right, he managed to smile over it. Taking a breath, he s
tepped away from Sam Seaberg and gave a small shrug. “What’re you looking 
at, Frank? You’re the one that said he’d pay.”
...........................................
Jessica Seaberg was a firm believer in crying. When she was sad, when she was
 angry, or even if she just plain felt like it, she’d find a quiet place and 
cry until she just didn’t feel like crying anymore. But she’d always made a p
oint to do so carefully, and never in front of her children to avoid making t
hem worry.
This time, however, with her house in flames and her son missing, Jessica S
eaberg made an exception. Or rather, the exception was made for her when sh
e couldn’t seem to stop, let alone communicate to Mr. Dron that it wasn’t h
er burning home that was upsetting her so much, which is why she left it to
 Jay Flaskis. It seemed to be a good choice, especially when Jessica discov
ered that Jeremy knew a lot more than she did, but what he was telling Mr. 
Dron hardly made her feel any better. 
“What does Odetta Grover have to do with this?” Mr. Dron was asking, as it 
became apparent that Jay’s nonstop outbursts concerning the night’s events 
weren’t helping his head injury. 
“Aren’t you listening?” Jay demanded, equally frustrated. “Brian Martin kill
ed her! It was no accident, her getting in that boat! And he killed his wife



, I saw Mary’s body! There’s a chance he killed David... but we don’t really
 know that for a fact yet... But look, if Frank was here, then he has to hav
e Frank... don’t you remember how you got here, Mr. Dron?” Jay pointed towar
ds the newest vehicle on the lot. “That’s one of the Martins’ cars... Frank 
could have brought it here.”
“Mommy!” Rudy suddenly interrupted. “The fire’s getting bigger!”
“Alright,” Mr. Dron said, “we should move away from here, closer to the wate
r, and hopefully it won’t spread too far after all the rain.”
“Hopefully?” Jessica repeated, sounding hysterical. “We can’t even call any
one, everything’s burning... half my family is missing! Hopefully?”
“Jessica, I know it’s hard but you’ve gotta be calm now,” Mr. Dron insisted.
 “I promise you, someone’s seen the flames by now and help should be here so
on. From there, we’ll try to get this fire out and organize a search party.”

“That boat’s gone,” Jay pointed out. “They could be anywhere...I could take 
a car and get to my house, my parents could call out of town, get real cops 
here in an hour’s time.”
“You’re not going off anywhere on your own,” Mr. Dron replied, guiding ev
eryone further from the house as he spoke. 
“No. Please don’t go, Jay,” Jessica insisted, suddenly latching onto his arm 
like a lifeline. She felt like she was in a whirlwind of tragedy, and she did
n’t think she could take losing another boy tonight. Closing her eyes, only h
alf paying attention to Jay’s insistence that he go, Jessica made an effort t
o calm her nerves, but the tension building in her chest over her missing son
 was threatening to overwhelm her completely. The relief of having escaped a 
potential fatal situation had been short-lived as it became clearer and clear
er that not everyone was safe just yet. 
Jay started to argue with Mr. Dron, and Rudy was clutched to her side. Jessi
ca could hear the crackling from the flames as they took everything she owne
d, and she felt like covering her ears. The light rain, either coming from t
he sky, or just the trees, or perhaps both, tapped at the ground, and a low 
humming sound was coming from the lake, getting louder, closer. Jessica open
ed her eyes, and turned towards the water, squinting in the dark as the ligh
ts of a boat became visible.
“Mr. Dron!” she shouted. “Is that them? Is that them?”
As the arguing stopped, Jay and Mr. Dron moved closer, but it was Jay who 
shook his head.
“No, the boat’s not big enough... Shit, I think that’s the Hills’ boat.” And
 sure enough, as it grew closer, Jay could see streaked hair behind the whee
l and a blond head next to it. “Jenny’s with Jeremy, she probably got my mes
sage.”
“Does that boat have a radio?” Mr. Dron asked, but didn’t receive an answe



r as he and Jay were already trudging through the water to meet them.
“What the fuck happened here?” a wide-eyed Jeremy Hill asked as he stared
 towards the burning house while Jeremy boarded the boat and hugged his g
irlfriend.
“You got a radio on this thing?” Mr. Dron demanded.
“Yeah, but...” Jeremy started.
“Outa the way!” Mr. Dron demanded as he caught sight of what he was looki
ng for and pushed Jeremy Hill out of the way.
“Is everyone okay?” Jenny asked, and then seeing Jessica and Rudy on the s
hore, she forgot about any response she was expecting, grabbed a few blank
ets from beneath the passenger seat and held them over her head as she ste
pped down into the shallow water and made her way towards Frank Seaberg’s 
family. She reached Rudy, but as headlights from the road became visible J
essica ran in the other direction to meet Howard Crook before she all but 
yanked him from his vehicle and began to speak hysterically. 
“This is a mess,” Jeremy remarked to Jay.
“Yeah... so, I need your boat. There was a kidnapping.”
Jeremy, who obviously wanted an explanation, but was reasonable enough to k
now this wasn’t the time to ask for it, simply nodded as Mr. Dron’s voice r
aised to speak to one filled with static over the radio.
“You got a gun on this thing?” Jay asked Jeremy.
“Jeremy shook his head, but a moment later, he was opening a box and retrie
ving a flare gun. 
Jay considered it for a moment, and then shrugged. “That’ll work.”
“We’ve got more help coming,” Mr. Dron announced.
“We can’t wait, we’re gonna go look for Mr. Martin,” Jay said firmly, as if
 he expected an argument. 
But, Mr. Dron only nodded. “I’m going with you.”
“Well, where are we going?” Jeremy wanted to know.
“We’ll check the coves first, anything that can’t be seen from here,” Jay said
.
“Hold on!” Mr. Dron suddenly interrupted. “We might not have to go anywhere
.” He pointed out over the water where more running lights were visible as 
they moved straight for them, and as Jay took a closer look, he was quick t
o determine that it was the boat he’d seen earlier outside of the Seaberg’s
 house. 
“Jeremy,” Jay said quietly as he held out his hand. “Give me that flare gun.”

....................................
The sounds of the boat moving through the water and the wind blowing past F
rank’s ears was met with silence as he stood at the bow of the boat with Ol
iver, making eye contact, but unable to say anything. And really, what coul



d he say? All things considered, he thought that Oliver was handling all of
 this well enough. He just seemed to be in a strange daze, was all, looking
 at Frank as if he expected to hear something soon that would make everythi
ng better. 
“You’re going to be okay,” Frank said, for the tenth time since they’d made 
it onto the boat. Because that was all he could say, and Oliver would nod, a
nd they’d go back to their silence. 
And Frank couldn’t even bring himself to look back at David, who’d sat hims
elf on the stairs next to the cabin when Sam had taken up the chore to driv
e them home. But he knew that David was there, watching silently thinking a
bout... well, probably things that Frank couldn’t begin to imagine. And Dav
id seemed to be handling things well, too. But then, unlike Oliver, it was 
terrifying for Frank to see David like that because David Martin was most c
ertainly not Oliver.
David Martin had shot someone dead right in front of all of them. 
And he wasn’t sorry. 
Maybe it was understandable, Frank had decided. Maybe after everything, it 
was acceptable, what David had done. He’d been living in a nightmare his wh
ole life, and wanted out. And if he hadn’t shot his father, maybe everyone 
else would have been dead, including Frank. So maybe, Frank thought, he sho
uld be grateful. But still, for David to kill his own father... murder, sel
f-defense perhaps? Frank wasn’t sure what to call it. He just knew that aft
er having been made to point a weapon like that at his own father, anyone w
ho could do it without feeling would have had to be someone completely numb
. Empty. So David Martin was a frightening individual, and so sad. It seeme
d that Frank didn’t know if he wanted to keep his distance, or reach out an
d comfort him. 
“David’s not bad,” Oliver whispered, as if reading Frank’s thoughts. “I do
n’t want them to take him away from me, Frank.”
Frank had no response for that. Mostly, because he didn’t know what was su
pposed to happen next. The lines between right and wrong had somehow been 
blurred tonight, and as he looked up at his father, he felt that Sam was t
hinking the same thing. And something about that gave Frank the courage to
 tell Oliver what he needed to hear one more time. “You’re going to be oka
y.”
“Oh my god!” Frank suddenly heard his father say, and instead of looking ba
ck, he looked forward towards the shore, his eyes resting on the orange glo
w of flames lighting the sky. It took another moment for him to realize wha
t was burning, and when he did, he nearly fell over the railing before Oliv
er caught him.
“Dad!”  Frank shouted, as if the one word could destroy what he saw. But, t
he boat only moved faster, and Frank could only take in the scene. He saw a



nother boat on the water, three figures on it. Decidedly, they weren’t his 
mother and sister and the fact sent him into a full fledged panic. “Mom!” h
e screamed, regardless of whether or not he was still too far away to be he
ard. “Rudy!”
“Look. There.” David’s voice had been so quiet and calm that Frank had to lo
ok to his left to realize that Oliver’s twin was now standing next to them, 
pointing towards the shore. Frank looked, and after a moment of gathering hi
s thoughts he saw two figures, a woman and a little girl. “Looks like they’r
e gonna be okay,” David said stoically. 
Relieved and tired, Frank looked back at David as Oliver began to wave to 
the people waiting for them. “So will you,” Frank found himself saying. “B
oth of you. I promise.”
Chapter 15: Epilogue 
by DomLuka
Thanks to Jim for editing!
Oliver looked across the small but comfortable room as he sat at the end of 
one of the two twin-sized beds occupying the space, his fingers slowly drumm
ing one of the thirty-or-so photographs scattered over his mattress. Looking
 the pictures over carefully, he selected one and held it up to the light.
“I like this one,” he said before looking towards the other bed again.
“Of course you like that one,” his brother answered, rolling hazel eyes that m
atched Oliver’s. “It’s got Frank in it.”
“They’ve all got Frank,” Oliver pointed out, frowning as if he thought he was 
being teased. “I just like this one ‘cause he’s on his bike... like in the one
 you took for me.”
David smiled. “I’ll take more for you soon.”
“Oliver?” a curious female voice was heard before Jenny Woodmoore appear
ed in the opened doorway with her camera strap over her shoulder. “Are y
ou talking to someone?”
Oliver looked towards the space where he’d pictured his brother a moment be
fore, and then shook his head at Jenny. “Nope, Jenny. It’s just me in here.
 See?”
She smiled at him, and moved to look over the pictures on the bed. “Did you
 pick one yet?” she asked.
Oliver nodded, smiling as he held up his chosen photograph. “I like this one,
” he told her.
Jenny looked thoughtful for a minute. “Yeah... it’s a nice one. But how about
 one Frank’ll like? Like this one?” she asked, selecting another from the pil
e. “It’s got both of you in it.”
Oliver looked at a picture he specifically remembered Jay taking when he’d f
ollowed Frank up a tree to see a bird’s nest, and ultimately shook his head 
as he held the one of Frank on a bike higher, as if he didn’t think Jenny ha



d taken a good enough look. “This one.”
Jenny laughed. “Okay,” she agreed, taking it. “Let’s go see how fast they can
 get it printed on a card.”
“Okay, Jenny,” Oliver replied, stepping into his shoes as he stood up. “Ca
n we go now?”
“We’ll have to if we don’t want to be late. Jay should be here in just a minut
e.”
“I should feed my chicken while we wait!” Oliver exclaimed, as if he’d jus
t remembered.
“You know, I fed all the chickens this morning, Oliver,” she pointed out.
“But this one’s lucky, and she likes it outta my hand,” Oliver objected.
Jenny sighed as she followed him out of the room, through the house and into
 the small backyard surrounded by a newly painted picket fence. She knew bet
ter than to argue. Oliver had made a lot of adjustments since moving in with
 her family over ten months ago, but he’d still been irritated that his chic
ken had to live in the backyard with the rest of the regular birds, and not 
in its special cage in the garage. She supposed that if feeding it separatel
y made him feel better, she shouldn’t argue. Besides, that chicken was the o
nly thing he’d taken from his family’s home besides a few old pictures his b
rother had taken, and her family wanted him to be as comfortable as possible
. Even when he’d insisted on having two beds in his room. 
Jenny watched as Oliver all but chased his chicken away from the others an
d picked up the kicking animal once it was cornered.
“So are you looking forward to today?” she asked him. “Still glad we’re goi
ng?”
“Yeah,” Oliver replied. “I’m gonna tell David about Frank’s card. And on the
 phone, he told me he’s got a surprise for Frank, too.”
Jenny raised an eyebrow at that, but when Oliver looked back at her, she s
imply smiled. “Well, I guess we’d better hurry then, huh?” And she was gra
teful when she heard the old truck Jay had recently purchased from Mr. Dro
n pull into her driveway. 
.............................................
“That’s enough... Mom, that’s enough!” Frank insisted as he piled the rest o
f the mountain of sandwiches Jessica was putting together onto a piece of pl
astic wrap. “There’s only gonna be four of us... and we’ll only be thirty mi
nutes away.”
Jessica ignored him as she moved towards the refrigerator. “Are you sure th
ere’s no room in that cooler for cake?”
“Positive. We’ll do cake when I get back, alright?”
“Alright. Help me clean this mess up before you go.”
Frank looked at the meager amount of crumbs on the countertop and rolled his
 eyes, but still grabbed a rag. Cleaning. Always cleaning. It had been like 



that ever since they’d moved into the new house. It was actually located in 
town, had a real backyard, and his mother’s favorite part--a new kitchen tha
t always had to be clean. 
Have you called your dad yet?” Jessica asked.
“No. Rudy said not to bother them.”
Jessica turned from what she was doing and raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“I don’t know what they’re doing,” Frank admitted. “Figured they probably 
want to have the party on the boat or something.”
“There’s not enough room on the boat!” Jessica objected.
Frank shrugged. “Tell Dad that.” Not that it would work even if she did. His
 father was quite attached to the little houseboat he’d rented for summer. F
rank hadn’t taken up his dad’s offer to spend the night on it yet, but then,
 apart from Oliver’s little boat, he hadn’t been very enthusiastic about boa
rding one. At least overnight. And besides, with his father making good on a
 promise to take time off during the summer to be closer to his kids, Frank 
found himself with plenty of opportunities to reconnect with his dad that di
dn’t involve remembering the last time he woke up floating on the water. 
“I already told him we were doing something here,” Jessica continued, begin
ning to look suspicious. “Maybe they’re hiding a present from you... but I’
d know if they were, unless they’re hiding it from me, too. You didn’t ask 
for a dog, did you?”
Frank looked at his mom, and chose to smile instead of following the urge to
 roll his eyes. “With three cats in the house? No.”
“Four cats,” Jessica replied, and when Frank opened his mouth to respond s
he aimed a finger in his direction to silence him. “I know about the one y
ou brought home last weekend. Don’t bring home anymore, and let that poor 
thing out of your room already.”
“Actually...it’s in your room now. Ran under your bed this morning.”
“Frank...”
“I think I hear Jay’s truck,” Frank conveniently interrupted as he grabbed t
he cooler and headed into the newly carpeted living room. 
“You do not hear Jay’s truck!” Jessica called, following him. But, a moment
 later she was ignoring Frank’s dubious look as she heard the familiar soun
d of Jay’s engine. 
Frank grinned. “Gotta go. I’ll be back before dark.”
Jessica sighed and rushed to the door before Frank had a chance to open it, 
lifting her hand to his shoulder as a few lines of worry touched her forehea
d. “Are you sure this is how you want to spend your birthday?”
“It’s fine, Mom,” Frank insisted. “Besides, I promised Oliver, and it’s not hi
s fault David only gets to see visitors once a month. If we don’t go today it’
s another thirty days, and it’s already been over six months since...”
“Okay, okay,” Jessica cut him off as she raised a hand in defeat. “I just w



ant you to have a good day. Do you want me to go with you, just in case the
re are any problems?”
“There won’t be. We already called ahead, and we both know you don’t rea
lly wanna go.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to...”
“Mom. It’s fine. I gotta go, alright? See you tonight.”
After leaving a quick kiss to her cheek Frank was outside, tossing the coo
ler into the bed of Jay’s truck and moving through the passenger door to o
vercrowd the bench seat where Jay was at the wheel and Jenny and Oliver oc
cupied the middle. It wasn’t the most comfortable way to travel, but Frank
 was comfortable enough with his company not to mind. 
Jay and Jenny had been good friends to Frank, even forgiving him when they
 discovered that he had no eye for photography whatsoever. Jay had once sa
id it was nice to have a friend who didn’t know everything about him down 
to the bad haircut he’d had when he was eight, and in him Frank had found 
the kind of person he could call up late on a Monday night just because he
 was too bored to come up with a good reason to sleep. It was something he
’d missed after discovering that his friends back home were too interested
 in their own lives to care anything about his new one. Jay had also made 
his transition into a new school easer to tolerate, not to mention the eve
nts surrounding last summer had built an odd, but strong bond between them
. Over the last year, Frank had even helped him coordinate a second funera
l for Odetta Grover, where Jay was finally able to make certain everyone k
new the mystery surrounding her death. The small town had been surprisingl
y accommodating, placing a memorial on the land Odetta had once lived on, 
right where the Seabergs’ last house had once stood. 
Frank had found that he liked Jenny, too. He’d been a little concerned when
 his mother had been less than enthusiastic about the idea of taking Oliver
 in, and he’d even admit to being annoyed when Jenny’s family was quick to 
offer Oliver a home. But, Frank had to admit that it had worked out for the
 best. The Woodmoores had been able to provide things that Frank’s couldn’t
. Like a stable roof over Oliver’s head to begin with. The Seabergs had bee
n in and out of tents, neighbors’ houses, and even an old cabin behind Mr. 
Dron’s house for over a month before they found a more permanent residence 
that qualified as suitable. Frank wouldn’t have wanted that ordeal for Oliv
er on top of everything else.
And Jenny’s family had also been able to provide Oliver with something tha
t Frank would have had a hard time giving. Independence. It had been no sm
ooth adjustment when the state had taken David. Oliver had been devastated
, and Frank’s instinct was to never allow him to feel like he was alone. B
ut, Frank’s own anger over David having to leave had turned his support fo
r Oliver into something that managed to seem overbearing. He’d hardly want



ed Oliver to speak with anyone else unless he was present. It was the Wood
moores who’d shown him that Oliver was stronger than that. He’d settled in
 with a family who’d been able to support him and reintroduce him to socie
ty. He was going to church, and school, and he’d even taken a part-time jo
b where Jenny worked, something that had been his idea. 
But, even though Frank was no longer Oliver Martin’s only friend, there wer
e still things that he only shared with Frank. It was only on occasion that
 Oliver mentioned his parents. He’d once asked Frank if it was wrong to be 
sad about what had happened to them, since no one else seemed to have a goo
d thing to say about his mother or his father; and only Frank knew that Oli
ver stalked the old women after church, listening to their rumors regarding
 his family only to mull over it over later, hiding his hurt behind a crook
ed smile when he saw those same ladies around town. But the hardest for Oli
ver, and Frank thought for himself, too, had been David’s absence. He’d bee
n gone for almost a year. At first they’d been told that there was a chance
 David would be charged with murdering his father, but with all witnesses i
nsisting that there was some sort of self-defense involved, the notion was 
soon dismissed. But even then, David’s troubles were just beginning, and no
 one had been able to do anything about it when it was decided that he’d be
 held in a hospital until a more “suitable” arrangement could be made, even
 after the Woodmoores offered to take him in along with Oliver. 
Matters didn’t improve when David attacked a nurse two weeks later, and did
n’t bother to deny it. Frank didn’t know the particulars, but during one of
 the few phone calls David was allowed to make to Oliver, he’d told his bro
ther that the woman had reminded him of their mother. Over the next months,
 he’d undergone evaluation after evaluation, held in juvenile detention cen
ters and inpatient mental facilities. Jessica had repeatedly insisted that 
David was getting the help that he needed, but while Frank could admit that
 David probably needed help, he had ultimately dubbed the entire situation 
as just plain unfair. 
David Martin wasn’t the way he was because he wanted to be. He’d become ex
actly what he was made to be, and as a result people were afraid of him. H
e didn’t belong in a school with kids his own age, or out walking the stre
ets with Frank and his friends. He was unpredictable and bad-tempered, and
 he wasn’t afraid to act out negatively towards any adult figure who attem
pted to control him. At least, that had been David Martin until two months
 ago.
The Woodmoores had called to announce that David was being transferred to y
et another private hospital. But, this one didn’t have bars on the windows,
 and while his contact with the outside world still had to be limited, Fran
k had learned that David was making progress and there was talk that he’d e
ventually be released. Although, no one seemed to know if that day would co



me before the twins’ eighteenth birthday. 
The facility was only a half hour down the interstate, and when David did se
e visitors, it wouldn’t be through a glass window. Although, for this first 
visit his doctors had requested that only family speak with him. Frank had b
een disappointed when Oliver had mentioned this, but at least Oliver would g
et to see his brother. And in a way, Frank thought, he wouldn’t be going alo
ne. Especially after Jay, Jenny and he flooded Oliver’s ears for thirty minu
tes with well wishes for David. 
..............................................
“Why d’you keep asking me the same question? You already know what I’m
 gonna say.”
Dr. Grant Devling looked past his spectacles at the young patient sitting ac
ross from his desk. Just a boy. Dark hair, hazel eyes that sparked with inte
lligence, and a lopsided smile that appeared every time Dr. Devling looked a
t him as if reading a book.
“Just in case you decide to change your answer... and because I think you wan
t to. Sooner or later, David, I’m pretty sure you will.”
David looked thoughtful for a moment. Maybe he would change his answer if 
he thought it would get him out of there sooner. But then, he knew better 
than to say so. Hospitals were strange places. And doctors. Doctors just l
ike Dr. Devling, who insisted that he wanted to help David get out even as
 he came up with reason after reason why David shouldn’t. And if David sai
d he wanted out-- because god help him, who wouldn’t?-- it was like a sign
 to his captors that he needed to stay longer. Made no sense.
“I don’t think so,” David replied. “It’s been the same the last sixty-one time
s you’ve asked, and I think it’ll be the same the next sixty-one.”
“Sixty-one? Really?” Dr. Devling replied with mild interest.        
David nodded. “Yep. Been here sixty-seven days, came to see you sixty-two 
of ‘em, and including today, you’ve asked me sixty-one times. Check if you
 want,” he added when Dr. Devling looked surprised. He knew he was right. 
David had developed a strange habit of counting days. He felt trapped when
 he didn’t. “I’m not sorry my parents are dead, and if you ask tomorrow, I
 won’t be then, either. And I’m still not sorry I helped one of ‘em get th
at way... so what d’you think? Am I still broke in the head?”
David wasn’t being a smartass. It was a real question that he expected a real
 answer to. All these doctors, they seemed so interested in fixing him. And m
aybe, he sometimes thought, he needed fixing. But other times, times like thi
s day, he’d sit in Dr. Delving’s office thinking that he was the only one aro
und there who made any sense. After all, he was telling the truth--something 
the doctors obviously didn’t like to hear, knowing that if he lied... they wo
uldn’t want to hear that, either. 
“You’re not broken, David,” Dr. Devling replied as he wrote something down 



on his clipboard, and David resisted the urge to roll his eyes. If Dr. Devl
ing really believed that, David thought, he wouldn’t be stuck in the man’s 
office. “But, we’ll talk more on this tomorrow.”
“My hour’s not up yet,” David pointed out, wondering what Dr. Devling had 
in mind for the next fifteen minutes, since there was no way he was going 
to let David leave early.
“You have a visitor coming today.”
“I know that.”
“Are you excited?”
David shrugged. “Guess so. Haven’t seen him in a while.”
“Are you close to your brother, David?”
“Says so there in my file.”
Devling smiled tiredly. “You must be looking forward to talking to him. You 
know, most people here see up to four people at the same time and don’t get 
as much out of their visits. I think it was smart to ask to only see your br
other. I think catching up with him will be good for you.”
“Him, too,” David replied. “Can I go now? I wanna get a shower before he 
comes.”
“In a few minutes. Do you have your journal?”
David sighed, and lifted the folded notebook he’d been holding in his lap. 
Like every day, he dutifully opened it and read aloud the carefully written
 detached, impersonal words that he’d written down five minutes before his 
appointment with Dr. Devling. 
“This morning I woke up at six thirty when the man-nurse knocked on my door
, real loud. I thought that was rude. I laid in bed for seven minutes and t
hought about what breakfast was going to be. I hoped it was gonna be French
 toast and not that oatmeal stuff. When I got up I brushed my teeth first, 
and....”
“Did you write about your brother coming?” Devling asked.
David frowned at the interruption, shaking his head. “Why would I? It hasn’
t happened yet.”
“Yes, but I’m sure you’ve been thinking about it. How are you feeling, Davi
d? It’s been quite a while since you’ve seen him, aren’t you nervous?”
“What for?”
“Well, according to quite a few police reports your brother was very upset 
about what had happened to your parents. Are you worried that he blames you
 for your father’s death?”
“I’m the one who shot him, ain’t I?” David remarked. “Credit’s mine. Oliver
 knows it.”
“The credit? Is that how you think of it?”
David thought about it for a minute. “I don’t know. Sounds better than blame, 
I guess. I don’t think there is a right word. It just happened, and if I had t



o go back, it would happen again. I ain’t sorry that he’s gone, and neither is
 Oliver.”
“Are you sure about that?”
David narrowed his eyes, and held a burst of temper in check. He didn’t l
ike when Dr. Devling used an argumentative tone. David was damn sure that
 the man did it on purpose just to push him, and when David got pushed, s
omething always happened that made someone decide he needed to be locked 
up by himself for a while. And he didn’t even want to think about the dru
gs, especially today.
“The only thing Oliver’s upset about is that we’re not together,” David said
, finding a smile. “But when I see him, I’m gonna tell him not to worry, cau
se that’s all gonna change.”
“What do you mean it’s going to change?”                                                
“We’ll be together again.”
“David... you do realize that Oliver will only be visiting today? No one’s 
coming to take you home.”
“I didn’t say today, did I? But I’ll be with my brother again, Doctor. He nee
ds me.”
“Oliver is living with a good family right now,” Devling said as he flipped 
through his notes. “He’s made progress with them. You don’t think he’s bette
r off right where he is?”
“He needs me,” David repeated. “And someday, we’ll have our own life. The ri
ght way this time. It’ll take time to get there, is all. I’m not stupid, you
 know.”
“No, you aren’t.  I’d like you to start setting some goals for yourself, thin
k about what you want to do when you get out of here.”
“I got goals.”
“Can you give me an example?”
David shrugged. “That’s easy enough. First I gotta walk out the front doors 
of this place with you waving goodbye... then I gotta be on my own for a whi
le. I’ll get Oliver when it’s time.”
“Alright... what about school? Your tutor tells me you make a good student.
”
“Maybe. But she don’t teach me nothin’ I don’t already know. That’s what b
ooks are for.”
Devling smiled. “Then maybe it’s time to introduce you to some advanced cla
sses. It’ll keep you from getting bored.”
“Oh, I’m not bored,” David insisted, tapping his temple with his index finger
. “I’m always busy up here. I don’t need a teacher to tell me what to learn.”

“You know... there’s nothing wrong with getting a little help sometimes, Da
vid.”



“I get that. Like you’re helpin’ me get ready for being out there again. But...
it’s just... a man should always help himself, too. I mean, in the end, that’s 
all you’ve really got to count on.”
A frown creased Dr. Devling’s brow, but instead of responding,  he momentar
ily looked away from David as the phone on his desk started ringing. “I wan
t you to write about that in your journal. Explain it. We’ll go over it tom
orrow, alright?”
“If you say so,” David replied as he stood up. “But, I don’t think I’ll feel l
ike talking about that tomorrow.”
Dr. Delving lifted the phone receiver as he watched David head for the door, 
and then politely put his caller on hold.
“David?” Devling called curiously. “What do you want to talk about tomor
row?”
David smiled. “Frank. You should ask me about Frank.”
......................................
It wasn’t what Frank had expected. The facility was gated and guarded, but 
driving in was more like entering a modest retirement home than a prison fu
ll of legally insane inmates. 
“We can walk in with you, Oliver,” Frank insisted. “Maybe they have a wai
ting room or something.”
“I can do it myself,” Oliver replied, his focus on the building in front of
 him as he took a few steps away from Frank, Jenny and Jay. But, he suddenl
y stopped and turned back to smile at Frank Seaberg. “I wish you could come
 with me, Frank.”
“Me too,” Frank replied. “When you get in there... maybe find out when Da
vid can have more visitors, alright? We’ll come back when we can... and h
ave a good time. With your brother, you know?”
“Okay, Frank,” Oliver replied, and then reached into his back pocket, smil
ing sheepishly when Jenny opened her mouth to object to what he had.
“Oliver,” she hissed. “That was for later.”
“I wanna give it to Frank now,” Oliver insisted, presenting his friend with 
the birthday card Jenny had helped him with. The picture of Frank on the fro
nt of it didn’t look as good as the real thing to Oliver, but it would do, a
nd he felt good when Frank smiled. “Happy birthday, Frank.”
“It’s really great, Oliver,” Frank said. “Thank you.”
“You didn’t open it yet,” Oliver pointed out.
Sensing Jenny and Jay looking over his shoulder, Frank opened the card slowl
y, and laughed at the real picture that Oliver had slipped inside. It had be
en one of Frank’s own attempts at a self-portrait. He’d held up a camera and
 managed to get one of his eyes, his nose, and the bottom half of Oliver’s f
ace. Sliding the picture aside, Frank found pencilled-in smiley faces next t
o Oliver’s handwriting. “Happy birthday, Frank,” Frank read aloud. “I love y



ou, from Oliver. P.S. Your real present is a hat to wear when you’re fishing
. I hid it under Jenny’s bed.”
“You’re not supposed to tell him...” Jenny started, only to have a laughing J
ay pull her back.
Ignoring the bickering couple behind him, Frank pulled Oliver in for a qui
ck hug. “Thanks for the hat. You can show me when we get back... I think w
e’re gonna eat while we’re waiting for you. Should I save you a sandwich?”
“Okay, Frank.”
“Good luck, Oliver,” Jay said as he pulled down his tailgate, his words prom
pting Oliver to head towards the building once again, stopping twice to wave
 to his friends. 
Oliver wanted to see his brother. He’d said so plenty of times. Wished for i
t. Been sad when it didn’t happen. And, every one of the few phone calls he’
d been allowed to have with David had left him feeling empty afterwards. Alo
ne. And as he walked through the front door of the hospital and found a nurs
e behind a glass wall talking to an older man in a white coat instead of his
 brother, Oliver felt disappointed, and perhaps a little cheated.
Walking right up to the glass, he startled them both when he lifted his hand t
o knock on it.
“Where’s David?” he demanded in the same, firm tone that Jenny always use
d to get her way with Jay. 
The nurse looked at him curiously, obviously at a loss for how to respond, 
and the man in the white coat looked bewildered before realization suddenly
 touched his features, and he actually laughed.
“Oliver? Right,” he remarked. “You couldn’t be anyone else. I’m Dr. Devlin
g, your brother’s my patient. Why don’t we get you signed in and I’ll take
 you to him myself.”
................................. 
“This is bullshit,” Frank remarked, looking across the parking lot at the doo
rs that Oliver had disappeared into. He sat at the end of the tailgate, oppos
ite to Jenny, who was on the other side of Jay. His feet dangled above the gr
ound and he’d mindlessly just picked all of the meat out of the sandwich in h
is hands, tossing it to the ground until only bread was left. 
“Okay,” Jay said irritably as he took the remains of Frank’s sandwich and t
ossed them over his shoulder. “Next time, you stay home.”
Frank sighed. “Sorry. I mean, I know Oliver needs this time with his brother
, but seeing how he’s all the family David has...”
“Frank,” Jay cut him off, “why do you wanna see David, anyway? You really
 don’t even know him... you told me that even before...”
“I just think it sucks he’s being treated like a criminal. It’s like they’ll never
 let him out.”
“I agree,” Jenny said quietly. “It’s not fair.”



“Hey! Hello,” Jay remarked. “He is a criminal.”
“Jay, that’s not...” Jenny started.
“Look,” Jay cut her off. “I know I didn’t like the guy for a long time, and I t
hought he was...well, you know what I thought. But this isn’t about that. I get
 it was his dad that killed Odetta, but...”
“But what?” Frank demanded, sounding defensive. “Oliver and David are inn
ocent; after everything they’ve gone through...”
“Oliver is innocent,” Jay said. “David shot his own father.”
“I was there,” Frank retorted, “and trust me...”
“It doesn’t matter if Brian Martin deserved to die,” Jay said. “It wasn’t for 
David to decide. What he did...”
“If he hadn’t done it, I don’t think I’d be here talking to you right now!” 
Frank snapped. “And you can’t look me in the eye and tell me you wouldn’t ha
ve done the same thing in his place, so I don’t wanna hear it from you.”
“It’s not the same thing, and I’m not so sure I would have,” Jay replied. “An
d, even if David did have another choice about it...”
“What?” Frank demanded.
“I’m not so sure he wouldn’t have pulled the trigger, anyway.”
“Okay!” Jenny shouted, moving off the tailgate long enough to force her 
way back up again, this time between them. “You’ve both made your points
. Can we stop now?”
Jay frowned, glancing past his girlfriend to eye Frank. “Look, Frank... I’m s
orry, but I think the guy needs to be here. I know you feel like you owe him 
something... but would you really feel safe with him free out here, maybe sle
eping in the room down the hall from your little sister? There’s something ab
out David... it’s just not right. I can feel it.... and what about Oliver? I 
know Oliver wants his brother back, but do you really think that’s what he ne
eds?”
“I think...” Frank said quietly, “… that David deserves a second chance. He’
s lived in prisons his whole life. He’ll never get the chance to change what
 that made him if he doesn’t get out.”
“Maybe,” Jay agreed. “But I’m more worried about what happens if they le
t him loose and he doesn’t wanna change.”
.................................
When Oliver Martin hugged his brother, the only sound made was the whoosh 
of air as it escaped David’s lungs. 
David didn’t hug him back, but neither brother had really expected him to. 
David wasn’t big on hugs, and he would have been the first to admit that he
 wasn’t very good at them. But Oliver didn’t mind as much as David didn’t m
ind his brother wanting to be close. This was the way they were, and instea
d of returning such a display of affection, David simply stood there and to
ok in old familiarities, like the lemon fragrance coming from his brother’s



 hair, and to notice a few changes, such as the way he’d either gained a fe
w pounds, or perhaps Oliver had lost a few.
Glancing towards the door that locked on him every night at eight o’clock, 
David found Dr. Devling watching them, looking at them the same way people 
used to years before when they’d been allowed to go to town with their pare
nts. Something about seeing two of them invited people to stare, to look fo
r differences, to wonder... it had made David uncomfortable at one time, bu
t now, he let the doctor look on curiously, all the while staring him down 
until the older man figured out that he was intruding and cleared his throa
t uncomfortably.
“David, just make sure to stay in the visiting areas with your brother if yo
u leave your room, and don’t forget your meds are coming at two o’clock.”
“Sure,” David said blandly. “Make sure you let ‘em know I want some of thos
e little yellow happy pills.”
Devling responded to David’s smart remarks with a shake of his head, and Da
vid listened as his doctor’s footsteps moved down the hall, paused, and the
n moved on again. This hospital had proven to be a lot different from the n
umerous other places that had watched his every move, but still, he waited 
until he was certain that he and Oliver were alone before he placed his han
ds on his brother’s shoulders and gently pushed him back, the corner of his
 mouth twitching upwards when Oliver met his eyes.
“I’m glad to see you,” David said quietly.
“Me, too, David. I came all by myself, just like you said.”
“I see that. Who brought you up here?”
“Frank. And Jenny and Jay, too. They’re waiting outside, David. And Frank wa
nts to see you, too. Can I ask him to come in a little later? That doctor sa
id...”
“No,” David said quickly, touching Oliver’s shoulder and guiding him to sit
 on the narrow, heavily blanketed bed that occupied the small room decorate
d with blue-bird printed wallpaper. “This visit’s just for us, alright? You
 remember what we talked about, right?”
Oliver’s brow wrinkled as he nodded. “I remember, David.”
“Good. Now tell me everything about the Woodmoores. They treat you goo
d?”
Oliver nodded. “They let me go to school. A real one, David. And Jenny does
n’t talk to me like I’m stupid. She says we’re friends.”
“You got your own room?”
Oliver nodded again. “And I got two beds in it; one for you, David. But som
etimes Jay sleeps there. He’s my friend, too.”
“Jeremy Flaskis?”
“Yeah. He’s my friend, David.” Oliver repeated, as if to convince his brothe
r.



“Since when does Jeremy Flaskis want anything to do with you?”
“I don’t know, David. But, one time at school he hit a guy for being mean to 
me... he got in trouble for that.”
“Huh.... So, what time do you go to school? You take a bus?”
“No. Jay gets us and Frank in the morning, and...”
Oliver told David everything from what color the carpet was in his room to
 the kind of chicken he ate at Frank’s house on Saturday nights when he we
nt over for dinner. And there was a lot to tell. Like, how Frank’s family 
got a new house, and how Mr. Seaberg came to visit a lot and always invite
d him to go out with their family.  He talked about how he didn’t like not
 waking up in the same room as David, and how sometimes he got lonely even
 in good company, and that Rudy had drawn a picture of him and David toget
her, which he kept hung up next to his bed. He talked until he realized th
at David wasn’t doing any of the talking.
“Are you mad at me, David?” Oliver wasn’t sure where the question came from
, just that he needed to ask it. David didn’t look too surprised, either.
“Why would I be?”
“I don’t know,” Oliver said, shrugging uncomfortably. “Sometimes I think... 
maybe if I was better, or different, you wouldn’t be in here.”
David’s eyes drifted, his lungs releasing a slow breath. “You’re not the reas
on they won’t let me go, Oliver.”
“Then I think... maybe you’re mad at me about the way things were before,” 
Oliver said quietly.
“That wasn’t your fault, either. You can’t help what you are. None of us can
.”
“But I remember things, David... things I didn’t before. It’s like I’m having
 dreams, but they’re not dreams. I don’t tell no one. Not even Frank.”
David raised an eyebrow. “Why not?” he asked, and then Oliver fell exceptio
nally silent. “If Frank’s such a good friend, why don’t you tell him the tr
uth?” David pressed. 
“Because,” Oliver whispered. “You’re my brother, David... and Frank think
s Dad killed Ms. Grover.”
Apart from blinking, David didn’t have much of a reaction to this news.
“What do you say when Frank says that?” David asked.
“Nothing, David,” Oliver whispered. “I don’t say nothing.”
David smiled. “That’s good, Oliver.”
“It’s not lying, David? It feels like lying.”
“It’s not lying,” David insisted. “It’s Dad’s fault she’s dead... and it’s in t
he past, right? What does it matter now?”
Oliver sighed, frowning. “I don’t like thinking about Dad anymore, David...
 I don’t like thinking... I don’t like...” He paused, taking a deep breath 
to calm himself. “I want you to come home, David. I don’t want you to be sa



d anymore. You’re sad here, David.”
David’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, and then he laughed. “You don’t
 gotta worry about me, Oliver. I’m gonna make sure you and me are together
 again, and it’s not so bad around here. People cookin’ and making sure yo
u eat three times a day. You getta watch TV when you want, and go outside 
in the morning, and where else can you wear pajamas all day long without s
omeone hollerin’ for you to get your ass dressed, huh?” David waved roughl
y at himself, his chin turned down as he looked over the matching blue one
-size-fits-all pocketless pants and shirt that consisted of such thin mate
rial he was convinced that the nurses got more than a glimpse of his ass w
hen the light hit him the right way. “These are actually kinda comfortable
. Don’t gotta put a lot of thought into what you’re gonna wear every morni
ng. You should try ‘em.”
“I sleep in shorts, David.”
David grinned. “Who said anything about sleeping?” he asked, a sly grin ai
med at his brother. “Oliver, when we talked last time... do you remember, 
when I asked you to do something important for me?”
..................................................
“Dr. Devling, you have a patient waiting in your office, and Adam wants you
 to go over his meds with him again... the color of one of his pills has ch
anged and he wants to make sure no one’s trying to poison him.”
Devling graced the short woman peeking into the front offices with a wry smi
le. “No alien transmitters this time?”
“You’ve obviously brought Adam a long way,” she replied, and then with a n
od, left him. 
But. Dr. Devling didn’t wander off in search of Adam like he normally would 
have done, or send someone by his office to tell his appointment that he’d b
e delayed. Instead, he continued to stare at the small, wilting desk plant t
hat one of the employees had brought in months ago, and he thought about the
 one patient he saw on a daily basis that he didn’t seem to be helping at al
l.
The boy was one of the most impersonal people he’d ever come across, and ov
er the past few months, he hadn’t been able to make the slightest breakthro
ugh with David Martin. If Devling was certain of anything, it was that Davi
d was far from being ready to be released. But, he wasn’t sure that David b
elonged there, either. 
David refused to talk about the incidents leading to his current condition,
 or to express any remorse for them, but Dr. Devling wasn’t exactly ready t
o transfer David to another program just yet. In fact, being moved around s
o much had likely become part of the problem, not to mention, given his his
tory there wasn’t likely anything David despised more than being locked up.
 It was difficult to believe that David Martin knew how to trust anyone, so



 now it was encouraging that he hadn’t objected to seeing his brother. 
Dr. Devling had promised him a private visit, in hopes that seeing Oliver wo
uld encourage David to start working towards progress. Perhaps if Oliver cam
e more often he could suggest that he participate in one of David’s sessions
. Oliver might have had some mental disabilities, but Dr. Devling was willin
g to do anything that could help at this point. Maybe, he thought, gathering
 up his binder, he could intrude on the brothers for a few minutes to discus
s it. Lifting a phone, he dialed David’s hall, confirming with the orderlies
 that they were still in the room, but when he hung up, he changed his plans
 since the information he’d received wasn’t what he’d expected. Waiting casu
ally in the main hall, he flipped through David’s file until a familiar face
 with a visitor’s tag appeared moving in his direction. 
He’d treated twins before, even some that had to wear nametags so that he co
uld tell them apart, but these brothers were something else. Almost like an 
illusion. When they were side by side there were differences, a broader nose
, thicker chin; and the facial expressions, their attitudes, made them so in
dividual that it was like they didn’t really share the same face. But separa
ted, the mirror image they presented of each other was spooky, and watching 
Oliver Martin walking towards him had Dr. Devling feeling as if he’d slipped
 into the future, right to the day that David would walk out the front doors
 and find a better life than he’d had before.
Oliver didn’t acknowledge the doctor as he passed by, almost as if he didn’t
 even remember meeting him a few hours before, which Devling decided was ent
irely possible. Oliver struck him as the type of person who had trouble focu
sing on more than one thing at a time, but still, he fell into step beside t
he boy with a friendly smile on his face.
“Oliver, I’ll walk you out.”
Oliver looked up, smiling as if he’d just noticed his company. “Okay.”
“You know, I think it’s good you came today. Your brother’s had to make som
e difficult adjustments, and I think seeing you will help. I’m hoping you’l
l visit again soon.”
Oliver released a little laugh, and grinned. “I’d like to see my brother agai
n soon,” Oliver replied.” David’s not bad. He’s my brother.”
“Well, no one’s saying he’s bad, Oliver, but I think...”
“He’s my brother. I know him better than you do, Mr. Devling. He’s going to
 be better really soon.”
“Really?”
“Yep.”
“Well, Oliver, I don’t think you understand...”
“Do I give this to you?” Oliver interrupted, removing his visitor’s tag and ho
lding it up. “I can keep it if you want me to.”
“Um...I’ll take it. Oliver...”



“My friends are waiting for me outside. It’s Frank’s birthday.”
“Frank? He was there the night your father was killed. David mentioned him.
 I was wondering if you could tell me a little about him.”
Oliver looked up expectantly, and when the doctor wasn’t more specific, he s
hrugged his shoulders. “I like Frank. It’s his birthday. I gave him a card w
ith his picture on it. Frank takes good pictures... there’s Frank!” Oliver s
aid, suddenly pointing out the front windows to a group of three hanging aro
und a pickup truck, and in the time it took Dr. Devling to look, Oliver had 
slipped out the door, and when Devling spotted him again, a crooked grin was
 flashed in his direction as the boy waved goodbye to him.
......................................
“Jenny, stop trying to be his shrink, will ya?” Jay complained.
“All I said is it wouldn’t kill him to spend one night on that boat with his da
d. It’s not like Mr. Seaberg hasn’t been trying.”
“Well so has Frank,” Jay retorted. “And he can work it out with his dad wit
hout you. They’re fine.”
“It’s not like he...”
“He, is still sitting right here,” Frank remarked with a roll of his eyes. H
e liked having friends he could confide in, he really did, but sometimes he 
couldn’t decide if these two particular friends were there to amuse or annoy
 him. He was happy that this time he wasn’t required to put too much thought
 into it, because as soon as he saw Oliver moving towards them he slid off t
he tailgate to meet him. 
“Hey,” Jenny called, her argumentative demeanor fading. “How was it?”
Frank wanted to know the same thing, but as Oliver came closer, he found h
imself wondering if he already saw the answer on Oliver’s face. Something 
seemed off. Oliver looked tired; drained. Frank was quick to look at the b
uilding accusingly, wondering what Oliver had seen in there.
“Oliver?” he asked, getting close enough to touch his friend’s shoulder. “Is
 David okay?”
Oliver finally met his eyes, curious for a moment before a lopsided grin sp
read over his face, his features becoming much more familiar. “It was good,
 Frank. We played a game.”
“Checkers?” Jay guessed.
Oliver shook his head. “Nope, not checkers. Can we go home now? It’s Fran
k’s birthday.”
“Sure,” Frank agreed, sliding an arm around Oliver’s shoulders to lead him 
to the truck. “You can tell us how David’s doing on the way back.” He looke
d at Oliver and affectionately moved his hand up his neck towards his hairl
ine. 
Oliver laughed, shifting like he was being tickled as he caught Frank’s ha
nd and brought it back to his shoulder. “Okay, Frank,” he agreed, and  som



etime over the next several hours there was cake and gifts in the Seabergs
’ living room, along with the argument over a puppy that Sam and Rudy had 
been hiding on a houseboat. 
......................................
            
Early on a Wednesday morning, on a boat owned by Jeremy Hill, Jeremy Fla
skis snapped a picture of two unsuspecting boys on a small motorboat. 
“Jay,” Jenny Woodmoore called irritably from behind him, “I didn’t borrow J
eremy’s boat so you could take pictures of other people all day. Stop spyin
g and get over here.”
Jay smiled. “I’m not spying. I don’t do that anymore... it’s just, they’re get
ting kinda close to where the Martins used to live, aren’t they?”
Jenny sat up from where she was sunbathing to look across the water where O
liver and Frank were definitely drifting towards a red roof, but seemed too
 busy talking to notice. “So what? They’re talking.”
“Yeah,” Jay agreed. “But Oliver’s still steering... see that?”
“Maybe he wants to go by his old house. No crime in that. He’s probably mis
sing his brother again... he’s been kinda off since he talked to David. I t
hink we should drive him back there on the next visitor’s day. What d’you t
hink?”
“I think you mean I should drive him,” Jay remarked, feigning irritability 
in a way that made Jenny laugh. “And, I guess so... Hey, maybe we should tu
rn around and catch up to...”
“No,” Jenny said firmly. “You promised all day--with me; and if I have to r
emind you again I swear I’ll go drop you off in that boat with Oliver and F
rank so I can find a boyfriend who likes to watch me.”
Jay held up his camera as he slowly turned to face her, smirking. “Watch you
... with, or without the lens?”
“Without,” Jenny decided as she brought her hand to the camera and pushed 
it down. “I’ve forgotten what color your eyes are.”
“Then you better check,” Jay said, leaning closer to her, and with Jenny bu
sy studying Jay’s eyes, and Jay busy studying Jenny, neither of them notice
d Oliver Martin’s motorboat drifting out of sight behind some brush, and if
 they had noticed, they probably wouldn’t have cared.
And Frank, who was in Oliver’s boat, didn’t exactly care, either. He hadn’t
 paid any mind to Jenny or Jay since they’d passed by twenty minutes ago, w
aving. Since then, it had been the pinhole-sized leak in the bottom of the 
motorboat and the occasional water moccasin that occupied his mind.
Oliver had taken them further out than Frank had been comfortable going in
 a long while, and while his ego had prevented him from making complaints 
thus far, his nerves were slowly outweighing it.
“Oliver?” he finally said. “Are you ready to eat yet? We can find my dad... h



ave lunch...”
“I’m okay, Frank.”
“Oh. Alright... Do you remember where that spot is yet? Maybe if we could s
top for a while...”
Frank stopped when Oliver glanced back at him, grinning. “Frank,” Oliver s
aid, before dropping his voice into an amused whisper, “are you scared?”
“No,” Frank said quickly. “I just wanna know what the plan is. Last week a
ll you could talk about was some place where you wanna catch baby frogs...
”
“Tadpoles, Frank.”
“Whatever; tadpoles, to fill up your tank--last week you were calling them 
baby frogs... And now, you changed your mind about that because you wanna g
o fishing, but if you haven’t noticed, we didn’t bring any fishing poles, s
o unless you plan to catch ’em with your hands I don’t see that happening, 
either.”
“Actually,” Oliver replied, glancing over his shoulder, “I didn’t notice. Bu
t that’s okay, I got somewhere better to go. Okay, Frank?”
Frank frowned as Oliver turned his back once again, and found himself stari
ng at it as if the answer to every question running through his mind was su
pposed to be on Oliver’s shirt. And Frank did have questions. Not all of th
em had to do with where they were going, either. There had been plenty of t
hings bothering him since his birthday, and not the least of which had to d
o with the realization that he hadn’t been enjoying Oliver’s company as muc
h as usual. 
“Okay... Oliver.” Frank took hold of the sides of the boat, sliding forward
 where he more or less forced Oliver to make room for him on the narrow ben
ch at the back of the boat. “Can we stop for a second?”
“Right now, Frank?” 
“Right now,” Frank insisted, and to make a point, he reached around Oliver t
o kill the engine, leaving the boat adrift on the water, and the two of them
 in silence until he broke it. “I wanna know why you’re not talking to me.”
Oliver cocked his head, baffled. “I’m talking to you right now, Frank.”
“You’re avoiding me,” Frank replied, matter-of-factly. “You’ve been doing
 it all week. And Mrs. Woodmoore told me about the problems at her house.
”
Oliver crossed his arms. “She’s lying,” he was quick to say, and Frank’s fr
own only deepened. 
“You don’t even know what she told me,” Frank pointed out, and when Oliver
 turned his eyes down, he sighed. “Look, just because they noticed some mo
ney missing doesn’t mean anyone’s accusing you of doing it, Oliver. Jenny 
doesn’t think you did... and I... Oliver, I’m not going to ask if you did 
it. You know... I don’t think I even care. I was talking about the other s



tuff. I wanna know why you’ve been acting weird ever since you saw your br
other. Did David tell you to stop talking to me or something? Or to Jeremy
? Because you don’t call anymore, and every time I see you it’s because I 
come dragging you out of your room. And I see the way you’ve been looking 
at Jeremy when he can’t see you. Did he do something to make you mad, beca
use if he did, it better be good if he catches you grinding your teeth at 
him... or is this something else?”
“Something else?” Oliver repeated, suddenly seeming uncomfortable with Fra
nk’s eyes so close to his. He stood, having no trouble with his balance as
 the boat rocked beneath him and he slowly stretched.
Frank looked up. “Yeah,” he replied, his voice beginning to sound unexpect
edly cold. “I guess I’m trying to figure out what the hell happened betwee
n now and when you last  talked to David.”
Oliver returned his gaze to Frank, the corner of his mouth twitching as he it
ched his shoulder, and then released a small laugh.
“What?”
“It’s an easy question, Oliver,” Frank replied, finding his way to his feet
, somewhat slower than Oliver had. “Did something happen with your brother?
 I think he said something to you... maybe he did something that wasn’t goo
d. I’m just wondering, because it’s not like you’ve talked to me about any 
of it.”
Oliver snorted and reached out to take a playful swipe at Frank’s shoulder, 
seemingly oblivious to the way even the light touch forced Frank to retake h
is balance. “That’s silly, Frank. I just saw my brother. He can’t say anythi
ng bad. You’re my friend.” 
Oliver grinned widely, but for once, Frank wasn’t eager to smile back as he
 slowly reached out and placed a hand on Oliver’s shoulder, mostly to conti
nue holding up his own balance. “I wanted to be your friend. But I’m wonder
ing,” Frank said, dropping his voice into a secretive tone, “when you just 
saw your brother, David, did you tell him the same thing before you left hi
m trapped where you’re supposed to be?”
Frank snatched his hand back, and something sparked in the other boy’s expr
ession. The boat rocked beneath their feet, and Frank fought to keep his kn
ees securely locked as a small bout of lightheadedness reached him. He’d do
ne things that weren’t very well thought out, and he’d spoken out of turn b
efore. But this time, on a little boat hidden out of plain sight, and facin
g something he hadn’t realized that he feared until now made him feel as if
 his words were about to cost him. Suddenly not trusting his own legs, or t
he boy in front of him, Frank could only stare, his instincts becoming defe
nsive as hazel eyes stared back at him, and the crooked smile that faced hi
m a moment later was far from comforting.
“How long have you known?” David finally asked, and the attempted commu



nication surprised Frank. 
“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “Maybe before now...I didn’t want to thin
k it. Why? You could have...”
“Waited? I was sick of waiting, Frank.”
“So you used your brother?” Frank snapped.
“I didn’t use him,” David replied. “I asked for a favor. Did it ever occur to 
you that I didn’t force him, Frank? He’s not as innocent as you wanna think he
 is. Got a little bit of me in him... and he knows I did this for us.”
 “David, I know Oliver wanted you to get out... I wanted you to get out, but
 after everything that’s happened if you don’t do this the right way you won
’t have any kind of life. Unless you plan to keep hiding, and if you’re gonn
a do that, it isn’t going to be behind Oliver’s face. You have to go back. Y
ou know that, don’t you?”
David lowered his head, his shoulders sagging as if his body was processin
g some deep thought along with his mind, and on his face... disappointment
, as if he’d expected this moment, and moreover, expected a different outc
ome. And then he looked up, and the world began to move very fast for his 
boat-mate. 
Frank made a mistake, one he recognized very quickly when he chose not to f
ollow his instincts and shove David right over the side of the boat. He’d h
ad the opportunity, a split second when he could have pulled it off, and it
 was missed before he was raising his arms to fend off David’s, catching hi
s balance as the boat rocked violently beneath his feet. But, balance didn’
t prove to be enough, and when two firm hands came forcefully against Frank
’s chest, he hardly caught his breath before the air rushed from his lungs 
and he toppled sideways in a dizzy, panicked haze. 
There was a strange crack in Frank’s ear, and he felt something wet tricklin
g down the side of his face before he even made an oddly heavy splash into t
he water, the lake surrounding him like a cold, heavy blanket. His body twit
ched beneath the surface in his valiant effort to get above it, and as if to
 bring on one last terror he looked up to see the bottom of Oliver’s boat be
fore the oncoming darkness surrounded his senses and he sunk slowly into it,
 unaware of the hazel eyes still watching him.
David Martin’s mouth was tugged down into a frown as he watched the head of
 blond hair below the water fade away into the murk before his attention wa
s turned to a snake weaving its way past the boat. Frank Seaberg was a disa
ppointment, and would be a necessary sacrifice if he wanted to accomplish a
ll that mattered to him. And just like all his life, all that mattered to h
im was taking his brother away from this place.  He looked to his left, the
 back of the house he’d once been prisoner in coming into his sights. Someh
ow, all of those memories constantly on his mind seemed like a distant drea
m; something he’d never speak of again. The moment was a new one for him, a



nd standing there on the little motorboat he knew there was a decision to b
e made. A change.  And in an instant, he was somewhere better. At least som
ewhere better than Frank was, he imagined, as he looked down once again and
 tried to ignore a strange ringing in his ears that insisted that when they
 met again, his brother was not going to like this.
“It’ll be fine. Trust me, Oliver,” he whispered. Because like himself, David
 knew that the only thing Oliver would ever be able to count on in this worl
d... was David.
........................................
“Jay, look out!” Jenny screamed, and surfacing in the water, Jay casually gr
abbed a small snake around the neck and tossed it well away from his persona
l space before he swam closer to Oliver Martin’s boat and looked up to where
 his girlfriend was still standing in the larger one. 
“I don’t see him!” he shouted, and without waiting for a response, dived do
wn below the surface of the water, knowing that Jenny’s watchful eye was on
 him until he surfaced again. She was crying, and Jay didn’t feel there was
 time for that. “Leave me here!” he shouted. “Get to Frank’s house and tell
 his mom...”
Jenny’s attention was suddenly turned as she heard coughing behind her, and 
she left the edge of their borrowed boat to attend to it. “Jay, he’s awake!”
Frank Seaberg groaned as he fell from the bench seat they’d carefully place
d him on, and jumped when Jenny Woodmoore gripped his shoulders, calling hi
s name as if he wasn’t right in front of her. Forcing his wet lashes open, 
Frank took her in before looking past her, his attention on a dripping figu
re until it became Jay Flaskis, kneeling next to him.
“Frank, where’s Oliver?” Jay demanded.
Frank coughed again. “What?”
“We can’t find him!” Jenny said impatiently. “What happened?”
Frank looked between the two of them, his mind seemingly working at an inc
onveniently slow pace before he found himself looking gratefully at Jay an
d his wet clothes. “Did you pull me out?” he asked.
Jay frowned. “We found you in the boat--Frank, did Oliver go over or not?”

Pulling himself up, ignoring the assistance from his friends, Frank made his 
way to the bow, looking over the edge at the small motorboat still drifting i
n the water. 
“Frank!” Jay shouted, as if a firmer tone would get his attention.
“We have to go get Oliver...” Frank started.
“Where’s Oliver?” jenny demanded.
“It wasn’t Oliver,” Frank stated, raising his voice above both of theirs. “I
t wasn’t Oliver... with me.” He turned to them, meeting Jay’s eyes, and in a
 moment he knew that Jay understood. “It wasn’t Oliver.”



“David did this to you?” Jenny asked. There was a fright in her voice, and a f
eeling of paranoia as she turned in a circle as if ready to ward off an attack
. 
“If that was David...” Jay said.
“We have to go get Oliver,” Frank finished for him.
Jay cursed, his temper sparking as he looked at Frank. “I told you! I told y
ou he was nothing like Oliver! He’s dangerous, Frank, we should...”
“I don’t know,” Frank quietly interrupted, his mind on the last moments he 
remembered in the water as his eyes took in the boat where they’d found him
. “Maybe David’s got a little Oliver in him after all.”
“Frank,” Jay growled.
“Wait,” Jenny said. “So... where is David?”
It seemed to be a question the three of them had in common as they silentl
y looked over the water for several long moments before Frank finally shoo
k his head. “We won’t find him. He’s gone.”
“For now,” Jay said, and in a whisper full of uncertainty towards the near to 
distant future, Frank agreed.
“For now.”


