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“Clay McLeod Chapman is one of my favorite horror storytellers working today.”

[image: Image]

JORDAN PEELE

“The Purge ain’t got nothin’ on this.”
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STEPHEN GRAHAM JONES, New York Times bestseller and author of I Was a Teenage Slasher

“A damn roller coaster of a novel, the kind that leaves you shaken and shrieking and smiling. Clay McLeod Chapman has taken all that’s troubling our nation in the current day and, somehow, makes it all more frightening. Rough, ruthless but you can still tell Chapman is having a blast.”
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VICTOR LAVALLE, author of Lone Women

“Wake Up and Open Your Eyes doesn’t just hit close to home—it’s a needle sliding under your skin until you bleed, a rabbit hole stocked with terror all the way down.”
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CHRISTINA HENRY, author of Alice and The House That Horror Built

“A profoundly terrifying, riveting, intense, nerve-shredding modern horror epic. With brutal insights into very real American vulnerabilities and the dangers that exploit them, this novel is the truth and a warning and essential reading. It’s also wild and scary and everything a great horror novel should be. This is Clay McLeod Chapman at the peak of his craft. Brilliant.”
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RACHEL HARRISON, USA Today bestselling author of So Thirsty and Black Sheep


“Brace yourself. This novel is relentless and utterly merciless. Chapman takes unflinching aim at modern American culture and nobody is safe in this brutal, insightful apocalypse!”
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CHRISTOPHER GOLDEN, New York Times bestselling author of Road of Bones and The House of Last Resort

“This is a bold badass book. Chapman has seemingly grown impatient with the vague stances and topical hints that must naturally be found in some books of an era such as ours: here he lays it out, naked, in full, what he thinks, what he sees, what he knows is happening in the spinning world. This lens is flat-out frightening, not only for its relevance, but for how easily us readers see the same modernity of horrors in our private lives.”
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JOSH MALERMAN, New York Times bestselling author of Incidents Around the House

“Chapman isn’t merely checking the pulse of America—he’s tapping the vein. And trust me, there’s blood everywhere. This book throbs with body horror and familial conflict and most notably, the sociopolitical nightmare we find ourselves in.”
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CHUCK WENDIG, bestselling author of The Book of Accidents and Black River Orchard


“Disturbing and dangerously prescient, there’s the dark shadow of a world-spanning blight spreading deep inside the mottled heart of Clay McLeod Chapman’s latest novel, Wake Up and Open Your Eyes. A searing and deeply unnerving apocalyptic thriller executed with the true nerve of a master storyteller.”
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ERIC LaROCCA, author of Things Have Gotten Worse Since We Last Spoke

“Gut-wrenching, grief-soaked, the book perfectly embodies the panic of seeing the people you love transform into monsters. An utterly disconcerting mirror held up to the terror of our present.”
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CASSANDRA KHAW, USA Today bestselling author of Nothing but Blackened Teeth

“A pedal-to-the-metal, body-horror mash-up of The Purge, Pontypool, and Malcolm Devlin’s And Then I Woke Up. Chapman has an absolute gift for the unforgettably, mind-saturatingly horrific, and I shall be sending him my therapy bill.”
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ALLY WILKES, Bram Stoker Award®-nominated author of All the White Spaces and Where the Dead Wait
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Phase One

SLEEPER CELLS

There can never be a true divergence between faith and reason, since the same God who reveals the mysteries and bestows the gift of faith has also placed in the human spirit the light of reason.

—FIDES ET RATIO, POPE JOHN PAUL II










December 18

Get your family out of there, Noah. Please. The city isn’t safe anymore. None of them are. If you’d been watching the news, you’d know this by now. Please, honey. Please. For me. For your mother. You need to leave New York before it’s too late, before your family gets hurt . . .

Mom left another message.

Noah didn’t even hear his phone ring this time. Her voicemails are digital mosquitoes buzzing about his ear at all hours of the day—and night—hungry for blood.

This one landed at eleven. Shouldn’t she be in bed by now? Fast asleep?

Paul Tammany must’ve just gotten off the air.

“Everything okay?” Alicia props herself up on one elbow in their bed, sensing tension.

Noah nods, still listening to his mother.

“Is it her?”

“Yeah.” The frequency of Mom’s calls has really ramped up since Thanksgiving. Something’s in the air. Or maybe it’s the fluoride in the water. Or the cell towers, all that 5G microwaving her brain.

I just watched another news story and they said there have been more protests—these riots and I, oh God, Noah, I’m so worried for you . . . So worried about my grandbaby . . .

When Noah was just a boy, growing up in Virginia, his mom would take him to the library. She’d let him check out two books. Any two. His choice. Their deal was simple: One for you and one for me. Mom would read one book to Noah at bedtime while he had to read the other on his own. He’d pick a picture book to tackle—the easy reads, Sendak or Silverstein—while for his mother, he’d tug the doorstoppers off the shelf. The cinder-block books. Tolkien. Dickens. King. He can still remember the sound of her voice, a soft southern lilt gamely taking on the personas of every last character, her words filling his bedroom, his mind, his dreams.

Noah can still hear her voice now.

When I think of you up there in that god-awful city, with all those awful people around, I—I don’t know. I wish you’d come home to us. You can’t be safe up there. Kelsey can’t be safe . . .

He doesn’t recognize her at all.

It’s not Mom. It can’t be.

Technically, yes, that’s her voice. But . . . the words. They don’t sound like her thoughts at all. These are someone else’s words in her mouth. Her mind.

It’s getting worse. She’s getting worse.

“Is it bad?” Alicia’s voice is calm. Fair and balanced. Working as an admin at a nonprofit will do that—her uncanny knack for putting out fires with nothing but the serenity in her tone.

“Pretty bad.”

“How bad?”

They’re talking about a reckoning, son . . .

Noah stares at the ceiling, phone pressed to his ear, his mind’s eye filled with his mother’s distorted visions of a city on fire, of protests right outside their window, complete chaos.

I know you don’t believe me and I know you think I’m overreacting, but I—I just wish you would wake up, honey, before it’s too late. I wish, I wish you would open your eyes.

“Can I hear?” Alicia slides in closer. There’s that curiosity of hers. That mettle. Probably the first thing Noah remembers about meeting Alicia was how she was the one to approach him at that Antibalas show in Williamsburg—what? Thirteen years ago now?—in the back room at Black Betty. She kick-started the conversation, buying the next round. They danced with their drinks held up at their shoulders, those crinkly plastic cups, spilling G&Ts all over themselves. They both carried a hint of juniper all the way back to his apartment, seeped into their skin.

“You don’t want to hear this,” Noah says.

“What’s she saying?”

Somebody ought to do something. Somebody ought to put a stop to these people—

These people.

“Nothing.” Noah deletes the message before he finishes listening to it. What Alicia hasn’t said, but what Noah’s sensed anyhow, is that she’s starting to ebb. Pull away from him. His family. And she’s pulling Kelsey away with her.

When Thanksgiving discourse shifted to immigration, who’s creeping into the country, didn’t his parents notice Kelsey sitting across the table? Who just passed the mashed potatoes? Didn’t they realize their granddaughter is half Haitian?

An invasion, Noah’s mom called it. Why can’t they all just stay in their own country?

What about me? What about Kelsey? Alicia asked Noah’s mother at the table, point-blank, in front of Ash and his whole fam, Christ, everyone, having held her tongue as long as the first serving of turkey. What do you see when you look at her? Your own granddaughter?

Mom said, no, no, she wasn’t talking about her daughter-in-law or granddaughter. She was talking about those other people.

Noah hasn’t picked up a call from her since; just lets Mom go to voicemail now. Lets her ramble on for as long as she wants, filling up his inbox with her endless messages. He traps them. Suffocates them, like bugs in a jar.

But it’s not going away. Mom’s not stopping. This has festered for far too long.

Noah needs to deal with this.

“I’m gonna call,” he says, already dialing. It doesn’t matter how late it is.

No answer.

Strange. Mom always picks up. No matter what she’s in the middle of, she always makes time to talk to her boys. Particularly Noah. Mr. Golden Boy, Asher always jabs. Pampered Prince.

So why isn’t she picking up? Why won’t she answer?

“Maybe she’s asleep?” Alicia suggests.

“Maybe.”

Neither says anything for a breath. Alicia holds on to Noah’s eyes. Really takes him in. “Plenty of people are going through this,” she says, breaking the silence. “I read in The Atlantic—”

Noah drags his pillow over his face and releases a low groan. “Pleeeease. No more articles about deprogramming your parents . . .”

It’s far too late for an intervention. That ship sailed last Thanksgiving. Noah already tried dragging Mom and Dad back from the ideological brink of their batshit conspiracy-laden crack-pottery. Before packing his fam in the car and plowing through traffic to get to Grammy and Grandpa’s house for Turkey Time, Noah Googled “how to deprogram your parents,” like he was cramming for an exam. He clicked a couple links. Printed a few articles. He even highlighted a couple sentences.

Debate won’t help. Arguing only makes matters worse. Your loved ones are lost in a conspiracy theory loophole. They are falling down their own personal rabbit holes. Only patience and understanding will pull them out. Talk to them. See their side. Find common ground.

Did the writers of these listicles even know folks like Noah’s father? He’s the most stubborn son of a bitch Noah’s ever met. He’s lived with his bullheadedness his entire life.

But Mom . . .

Not her.

Mom is still Mom, isn’t she? Somewhere deep down? Trapped in her own body? There has to be a scrap of sanity left, just a glimmer of common sense buried deep beneath the calcifying wave of conspiracy theories shellacking her brain, one queasy meme after another.

“You’re not alone,” Alicia says. “That’s all I’m saying.”

Sure feels like it. This downward spiral may have started years ago, but this last month has been a wildfire of voicemails. Used to be just one a week. Now it’s up to three a day. Noah has felt so isolated from his family—his own mother—ever since she tumbled down the rabbit hole.

Whatever crawled back up isn’t Mom anymore.









December 19

It’s almost time. Time to wake up, son. Open your eyes. The Great Reawakening is nearly here. December 20. It’s going to be a glorious, glorious day and I only hope you are ready . . .

When did she leave this message? Christ, four in the morning? Is his phone even ringing anymore? He left his cell on his nightstand just in case she called again. He must’ve slept right through it. He brings his phone to his ear, takes in a deep breath, bracing himself, aaand . . .

Listens.

Noah picks up the faintest hiss of static, an ambience in the background. Whatever room she was in when she called sounds cramped, confined, like a closet. Was she hiding? A butt dial?

One second of crackling silence, now two . . .

Three . . .

Noah is just about to delete the message, convinced Mom misdialed, when—

There’s her breath. A slow, ragged inhale groans right in the receiver. Her chest sounds wet, phlegmy, as if she’s coming down with the flu.

Is she choking? Asphyxiating? Is it a gas leak? Is she being strangled? What the hell is—

Then she speaks. Right into the receiver. Into Noah’s ear.

Time to wake up, son. Open your eyes.

Noah calls his mom straightaway.

No answer.

So Noah dials Dad. No answer there, either. Dad never picks up, so it’s not such a stunner. What a waste of a data plan. Dad always gripes that cellular phones are nothing but a ball and chain, tethering him to the twenty-first century. He doesn’t need to be reachable all the time, no matter what his sons insist. Leave a message on the answering machine, if it’s so important.

So Noah dials the landline. Mom and Dad aren’t answering that, either.

Now that’s a red flag.

Don’t panic. Not yet.

Noah dials Mom again. It’s eight in the morning. She’s bound to be awake by now.

It doesn’t even ring this time. Straight to voicemail. Noah leaves a message, doing his damnedest to keep his voice even. “Calling you back, Mom . . . Just wanted to see if you’re okay.”

Noah speed-dials Asher. It rings . . . and rings. Does nobody pick up their phone anymore?

He leaves a message. “Hey, it’s me. Something weird’s going on with Mom. Have you—”

An incoming call cuts him off. Noah glances at the caller ID.

Ash is on the other line. Finally. “What,” he says in a flat monotone when Noah picks up.

“Hello to you, too . . .” His older brother has been royally pissed at him since Thanksgiving.

“I’m busy,” Ash grunted.

And I’m not? “You talk to Mom lately?”

“All the time.”

“. . . And?”

Silence on the other end.

“She’s leaving me these messed-up messages and—I dunno. I’m just worried about her.”

“Worried.”

“Could you just check up on her? See if she and Dad are okay?”

“Why.”

Because you live less than an hour away, asshole. Because you’re her son, too. Because I want to make sure they’re not going full-on Unabomber. Because I’m worried they might be—

Might be—

Might—

“Just go over there, okay? See if they’re all right?”

“Fine.” Ash hangs up. No buh-bye, love you, bro. Not like the two of them have ever been open with their emotions with each other, but Ash has gone full-on Dad with his stoicism. It’s no mystery their father favored Asher growing up. The one time—the only time—Noah bolstered himself, all seventeen years of himself, and confronted his father about why he always took Ash out fishing, took Ash on camping trips, took Ash to baseball games, and not Noah, Dad’s stolid response was, Ash simply has more traditional values than you, son . . .

No arguing with that. Dad always saw himself in Asher. He never saw himself in Noah.

He doesn’t see me at all.

Even Asher’s own friggin’ family mirrors Mom and Dad. Look at them, the Fairchild Four: Ash, his wife, Devon, and their sons, Caleb and Marcus. It’s like Ash modeled his entire household after their parents. A cookie-cutter clan, complete with cookie-cutter values.

So why isn’t Mr. Traditional paying attention? Can’t he see what’s happening?

Noah tries calling Mom again around lunchtime.

Somebody pick up the phone . . .

He leaves another message.

“Hey, Mom . . . It’s me. Noah. Everything okay? Call me.”

Multiple messages.

“Mom? Dad? Anyone there? Pick up if you can hear me.”

Where in the hell are they? Did they go on a trip without telling anyone? Dad despises other countries, and Mom haaaates flying. The two rarely leave their house anymore.

Noah could call their neighbors to check in on them . . . but does he even have their contact info? Calling the police would take this all to an awkward extreme he’d never be forgiven for if it turns out they’re okay. Please let them be okay.

Noah calls Mom at dinner. This time she’ll answer, he thinks. She has to answer.

Pick up pick up pick up . . .

Calls Dad. Just one more time. Then the landline.

Pick up pickuppickup . . .

Calls Asher.

PICK UP PICKUPPICKUPPICKUP!

It’s been a full day of radio silence. Asher not picking up is the last straw. The camel’s back, snapped. Something’s wrong. The anxiety settles into his stomach, takes root.

What if . . . what if they’re . . .

Don’t go there. Don’t—

Go there.

Noah has to go down there, doesn’t he? If Ash isn’t going to help, he has to do it himself. Hop in the car and drive six hours—seven, if there’s traffic on I-95—all the way to his parents’ house in Richmond and make sure Mom and Dad are okay. That they’re still—

Still—









December 20

“Sure you don’t want us to come?” Alicia asks as he packs the Prius bright and early the next morning. The fam sees him off like this is some kind of quest. Save the parents! Vanquish the evil lurking in their hearts!

“Probably best I do this by myself,” Noah says.

Alicia takes Noah into her arms, squeezing. “Call me, okay? Whenever. Don’t hesitate.”

“Will do.”

“Will you be back by Christmas?” Kelsey asks, unable to keep her hips from swiveling. She’s roller-skating even when she’s stock-still, no need to lace up, always gliding down the sidewalk on her way to school, the bodega, her friends’ houses. Such a city mouse, so at home in their multicultural neighborhood, so different from the white suburb Noah grew up in. But even here, Alicia is sometimes mistaken for Kelsey’s Haitian nanny. It’s everywhere, even in their liberal haven. Unavoidable. Inescapable.

Noah feels this pinch in his gut. “I’ll only be gone for a night. Two, tops.”

He’s missing her holiday recital for this. Kelsey’s soloing, selected by her teacher to sing “The Greatest Love of All.” She’s been practicing all week, singing around the house, her voice filling their apartment. The girl’s got pipes.

“Promise?” Kelsey has her mother’s eyes. Plus her composure, thank Christ. What does she possess of him? What does he see of himself in her? His need to please? His corny jokes?

“Promise.” Noah holds up his pinkie. Kelsey brings hers up and the two intertwine.

There it is, his word, his solemn vow, locked in with a pinkie swear.

No take-backs.

* * *

Heart attack, home invasion, gas leak, oh my!

Noah can’t help himself. He imagines every worst-case scenario along the Jersey Turnpike. It’s a song sung to the tune of Dorothy’s panic attack along the Yellow Brick Road—

Heart attack, home invasion, gas leak, oh my!

It’s the radio silence that gnaws at him. As much as Noah hates listening to Mom’s messages, it’s worse when they completely stop. Mom always calls, even if he doesn’t pick up.

Heart attack—

He can picture it: his father keeled over at the breakfast table, Mom wailing away over Dad’s dead body, too distraught to even hear the ringing, ringing, ringing of the phone.

Home invasion—

Is Noah going to find their bodies in the basement? Hands bound behind their backs? Mouths sealed in duct tape?

Gas leak—

Will he step into the house and find their bodies tucked in next to each other, as if they’re just sleeping, waxen skin gone all gray?

Oh my!

Asher is closer. He could’ve spared a couple hours out of his busy friggin’ life as a corporate overlord to check up on their parents, but nope—he couldn’t be bothered.

Noah calls again—on the hour, every hour, closing in on the Mason-Dixon Line.

Mom’s cell, then Dad’s, then their landline.

Then Asher.

Pick up pick up SOMEBODY PICK THE FUCK UP.

Something’s wrong. Very, very wrong.

This is all Fax’s fault.

Fax News took Noah’s parents away. You know their stupid slogan: Just the Fax—cheekily misspelled in some outdated Reaganera wisecrack. This right-wing propaganda machine masquerading as a twenty-four-hour news network had been reprogramming his parents for years. Years. And Noah didn’t do a goddamn thing about it. Now they’re . . .

They’re . . .

Noah’s family always had an uncanny knack for repressing their politics. When he was younger, he never knew what his parents’ political affiliation was. Who you voted for is better kept private. It isn’t polite conversation. No ruffling of feathers at the dinner table during the holidays, that’s that. Simply pass the potato rolls and keep your politics to yourself, please . . .

Then something changed.

The channel changed.

It all started with Dad. He was such an easy target once he retired. Put out to pasture, was how he put it. Thirty-five years as a regional sales rep for Chevron doesn’t add up to much beyond a Walmart sheet cake. His days are now spent sprawled out in front of the television for hours on end, only getting up from his cozy recliner during commercial breaks.

Let’s see what’s going on in the world, he’d always say, picking up the remote. Cable news was his default, a steady stream of world events filtered through Fax. Noah wasn’t around to witness his father’s descent into far-right fantasyland in real time. On their rare holiday father-son chat, Dad sounded like he was rehashing poorly written conspiracy theory fan fic.

At first, it was easy to discredit his crackpot talk. The ol’ man’s just getting crankier. Noah and Alicia joked about it, miles away in Brooklyn, opining on the fate of every white man entering his golden years. “That’ll be you one day,” she teased Noah. “Just you wait . . .”

“Shoot me now,” he begged. “If I ever start sounding like that, you have my full permission to put me out of my misery.”

“Be careful. I just might.”

Then Mom started to sound just like Dad.

It started off with small things. Tiny cracks in her civility. Nothing too noticeable. Definitely nothing worth pushing back on. But when they spoke on the phone, Noah began to detect buzzwords. Slogans. Batshit news headlines she must have picked up from Fax.

Mom never had a political bone in her body. A farm girl plucked up from Powhatan and planted in the suburbs, she raised two boys on her own. Their household was her world, and she rarely bothered to venture beyond it. The one exception was her volunteer work at the local library for the last twenty years, reading picture books to toddlers every Saturday.

Up until they replaced me with a transsexual, she told Noah.

Whoa, Mom . . . Noah’s ribs gripped his lungs. He had to take a moment to process the words that had just oozed out from the receiver. You don’t really believe that, do you?

It’s happening everywhere now. There was a gravelly drag to her breath, every word raked over wet rocks. It could’ve been a cold, but this sounded phlegmier. Mom insisted she was fine. Everywhere. Every last library. That’s what they’ve been saying on the news.

You mean Fax? That’s not news, Mom . . .

You don’t understand, son. There was the edge of belittlement in her voice, which frustrated Noah to no end. He was forty-two, married with a daughter of his own, and his mother—some twisted facsimile of her, at least—was treating him like he was still a child.

You just don’t see it yet, she said. But you will. Soon.

Where was this sharpened edge in her voice coming from? Why was Mom so angry? Mom, who raised Noah to be a thinking man, as she always put it. Who cut the crusts off his peanut butter sandwiches. Who teared up during commercials about auto insurance.

That Mom. Noah had no idea who this woman was.

Noah flips to NPR. He needs a distraction. “Reports of protesters convening on—”

Noah turns the dial.

“A riot outside—”

On to the next station.

“Another attack at—”

Noah flips the radio off and drives in silence. Stewing; grip tightening into fists around the wheel. I just want my parents back, he thinks. Back to the way they were before all . . . this.

They were a family once. They still are. Bound by blood, even if not ideology.

Can’t they be a family again?

What if they’re . . .

What, exactly?

If they’re . . .

* * *

Dead.

Noah sits behind the wheel, staring out the windshield at the one-story, brick and vinyl box that is his childhood home. Woodmont is one of those sleepy southern subdivisions where kids ride their bikes in the middle of the street without worry of getting run over. Noah and Ash skinned their knees on this very block plenty of times, years of their blood soaked into asphalt.

“Mommmyyyy . . . Mommmmyyyyyyyy . . .”

Little Noah’s in the street. His Nike is caught in the bike chain, ankle tangled into its links, while his leg folds backward. He’s like a deer snagged in a bear trap, only the snare is his own Schwinn. The pain in his shin radiates through the rest of his body, throbbing up from the shattered bone. All the other kids from the neighborhood have circled around. Most still sit on their bikes, staring down at little Noah. Even Ash is among them, jaw slung open. Gawking.

“MommymommyMOMMYYYYY!”

And just like that, there she is.

Mom answers his call, pushing through the circle of kids and swooping down. She untangles Noah’s broken leg, the linked teeth of the chain basted in blood, and scoops her boy into her arms, abandoning his bike. She’s taking him back inside, to the safety of their home.

“I got you,” Mom whispers in Noah’s ear as she rushes up their lawn. “I got you, I got—”

You.

The memory’s been waiting for him, right there in the middle of the street. Like it happened only yesterday.

Noah’s driven seven straight hours without a single pit stop. His bladder begs for relief, but he can’t bring himself to climb out of the car. Not yet.

The house seems to have shrunk. It doesn’t feel like home anymore. But this is where he grew up. So much of his life was spent under that roof.

Why can’t he just go inside?

Noah takes a deep breath, the air settling in his lungs, then opens the door and slips out.

The lawn is in sore need of mowing. Dad has always been a militant lawn upkeeper. The scraggly patches of grass remind Noah of when he first decided to grow his hair long back in high school. Dad wasn’t all too happy about it. Look who needs a trim.

Dad would never let his lawn grow this long. Not in a million years.

Mom’s flower beds have all shriveled. Scabs of chrysanthemums speckle the soil like a dozen red flags.

What’s on the other side of that door?

What’s waiting for him?

Noah rings the doorbell, which feels so formal. I should just go in, he thinks.

Heart attack . . .

He knocks. No answer. Knocks again, harder this time.

Home invasion . . .

Dad’s car is in the driveway.

Gas leak . . .

No outward signs of a disturbance. No broken windows.

Oh my . . .

The spare key is where it’s always been: under the terra-cotta pot on the front stoop. Whatever plant was in it is completely wilted, a husk of its former glory.

Here we go, Noah thinks as he slides the key in. The lock clicks.

The door won’t budge. Something—

a body oh God it’s a body

—is blocking it from the inside. Noah leans in with his shoulder and pushes, shoving the obstruction back. He pushes until there is enough space to slip his head in.

Not a body.

The console table is overturned. It was pressed up against the door like a barricade. A last stand. His fam’s Alamo. Noah’s throat catches. What— who—were they trying to keep out?

The oily smell finds him first. A rotten-apple tang hangs in the air, fecund enough to coat the back of his throat. Something organic has turned. Something that could’ve been living at one point but definitely isn’t anymore. Whether it’s food or family, Noah doesn’t have a clue.

“Mom?”

There’s no light. Nothing is turned on. The shades are pulled.

“Dad?” It’s still a question. A plea. Please somebody answer just answer me please—

Nobody answers.

But someone is talking. Loud and clear. Defiant in his declarations, talking with a bald bravado that sounds familiar. It certainly isn’t a member of the Fairchild family.

“You guys here? Helloooo?”

Noah hasn’t set a foot farther in. He stands in the doorway, the sun still warming the back of his neck. Nothing but darkness waits ahead. Turn back, he thinks. Just go. Leave. Now.

“It’s . . . me. Noah.”

As he ventures down the hallway, step by step, he feels like he’s entering a cave, spelunking deep into the earth. Even the air feels different inside, as if it hasn’t moved in a month, maybe since Thanksgiving, humid and viscous. The dark is so all-encompassing, the world at his back may as well not exist. Sunlight can’t reach this deep.

Everything is an inch off from where he remembers. It’s as if Noah tried explaining to a drunk architect what his childhood home looked like, and then they attempted to sketch the house based on his hazy recollections. The broad strokes are all there, but the details are off.

The deeper he goes, the louder it gets.

The voices. Not just one—legion.

Their words winnow through the miasma of the house, louder now, practically shouting in synchronicity with one another. A harmonized screed. Definitely not his parents.

Chanting. That’s what it sounds like. An incantation of some kind. These voices are repeating themselves, saying the exact same thing. Just how many of them are there, exactly?

Is this some kind of ritual? Noah’s mind immediately leaps to a devil-worshipping cult crashing at his parents’ pad. Charlie Manson sacrificing Mom and Dad on the living room couch.

Wait, Noah realizes. Those aren’t different people . . .

It’s the same voice, merely reverberating from different corners of the house. The television is still on. Not just one TV, but . . . all of them? Each and every set in the house is turned to the exact same channel, blasting its broadcast. How many sets do his parents have? When he was growing up, there was just the one in the living room. Now it sounds like dozens of them.

The volume is cranked up, flooding the halls with the baritone echo of—

Just the—

—Fax. Of course.

“Mom?” Noah calls out, louder now, competing with the anchor, Paul Tammany, that perpetually pissed-off pissant with a brick chin. “Dad? Anybody home? Can you answer me?”

The only reply he receives comes from the television. The news is too loud, eclipsing Noah’s voice. The dim glow cast off the living room TV faintly illuminates the hall. Noah can hear another television blaring farther off, in the kitchen. The same voice swarms out from each TV, bouncing off the walls like conservative claptrap echolocation. All the Paul Tammanys talk over one another. Listening to this shit gives Noah a headache. He can’t think straight.

Just the way Fax likes it.

Crrnch. There’s a crumbling sensation under Noah’s heel. He looks down. A light seasoning of frosted white glass is scattered across the floor. Shards of a lightbulb.

Crrnch. The brittle crackle of broken glass thickens under his feet. It’s not lightbulbs anymore. He’s stepping on a shattered picture frame. Photographs of himself as a child, along with the rest of the fam, no longer hang on the walls, all of them now flung across the floor.

What the hell happened here? A break-in? Were they robbed?

Noah bends down to pick up a picture.

It’s a black-and-white snapshot of Mom as a dimple-cheeked corn husk of a girl. There she is—Little Miss Spat, 1968—looking just like Shirley Temple, curtsying for the camera. That satin sash is still hanging around here, somewhere, its purple hue fading into a dull lavender.

There’s a photo of Noah and Asher in the backyard. Both wear cowboy outfits. Ash has a cap gun, his arm roped around Noah. He can still feel the noogie he got right after Mom snapped the picture, as if the sensation of Ash’s knuckles is ingrained into the picture itself.

Noah leans over and picks up a picture of Kelsey. Four years old. She’s smiling for the camera. Beaming. He chokes up. He can’t help himself. He wasn’t expecting to see her. He misses her so much. Wants to be with her, back in Brooklyn. Not here. Anywhere but here.

Noah hangs what remains of the frame back on the wall. He doesn’t want the picture of Kelsey left on the floor where someone can step on it.

“Mom? It’s me . . . Noah.” Why is he even talking anymore? “Dad? Where are you two?”

He can’t even hear himself over the booming voice of Paul Tammany. He needs to turn off the television sets. All of them. Then he can find his parents.

Whatever’s left of them.

The living room is empty. This close to the television, the volume is painful, making Noah’s ears ring. Oily colors are cast across the upturned furniture. The couch is flipped over, its cushions tossed to the floor. The lamp is knocked on its side.

Dad’s hallowed La-Z-Boy is pulled back into its reclining position. Its leather upholstery has been ripped open, cotton tufts plucked and flung to the floor. His empty throne. Gutted.

When they were kids, that cracked recliner was always off-limits. Asher and Noah knew never to sit in it, even when Dad wasn’t around. Asher would hop in whenever they were alone, assuming the reclining position. This is the life, he’d sigh, pretending to watch TV. Noah never sat in that chair. Not once. The consequences of getting caught were too great. Even the name unnerved him—La-Z-Boy—as if the leather was the tanned hide of some good-for-nothing child, skinned for his indolence, now dressing for his father’s furniture.

A break-in. Noah is certain of it now. Someone broke into the house and murdered his parents. In Cold Suburban Blood. He just needs to find where they are, bound and gagged and—

“We’re only a couple hours away from the Great Reawakening, folks . . . Can you feel it?”

That goddamn Paul Tammany simply won’t shut up.

Where’s the remote? Noah glances around the floor but can’t find it. Not in this mess. He’ll just have to switch the TV off manually. He walks over, grabs the cord, and gives a single, sturdy tug. The screen collapses into blackness, taking Tammany and his voice into the void.

Thank God, Noah thinks, now I can finally hear my—

“I was watching that.”

Noah shouts. He spins around and finds his father standing behind him, teetering on his feet amid the overturned furniture. Had he been hiding behind the couch this whole time? Squatting?

“Jesus, Dad . . . I’ve been calling for, like, the last five minutes.”

Look at him. He’s lost weight. A lot of weight. His button-down Hawaiian shirt sags over his shoulders, two sizes too big for his scrawny frame now. Noah knows that shirt. One of his father’s favorites. It’s all stained. It looks like there are extra islands rising up just next to Oahu.

When was the last time Dad slept? Shaved? Bathed? He’s so . . . ripe.

Something like a smile spreads across his father’s lips, but there’s no mirth in it. He looks like a grinning fish. “You made it, son. Just in time.”

“Time for . . . what?”

“It’s . . .” Now he’s the confused one. “It’s the twentieth.”

“What about it?” The date holds no value to Noah. Did he forget somebody’s birthday?

“You mean . . .” Dad sounds genuinely hurt. “You’re not here for . . . for . . .” He lapses deeper into himself, lost in his thoughts.

“Want to tell me where Mom is?”

No answer. Just a blank stare at the empty screen. Dad wobbles on his feet, ready to fall. His eyes. Noah’s never seen such uncertainty in his father’s eyes before. He doesn’t even know where he is anymore, displaced in his own living room. A lost little boy. What is this?

“Here. Let me help you.” Noah guides Dad back to his eviscerated throne. The dry leather crackles under his meager weight. He’s diminished. He was such a giant before.

Look at him now. So small. Frail.

“Dad? Dad.”

Dad’s eyes are still fixed on the television, even though it’s unplugged. What’s he looking at? Noah can’t help but glance at their distorted reflections in the screen’s obsidian surface. He doesn’t give it much thought—refuses to, forcing the notion far, far away—but he swears he sees something move behind his father’s reflection, shifting across the empty screen.

“You thirsty, Dad? Can I get you some water? Some ice?”

His father barely shakes his head, eyes watering, forever focused on the blank screen.

“Dad . . . Where’s Mom?”

He still won’t answer.

“Stay here, ’kay? I’ll be right back.” If his father hears him, he doesn’t acknowledge it.

Noah abandons his dad. He has to find his mother all on his own. He picks up his pace, motivated now, and heads toward his parents’ bedroom.

“Mom? Mom . . . are you here?”

Noah passes through the kitchen. The fridge has been left open, its shelves pecked clean. Flies scatter with every footstep. Cooking was always Mom’s currency. She showed her love through her meals. You wanted to break Mom’s heart? Tell her you weren’t hungry.

Noah lost ten pounds his first year at college. He had the reverse Freshman Fifteen, whittling his weight down to a svelte, sensitive intellectual physique, finally able to fit into his skinny stovepipe jeans once he was five hundred miles away from Mom’s kitchen.

The glow of yet another television screen casts its dim pallor over discarded food containers and rotten vegetables. It’s a tiny TV, portable, the type you can heft in one hand.

Noah turns it off—and yet the news anchor’s voice keeps on going, echoing from yet another room deeper in the bowels of their house. Still spouting out the Fax.

“It’s December twentieth, folks!” Tammany announces. “The day we’ve all been waiting for . . .”

Crash! There’s the sound of something sturdy falling to the floor farther down the hall.

From his parents’ bedroom.

“Mom?”

No time to second-guess himself. Noah races for their room.

“Mom!”

She’s standing in front of the television, stock-still, inches from the screen. She’s in a nightgown, some formless floral print muumuu thing. A truly chaste affair, the hem at her ankles, long sleeves. Her Little Miss Spat sash is draped over one shoulder. It’s too small for her now, practically noosing her neck. The gold-embossed date—1968—captures the glow from the TV.

Noah takes a quick whiff and recoils. There is a smell coming off her: Dried sweat. Urine. When’s the last time she bathed herself? Those aren’t all yellow daisies. Christ, they’re stains.

“Mom?”

She sways ever-so-faintly on her feet, threatening to collapse at any moment.

“Jesus, Mom—”

Her eyes never break from the screen, never leave Paul Tammany, anchored to the anchor, even as Noah takes her by the arms and gently but firmly guides her toward the bed.

“Are you okay? Mom? Mom!”

Her lips are moving. Silently mouthing something Noah simply can’t hear.

“What happened?”

What is she saying? Her lips won’t stop moving, mincing invisible words.

“Mom, what’s wrong?”

Then it hits Noah: She’s repeating everything Paul Tammany says.

“Are—are you all right?”

Nothing Noah says registers. Mom’s eyes remain locked on the television, lips moving faster now, breathlessly keeping up with the broadcast.

So Noah turns it off. Just a flip of the switch and—

Mom blinks.

“Noah?” She smiles. Her eyes are brimming with tears. “Oh, hon, you made it.”

Noah’s stunned. Absolutely gobsmacked. He was not expecting . . . this. She seems genuinely happy to see him. Dizzy with giddiness. “Mom, what the hell hap—”

Mom’s arms lift and embrace her boy. She squeezes, tighter than he expects—still got some strength to her. She nuzzles her face in the nape of his neck. “You made it, you made it . . .”

“Mom—”

“You came back to me . . .” Her breath spreads all hot down his neck. “You came back.”

“Are you okay? Are you—”

“I knew you’d come. Now we can all be together when the—”

“Mom. Stop. Please.”

“—when the Great—”

“Mom.”

She hesitates. Stares. A look of distrust rises up in her eyes. She senses something’s not quite right. A fresh conspiracy brewing right under her own roof. “Where’s . . . Where’s Kelsey?”

“At home.” Noah feels like he needs to add, “In Brooklyn. With Alicia.”

“You didn’t bring her?” She doesn’t try to hide her disappointment. The heartbreak.

“No.” Hell no. Fuck no.

“Oh,” Mom says. She turns away from him.

Back to the screen.

Noah can see the desperation in her face, an addict’s itch. She wants to turn it back on.

“Mom. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

“Your father and I are waking up, hon.” She wipes her cheek, scraping away a tear. “We’re opening our eyes.”

* * *

“It’s a nightmare,” Noah whispers in the front yard. He doesn’t need to keep his voice down outside, but still, there’s some part of him that feels compelled to speak in hushed tones.

He needed to get out of the house, to escape the suffocating space his parents have been marinating in since . . . Thanksgiving? How’s that even possible? That was only weeks ago.

“What happened?” Alicia asks.

“I don’t know.” He glances back at the house. “The place is just . . . a mess. It’s like a bomb went off. They haven’t cleaned or . . . or . . .”

“Is your mother okay?”

“It’s like she has dementia or . . . or carbon monoxide poisoning. Both of them.”

“Can you call someone?”

“Who?”

“What about the police?”

“Mom says she doesn’t want anyone in the house.”

“Ash?”

“He’s still not picking up . . .” Noah glances over his shoulder again, scanning the surrounding houses. The trees bristle behind him, reminding him how big this world truly is, how insignificant he is, how alone. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Can you call social services?”

“They don’t want to leave.”

“That’s not their choice anymore. You might have to make that decision for them.”

“Okay. I—I’ll call.” Noah feels his throat tightening.

“It’s okay,” Alicia says. “You’re going to be okay. You’ve got this, you can do this.”

He feels like a helpless little boy. He wasn’t prepared to have to take care of his parents—not yet. Mom isn’t even sixty-five. “I—Jesus, I need to clean up this fucking mess.”

“Do you need help? Do you want me to come—”

Yes. Yes, come right now. Drop everything and save me from this nightmare. Please—

“No. No, I got it.”

“You sure?” She’d have to bring Kelsey. She can’t see her grandparents like this.

Please oh please help me help me—

“Yeah, no, I got it.”

“You don’t have to go through this alone.”

“I’m probably gonna have to stay longer.”

How long had he thought this would all take? A night? A couple days, at most?

“I’ll be back before Christmas,” he hears himself promise. Five days from now. “Maybe I can surprise Kelsey. Climb down the chimney or something. Ho-ho-ho.”

“Take all the time you need,” Alicia said. “I’ve got Kelsey. Don’t worry about us.”

“How was the recital?”

“Good. Great. She promised she’ll sing for you when you come home.”

“I miss you guys.” Need you, is what Noah really wants to say. He doesn’t want to be alone with this. With them. “Is Kelsey there?”

“Yeah. Wanna talk to her?”

“Could I?”

Alicia switches to FaceTime, then hands the phone to their daughter.

“Hey, sprout.” Noah’s voice lifts an octave, suddenly sunshine. “How’s your day?”

“Fiiine,” she says with an exasperated sigh. “I got another Band-Aid.”

Kelsey is obsessed with Band-Aids. It doesn’t matter what the injury is, she’ll demand a bandage for just about any boo-boo. It’s necessitated a new family rule: No blood, no Band-Aid.

“Was there blood?” Noah asks.

“Yeah . . .”

“For real? What happened?”

“I got hit at school.”

“What? Who hit you? Another student? What’s his name?”

“It’s a her.”

A girl?

“Rachel McAuley told me it was time to wake up and then she pushed me into a desk.”

The fuck? “Did a teacher see it happen?”

“Rachel said I should open my eyes.”

“Kelsey. Did you tell an adult?”

“No . . .”

“You need to tell the teacher what happened next time . . . Promise?”

“Promise.”

“You can’t let people push you around. Don’t let”—the little motherfucker—“them bully you or anyone else. That’s no good, okay? Can you put your mom back on for me, please?”

Kelsey hands the phone back to Alicia.

“Did you know about this?”

“I didn’t want to add to your stress.”

“Who was the girl—”

“Noah? You’re breaking up.” Her voice fragments, splintering into digital bits.

“Can you hear me?”

“Noah? Noah, I can’t—”

“Can you hear me now?”

“You’re break—”

She’s gone. Alicia’s gone. Noah stares at his phone. He dials her again, only this time he’s greeted by some other woman: All circuits are busy right now. Please try again.

He tries Alicia again.

All circuits are busy right now. Please try—

Tries again.

All circuits—

Noah hangs up. Turns back to the house. The nightmare of it all, nesting inside.

* * *

The televisions are turned on again.

Not just one. All of them, from the sound of it, switched to Fax, the volume cranked to the hilt, spewing the news throughout the house and filling every last room with its vitriol.

“What the fuuuck . . .” Noah rubs his hands over his face, moaning into his fingers. He’s only been gone for a few minutes. Five minutes, at most.

Did his parents race from room to room and flip on every last TV while he was outside?

Dad’s in the La-Z-Boy where Noah left him, eyes glued to the screen.

“We’re only a little over an hour away, folks,” Tammany says. “Can you feel it? Time to WAKE UP. OPEN OUR EYES. The masses are all gathering to make sure our voices are heard.”

What the fuck is this dimpled chin in a suit talking about? Some kind of pilgrimage or protest? Christ. Were all the wackos coordinating their own little Million Man March?

Save the date! His parents got an invitation, apparently, RSVPing with their own sanity.

December 20.

Of all the days to pay a visit. Just my fucking luck. He’d laugh with half the country if his own mom and dad weren’t drinking the goddamn ultraconservative Kool-Aid.

He tries Ash again. Not that he expects his big brother to pick up. He’s just stalling.

At least it’s ringing.

Noah leaves yet another message. “Hey. Asshole. Where the hell are you? I’m at Mom and Dad’s and . . . Christ. Did you know about this? Any of this? Why didn’t you tell me? Get your dick over here and help me deal with this shit because I . . . I can’t do this all by myself, okay?”

He tries Alicia, but she doesn’t pick up.

No more stalling.

He decides to handle Mom first. Dad can wait. He walks down the hall and hesitates outside their bedroom door, listening in. All he can hear is the Fax, Paul Tammany’s oozing voice seething through: “We’re counting down until THE WAKE-UP CALL . . .”

Christ, you’d think the ball was about to drop in Times Square.

More like a bomb.

Deep breath, Noah thinks. He sharply inhales through his nose, feeling the pressure mounting behind his eyeballs, then steps into his parents’ bedroom. “Okay, Mom, I think we—”

Mom’s naked.

The only piece of clothing on her body is the Little Miss Spat sash, barely covering her shoulder. She’s inches from the screen, flesh bathed in blue and pink hues, a swirl of colors cast off from Fax News, their pastel palette soaking her pendulous breasts, her swollen stomach.

There’s a moment, a mental hiccup when Noah can’t help but think of the Christian Children’s Fund commercials he’d seen on TV as a kid. Sally Struthers would make her tearful plea: for only seventy cents a day, the price of a cup of coffee, families just like Noah’s could sponsor a child in need from some far-off corner of the world. Noah actually asked Dad once if they could support a child in Africa. He huffed, then told him to go outside and play with Asher.

The images of these children with their distended bellies come crashing back. For just seventy cents a day, the price of a cup of coffee, you can sponsor a brainwashed mom . . .

“Jesus.” Noah races for the TV first, switching it off. “Mom, what’re you—”

“NO!” The outright spite—the rage—that takes over his mother’s face is startling. She pushes him away. The sudden outburst sends Noah stumbling back onto the bed.

“Mom!”

She turns the TV back on. Click. The screen bathes her body in its blue glow once more, the discordant tone of Paul Tammany’s voice filling the room. She sighs, relaxed again. Lulled.

Then she begins to masturbate.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Noah can only stare, aghast at the sight of his mother as she runs a hand over her stomach, and then—down—as if to rub the oily glow of the television screen into her skin.

Soaking up the news.

“Mom?”

His naked mother. Touching herself in front of the television. It’s like she’s . . . like she’s . . .

“MOM.”

To the news. To the anchorman. Fondling her left breast with her right hand as she moans over Paul Tammany’s vitriolic words. Mom’s eyes roll up into her sockets, hips shimmying side to side in a serpentine swivel as her other hand slides farther in—

“STOP IT.”

Noah grabs her muumuu from the floor. He drapes it over his mother’s shoulders. He pulls her back, away from the television, dragging her to the bed and forcing her to sit. She’s stubbornly transfixed by the screen, mouth open as she continues to touch herself. Rub herself.

“Mom, please. Please, just . . . just stop it. Stop.”

But she won’t. She won’t stop. She keeps rubbing her fingers over her raw skin, winnowing across the distended flesh, the wrinkles, the coiling hairs—

“Goddammit.”

Noah bolts out of the bedroom. He leaves her there, barely covered. He squeezes his eyes shut, hoping to force the image out of his mind. Her pale skin and its myriad of wrinkles sear their way into his brain. All those purple veins glowing in the pastel hues of the news.

Bathing in it. Basking. Soaking it all up.

* * *

What the fuck what the fuck what the ffffuuuuuuuuuck is happening to his parents?

It’s like some hostile hijacking of their personalities. Jesus, their humanity. Invasion of the Parent Snatchers. They are GOP pod people now. This is eons beyond just some silly ideological divide between generations. This isn’t about some goddamn election, who’s voting for who. It has everything to do with the news. Who exactly his parents are getting their fax—sorry, facts—from. Their channel of choice has changed them from the inside out.

He barely recognizes his own mom and dad anymore.

What they are becoming.

Okay. So. Quick assessment: What the fuck is going on? His parents are incapable of taking care of themselves now, clearly, racist masturbating vegetables glued to the boob tube.

Okay. So . . . What do we do now?

Can he take them somewhere? Pack them up in the car and go to a hotel or—or—

Scratch that. His folks aren’t going anywhere. Not in their condition.

Okay. So. Noah’s stuck. What next? What now?

Clean house. Purge this place.

Or burn it the fuck down.

The temptation to call a housecleaning service—or a hazmat team—is so strong. He’d happily pay out of his own pocket for somebody, anybody, to go scorched earth on their home. But none of his calls are going through.

First step: fresh air.

Noah opens as many windows as he can to flush out all the foul smells. This place is in sore need of circulation. Or an exorcism. Can he call a priest? Spritz a bit of holy water around?

He peels back the living room curtains.

Let there be light . . .

Illuminating the mess only spotlights how much there actually is. When Noah and Ash were kids, Mom would always fuss over the smallest spills, swooping in with a damp dishrag the second one of them dropped his juice box. He remembers Mom vacuuming every night after dinner. She’d tease him by chasing after him with the hose, the nozzle sucking at his bum, thwwwwump!, the hem of his shirt slurped up by the vacuum’s high-powered suction.

Got you now! she’d shout over the high-pitched hum of the vacuum’s engine.

Food scabs the living room floor. Fluids of some kind have crusted into the carpeting. Practically every lightbulb has been shattered in its socket. Books no longer rest on the shelves. All of his father’s Tom Clancy novels are ripped and fanning across the floor. Clothes are strewn about. Soiled, from the smell of it.

How in the hell did this happen? How could Asher have let this happen? Wasn’t he checking up on Mom and Dad, stopping by every now and then, just to make sure they’re okay?

How could he not have known what was going on?

Noah finds some black industrial garbage bags under the bathroom sink. He brings a broom into the living room and starts sweeping, herding the detritus into a heap in the center of the room. He has to work around his father, whose focus remains on the screen.

“Excuse me,” Noah says, maneuvering around him. “Pardon me. Coming through . . .”

Dad’s attention doesn’t waver. It’s like cleaning up in a department store after it’s closed, navigating around all the mannequins.

Noah manually turns off the television as he passes by.

“Whoopsie,” he says. “Guess that’s it for screen time.”

A barrage of sound startles him.

Noah halts. The goddamn television is on again. Somebody turned it back on.

Somebody.

Dad hasn’t gotten up from his La-Z-Boy. There’s no way he stood without Noah noticing. Even with his back turned, he would’ve heard something. Sensed it.

Dad’s screwing with him. He must have the remote.

But Noah can’t shake the feeling someone’s watching him. There are eyes on his back, leering as he sweeps. It’s just the TV, but still, it creeps the ever-living fuck out of him.

Noah turns to take in the screen. To—what, exactly? Confront the anchorman?

Paul Tammany is looking directly at Noah.

For a second, just the quickest blip, it seems to Noah as if he’s hesitated. Paul pauses in his reporting, mouth open, that cocksure grin, and stares back at him.

Then he’s launching into the next news story. Or what’s passing as news. “Folks are gearing up for the WAKE-UP CALL. Can you feel it in the air? We’re less than an hour away—”

If Dad wants to watch the news, fine, let him watch his fucking news. Noah doesn’t care.

Time to tackle the kitchen.

Ants scavenge the scraps. Maggots swim through the organic stew puddling along the linoleum, their bodies a faint baby blue thanks to the glow from the tiny television screen.

Noah turns it off without paying the news anchor much mind, ready to—

The kitchen TV flips itself back on.

Noah’s getting pretty pissed at this game his parents are playing. Every time he turns his back—surprise—the televisions turn themselves on again. He doesn’t want to play along, doesn’t want to dignify their weird behavior, so he tunes it all out. Acts like it’s not happening.

Noah spots a sponge and decides to scrub the countertop. That feels like a good place to start, right? Got to begin somewhere. He plucks up the sponge and gently sweeps it over the—

What the hell is that?

On the wall, Noah notices these pearlescent trails weaving over the tile. Are those . . . snail trails? Thin veins of mother-of-pearl branch out in every direction, shimmering in the dim glow. Where did they come from? Seems like the trails all stem out from behind the television.

Noah abandons his sponge and moves to the refrigerator. The door is open, stuck on a piece of food or packaging, so there’s nothing worth salvaging. He grabs a trash bag, planning to chuck it all. The food spoiled days ago. Not that it stopped his parents from eating it.

Look at that gray chicken breast. The bite marks. They’ve been scavenging through the scraps, foraging for food under the roof of their own home like woodland creatures in the wild.

Eating. Christ . . . Noah needs to figure out food, too, doesn’t he?

Seems like the internet’s still working. For now, at least.

DoorDash it is.

* * *

Mom hasn’t touched her food. Her focus remains on the screen. On Paul Tammany, that slimy motherfucker. To Noah, he looks like some smarmy blend of Jay Leno and Spam, all chin, his skin as red as if his dimpled baby face had been repeatedly smacked by a Portuguese man o’ war.

Eating at the kitchen table was out of the question. The surface looks like a Rorschach test of mildew stains, soaked deep into the grain. Noah tried scrubbing, but a moist shadow of mold remained. So he corralled his parents and sat them down on the couch in front of their TV trays. It took some tugging to get Mom all dressed, but now she’s plopped down before the television, perfectly content, as placid as a baby transfixed by blinking Christmas tree lights.

Even with the curtains open, the corners of the living room are pitch-black puddles. What time is it? Noah checks his cell phone. Jesus, it’s not even three in the afternoon . . . This part of the house always sank back into shadows. The only source of illumination is the television sets. Noah’s got no choice but to leave them on, using their glow to light his way. He checked every closet for spare lightbulbs, but found nothing. He considered going to the store for a box of them, but he can’t leave his parents alone. Not until he gets hold of some help.

Noah now sits on the floor next to Mom. He’s not hungry at all. The acrid tang of the house coats his throat, even after he aired the place out. He’s still breathing it in. He just needs to go through the motions of a meal. Pretend like everything’s okay. But it’s not. None of this is okay. What the hell is happening here? What’s wrong with them? What am I supposed to do?

If Asher won’t pick up, maybe he’ll drive to his house. Ash doesn’t live that far away. Close enough to deal with this shit. It should’ve been him here, dealing with Dad . . .

Asher has always been the bossy blowhard, high on his older brother status: Let me handle it . . .

And if Asher isn’t home? What then?

Field trip to the hospital. Time for an MRI or CAT scan or anything that might peer inside their skulls and figure out if this is a stroke or botulism or some unknown airborne toxic event.

“Today’s a special day for those who want to reclaim our country,” Tammany intones from the TV. “We’re tired of hiding in the shadows. You had your time . . . now it’s our turn.”

“You need to eat, guys . . .” Noah is talking to them like children. Babies refusing their food.

Oh God, he thinks. I’m gonna have to feed them . . .

“The time is nigh, folks,” Tammany says, but Noah’s not paying attention. “Time to take our country back. Who’s with me? Who’s ready to WAKE UP? To OPEN THEIR EYES?”

Noah kneels before Mom. Her vacant stare never breaks from the screen. The smell of her body odor mixed with the food turns his stomach. Chinese. He remembers Dad calling it “chinky-poo” as a kid. Noah didn’t know any better. He just assumed that’s what everybody called Chinese food. So when he casually repeated it during recess and his teacher overhead, he received one hell of a drubbing from his principal, telling him what chink really meant.

Those were just different times, Mom tried to explain to Noah when he came home furious at his own family. That’s just what people said back then.

Mom’s not touching her lo mein. The noodles glisten in the dull glow of the TV screen.

“Please. Mom. Just eat . . .” Fresh, he thinks. Eat something fresh, not spoiled.

“How about a countdown, folks?” Tammany asks at Noah’s back. He’s tuned Tammany out. “It’s a new dawn! A new day! Let’s say goodbye to the old world and welcome in the new.”

Noah brings the plastic fork up to his mother’s mouth—here comes the choo-choo—and shoves a forkful of noodles against her stubborn lips. “Open the hatch.”

“Time for the WAKE-UP CALL,” Tammany intones.

Mom won’t open her mouth. A few noodles dangle from her chin, then slip to the floor.

“Ten . . .”

“Eat for me, Mom . . . Please.”

“Nine . . .”

Noah forces the food in, jabbing the plastic fork into his mother’s mouth.

“Eight . . .”

“Please, Mom . . . Come on.” He ends up accidentally stabbing her inert tongue with the fork. One of its plastic tines snaps off. “Shit.”

“Seven . . .”

He has to use his fingers. What other choice is there?

“Six . . .”

I can’t believe I’m doing this . . . Noah brings his hand up to his mother’s mouth and—fuck me oh fuck this—hesitantly presses the noodles in. Ssssquch. His fingers slip past her lips.

“Five . . .”

It’s surprising how dry her tongue feels. Parched.

“Four . . .”

When’s the last time she had any water? She’s completely dehydrated . . .

“Three . . .”

Noah’s fingers vanish up to the first knuckle, now the second, lost in his mom’s mouth.

“Two . . .”

Mom’s eyes slide across him. On to him. They glisten like the cold belly of a slug.

“ONE.”

A chill runs down Noah’s neck. Freon breath. But there’s no one at his back, nothing beyond the television set looming behind him—

Mom blinks back to cognition.

A switch, flipped.

She smiles.

Is that even a smile? It’s a bit difficult to tell with Noah’s fingers in the way. Her lips lift around his index and middle finger, the chapped vermillion rim yielding over his digits, fresh splits crackling against his skin. Even with his fingers still in her mouth, Noah knows it’s a grin . . .

Just not one he’s familiar with.

This is someone else’s smile. Her lips undulate against his knuckles, continuing to ripple—is she finally chewing?—but oh, it feels wrong, all kinds of wrong.

Noah can’t help himself. He lets out a shout, yanking his hand out just as Mom bites down—snick!—cutting the loose strands of noodles in half. One noodle still clings to her chin.

“Jesus.” Noah falls onto his ass, pressing his oily hand against his chest. “What the fuck.”

Mom is cognizant now. Awake from her Fax News–induced stupor. But this . . . this doesn’t seem like his mother, this doesn’t seem like Noah’s mom at all. She’s giggling at him—

tee-hee, tee-hee—

tee-veeeee

—tee-hee

“That’s it.” Noah stands, wiping the noodles from his shirt. “I’m done. I’m fucking done.”

Mom keeps staring at him.

Giggling.

There’s an eagerness in her eyes now, a dull electricity that hadn’t been flowing through her body before. Her lips remain upturned but to call it a smile seems so, so very wrong.

Dad’s now grinning at him, too.

What the hell?

Same lips. Same expression.

Same laugh.

teee-veeee-teeeeeee-veeeeeeeeee-teeeeeeeeveeeeeeeeeteeeeeeveee teeveee . . .

“I’ve had it with this shit.” Noah faces the TV. “I’m not playing anymore.”

He turns the TV off. That’ll get their attention. See how they like that.

“Happy? No TV for you!” Jesus, he’s treating them like naughty children. Noah faces them, hands perched on his hips, a disgruntled kindergarten teacher about to lay down the law.

“You wanna spend your life wasting aw—”

“WAKE UP.” A voice barks into his ear.

Noah shouts. Spins around. Paul Tammany is right behind him. Smirking.

“OPEN YOUR EYES.”

Noah can’t breathe. How did the TV turn itself back on?

How? How could it have—

Dad is holding the remote, still smiling at his son.

“Very funny.” Noah grabs the remote from his dad’s hand. “Hardy fucking har, guys . . .”

Noah punches the power button and the screen goes dark once more.

“I’m so sick of listening to this bull—”

The TV turns back on.

By itself.

The remote is still in Noah’s hand. His grip tightens around its casing, squeezing so hard he can hear the faint crack of plastic beneath his fingers.

There’s no possible way that he could’ve accidentally pressed the power button.

Did he?

Snickers. His parents are snickering at him. Teeveeteeveeteeveee. All day he’s barely been able to get two words out of them. Now they won’t shut up, acting like spoiled little brats.

Teeveeeteeeveeeteeeeveeeeetvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvtvveeeeeeeee . . .

Fine. Two can fucking play at that game.

Noah reaches for the power cord, wrapping it around his hand once, twice, then yanks. Hard. The plug pulls free from the socket and immediately the screen snaps into blackness.

Take that, assholes. Buh-bye, Paul Tammany.

Noah faces his parents with a smugly victorious expression. “Now can the two of you—”

The TV

turns

itself

back

on.

The remote slowly slips from Noah’s hand and clatters against the hardwood floor, its plastic case cracking.

He turns—slowly—unprepared to face the flickering images at his back. Nothing in him wants to see the screen. He doesn’t want to look. He’s scared. So scared. But he can’t stop turning, no matter how much that petrified little boy in his brain begs him not to peek—No, Noah!—until he’s face-to-face with the TV.

With Paul Tammany.

He’s standing only a few inches away from that ghastly plasma. The swirling colors. The spectrum distorts at this angle. The image bends and disperses into pixels. Paul Tammany is composed of dots, a million tiny oscillating spheres of color. Pinks and greens and purples.

Like oil. Swirling oil. The lights. The beautiful—

gaslights

—kaleidoscope of colors.

Noah brings his hand up to his face, kneading his knuckles into his left eye, trying to rub the colors out. They’re sinking into his eyes. Into his skull. His brain. Soaking in the soft matter.

It isn’t possible. What’s happening simply isn’t possible. The TV should be—

Should be—

Should—

“WAKE UP,” Paul Tammany intones. “OPEN YOUR EYES.”

“Wake up,” Noah’s parents echo. “Open your eyes.”

“WAKE UP,” Tammany announces. “OPEN YOUR EYES.”

“Wake up. Open your eyes.”

“WAKE UP. OPEN YOUR EYES. WAKE UP. OPEN YOUR EYES. WAKE UP. OPEN YOUR EYES.” Tammany just won’t stop. Neither will his parents, repeating after him at full volume. “WAKE UP OPEN YOUR EYES WAKE UP OPEN YOUR EYES WAKE UP OPEN YOUR EYES WAKE—”

A switch has been flipped and now it won’t shut off.

“U P O P E N Y O U R E Y E S WA K E U P O P E N Y O U R EYESWAKEUPOPENYOUREYESWAKEUPOPENYOUR EYESWAKEUPOPENYOUREYESWAKEUPOPENYOUR EYESWAKEUPOPENYOUREYES.”

Noah can’t hear himself think. Can’t concentrate. His parents are laughing. Not simply snickering, but laughing. Braying like insane donkeys.

Listen to them laugh. Laughing at him. Laughing with voices that can’t be his parents’.

It’s only when Paul Tammany starts laughing along with them that Noah knows he is losing it. Losing his mind. What is happening what is happening what is happening what is—

He has to stop them. Stop them all from laughing. He can’t take it anymore. The sound of it. The swirling colors. The oiliness of the screen. It’s everywhere. Reaching in. His mind.

So Noah grabs the back of the television with both hands and sends the entire console crashing to the hardwood floor. The television strikes the ground, screen-first, and—

CRRRRSH!

—the glass shatters with a dull crunch, the television impacting the floor with a resonant thud. He feels the impact in the floorboards. In his feet. His toes. And it feels good. Sweet relief.

There’s no light in the living room now. Nothing to illuminate the space.

It’s completely dark.

And quiet.

Mom and Dad aren’t laughing anymore. Aren’t breathing. If Noah didn’t know any better, he’d say he is the only one in the room. But that’s not true. That’s not true at all. His parents are right there, slouched on the couch, their food uneaten, their tray tables—

“Why would you do that, booooy?”

It’s Dad.

His voice, at least. Just next to his left ear. Not on the couch. Not where his father was only seconds ago. He’s so close, Noah feels the warm gust of breath spread down his neck.

“We were watching that,” Dad says . . . this time in his right ear.

Surround sound.

Noah screams. He feels his bones leap out of his body.

But where’s Mom?

Where’s Mom?

Where’s—

Noah fumbles forward three blind steps before colliding with one of the foldout trays. Metal clatters to the floor. He tries to step over it, as if it’s a track hurdle, but sets his foot down in something soft, too soft, that stomach-turning squelch splurting underneath his heel.

Please Jesus, Noah thinks in a whimper, let that be takeout, let it be takeout, let it be—

He slips. Of course he slips. His foot slides out from underneath him, sent on an errant skid across the floor, leaving his other leg with no other possible option but to fold back at a sharp angle and send his body toppling. Not a graceful fall by any stretch. He looks like a drunken ballerina performing a tendu before collapsing into a heap on the floor.

Nothing breaks, thank God. But nothing feels particularly pleasant, either.

Noah groans. A child’s moan brought on by a boo-boo. He feels like a helpless little boy again, desperate to make sense out of the senseless.

No blood, no Band-Aid. That’s always been the rule.

Where’s Mom?

Where’s Mom?

Where—

Mom’s on top of him before he can finish a survey of his injuries. She emerges from some shadow on the floor and crawls across his body. Was she hiding behind the couch? Under it? Where the fuck did she just come from? One second, she’s MIA—the next, Noah is on his back, flat on his ass, one leg bent painfully beneath him, and his mother is slithering on top of him, using what remains of her frail body to pin him against the floor.

“Jussssst the faaaaaax . . .”

Mom licks his face. Her flypaper tongue taps his chin and worms up the divot between his lips, cresting the tip of his nose before snaking across his cheek and veering onto his temple.

Noah freezes. His fight-or-flight response short-circuits in that moment, leaving him prostrate and panicking. Like a child. A little boy. This is his mother. His own mother is doing these awful, awful things to him. Her own son. He doesn’t—can’t—understand what is happening, only that it is, it is most definitely happening—to him—by his mommymommyyyyy.

Noah feels his mother’s hips grind against his own. She releases a low moan right into his ear. Pleasure. She moans with pleasure as her hips pick up their locomotive momentum.

oh

God

what

is

happening

Noah pushes her with all the pent-up panic he can manifest. There isn’t much weight to his mother at this point, more kindling than flesh and bone, having wasted away these last few weeks. But there’s a perverse determination to her movements. Commitment, you can say, and perseverance sure goes a long, long way, doesn’t it? She simply won’t give up on her grinding.

no mommy no

stop

please mommy

stop

Noah has no choice but to grip his mother tightly by her arms and foist her off, wheeeeeeee, sending her somersaulting over the floor like a tumbleweed of wizened limbs.

Noah sobs. He exhales a primal wail. The sudden release of his mother’s weight from his body is just too much to deal with. To handle. His skin crawls with cool air.

“Jussst the faxxxx jussst the faaaaaaaxx just the faaaaaaaaaaaaaxxxx.”

Mom is quick to pick herself up. She hoists herself onto all fours, elbows bent, head low to the ground, more animal than suburban Grammy. A pendulum of drool swings off her lips for a few volleys before snapping and hitting the hardwood floor.

There’s that grin again. Too many teeth.

Mom charges. On her hands and knees. At Noah.

“No no no noooo—”

Noah barely has time to inhale before his mother is back on top of him again, this time planting both hands on either side of his head like it’s a melon ready to be cracked open.

“No no no STOP!”

She leans forward and inserts her tongue into Noah’s ear. She’s really rooting around in there, too. Is she cleaning out the wax? Looking for buried treasure? What is she doing?

What the fuck is she doing?

“STOOOOOP!”

Noah bucks. His body is pinned down by his mother’s determined girth, giving him little choice but to shimmy like a fish out of water, writhing for release, for escape, wrestling against his mother’s iron grip. He’s crying now, bawling like a baby, screaming at the madness of it all.

What is happening what is happening whatishappeningtomeeeeeeeeeeee

Her tongue flickers in and out, not a mommy’s tongue, but a snake’s, darting sharply into the canal. Penetrating it. He wants to laugh—it tickles so much, which makes him want to cry even louder, because it’s his mommy and mommies don’t do these things, not to their sons.

Mamamamamamameeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

Noah is able to flip onto his stomach. He attempts to crawl away, but not without his mother kneeling on his back, going along for the ride, as if her boy is some traumatized bucking bronco. Giddy-up, horsey! She simply won’t stop. Won’t give up. Won’t let her son go.

“Juussst the faaaaax jussssst the faaaaaaaaaax!”

She plunges her tongue back in Noah’s ear, hungry for it, greedily licking at the shell as if nothing else matters in this world, absolutely nothing, running that withered muscle through every crevice until he’s squeaky clean. Spotless. She’s going to scrub her son until he shimmers.

Shines.

Noah hears himself moan. He knows that the trauma of this moment will stay with him for the rest of his life. If he lives to be one hundred, one thousand, it won’t matter, he’ll still have to live with the memory of his mom’s tongue inside his ear.

This is distilled insanity.

There’s no wax left. No salt. No sweat. Just saliva. His mother’s shimmering spit.

So she bites.

Hard.

It never occurs to Noah that his mother might sink her teeth into the cartilage and quickly yank her head back. Why would he ever think she’d do something as awful as that?

But she does. Of course she does. Noah feels her incisors clamp down so tightly that there’s a thin click of teeth meeting, piercing the flap of tender flesh in between, and then . . .

rrrrrrrrrrrrpp

Noah screams. What else can he do? What else is he physically and mentally capable of doing in that moment but releasing all his pain, all his pent-up terror, in one endless shriek?

Mom pays his screams no mind. All she does is pull.

And pull. Until—Splk!—off comes Noah’s ear.

The lower half, at least.

“AAAAAAAH!” Noah shrieks.

The strip of flimsy flesh flaps against her chin as she grins. She looks like a dog who’s just been gifted a piece of raw chicken, the skin still attached.

“MAAWWMMEEEEEEE!”

With quick efficiency, Mom slurps Noah’s ear into her mouth, like sucking an oyster out of the half shell, now you see it, now you don’t, chewing enthusiastically with a relishing smile.

MMMM-MMMM-MMMMMMM! Yummy in the tummy!

Noah presses his palm against his ear. What remains of it. Nothing but a jagged Nike swoosh of flesh attached to the side of his head. His hand comes back wet. Warm. Covered in his blood.

Mom is hungry for more. Second helpings of her son.

Here she is, charging on all fours.

Look! Just look! Look at her go!

“No no nooo nooooooo!” Noah whines. He has no choice but to crab-walk backward, away from his mother, clumsily making his way into the hall.

Mom is faster. Mom is more determined. Mom is more hungry.

Mom closes the gap between them in no time.

Noah’s back finds the hallway wall. His head collides with a hollow thwonk.

Not a wall.

Wood. That sounds like cheap particle board.

A door.

A closet door. Look—there are the markings of faded ink, demarcating every inch, every centimeter Noah and Asher grew over the years under this very roof.

Mom is already crawling up his legs. His waist. Here she comes! Before there’s any second-guessing—no time, no time—Noah’s fingers find the doorknob. He grips the brass handle as best he can and twists at the wrist, but there’s simply too much blood on his fingers. It’s slickened the knob, skin slipping over the reddened metal. Why can’t he just open the door?

His mother’s breath, the reek of it, blossoms across his face.

Open the door open the door open the—

There!

Open sesame. Noah flings the closet open with one hand. Once the door swings past his shoulder, he merely lies back, as if resting himself down inside his own coffin.

Mom keeps crawling, the two seesawing over, Noah first, Mom flipping on top of him.

Tiiiiimber!

Noah thrusts upward with his pelvis, catapulting his mother into the closet. How this feat of family acrobatics works—this horrid act of Oedipal gymnastics—is really truly anybody’s guess, but Mom is sent those few feet into the air, crashing into the enclosed space and landing in all those winter coats. Every last jacket rattles on its wire hanger.

Mom hits the floor, right shoulder first, then her face. She is upside down. Tangled in the coats. A crumpled spider. Her neck cricks at such a severe angle, Noah suddenly worries it might’ve snapped in the fall.

Time stops. All breathing halts.

Did Noah just kill his mother?

“Mom? Mom? Mo—”

Mom blinks. Her lips peel back, glistening with blood—his blood—teeth stained red.

“Jusssst the faaaaaaaaaax . . .”

Mom’s legs kick at the air, pumping over her severely bent head. Her body drops to the floor before she flings her torso back into an upright position. It’s like watching a discarded doll spring back to life completely on its own. Something limp now alive.

She is kneeling now. Staring now.

“Jussssst . . .”

Grinning now.

“. . . the . . .”

Lunging—

“. . . fffffffaaaaaaaaxxxxxxxx!”

Noah slams the door in her face. The slam is punctuated by a dull crunch of bone against particleboard. Her head, presumably. Her nose must’ve hit the other side as he swung it shut.

Tunk.

Then it hits again.

Tunk.

And again.

Tunk.

Over and over.

Tunk.

Tunk.

Tunk.

Mom won’t stop slamming her skull against the other side of the door. Why she doesn’t just grab the knob and simply open the door is anybody’s guess, but Noah is grateful for the reprieve. He’ll happily take it, even for a moment, to catch his breath and push his body away from the closet.

Tunk.

Tunk.

Tunk.

“What the fuck what the . . .” Breathe. Noah needs to breathe, but Mom’s head keeps—

Tunk.

—slamming against the other side of the closet door, distracting him from the simple autonomic task of inhaling and exhaling. It’s impossible for Noah not to lose himself to the—

Tunk.

—absolute madness of all this. His parents have suddenly gone from—

Tunk.

—mildly racist vegetables to—

Tunk.

—mindless monsters in a matter of seconds.

Wait.

Tunk.

His parents.

Tunk.

Plural.

Tunk.

Where’s Dad?

* * *

Behind him.

Oh.

* * *

Noah’s father wraps his meaty arms around his waist, sending them both tumbling forward. He knows it’s his dad from all those years roughhousing as a kid, even without seeing him. Such a classic Dad move. A WWF power play, as if he’s Hacksaw Jim Duggan: Get yer opponent while their back is turned and tackle ’em from behind. They’ll never see you coming . . .

But Dad isn’t wrestling anymore. This isn’t play. He’s crushing his son, wrapping his hand around Noah’s neck and smashing his skull against the hardwood floor over and over and—

“WAKE UP!”

Noah is on his stomach, pinned beneath his father. There’s no air in his lungs. He can’t get the oxygen into his chest. Can’t inhale. Dad still has some heft, much heavier than Mom.

Noah can’t push him off. He’s trapped.

“OPEN YOUR EYES!” Dad hisses into Noah’s ear. His breath absolutely reeks. Drool spills from his mouth and dribbles across his son’s exposed cheek and onto the floor. Noah can see hunks of partially digested insects in his spit, husks of bugs, their wings, slipping through saliva.

“WAAAKE UP.”

Noah has to find a way to get his father off. Needs something to hit him with. There’s so much junk strewn about the room. His fingers blindly worm over the floor, seeking a weapon.

“OPEN YOUR EEEEEEYES . . .”

Noah’s fingers find a wet tangle of hair on the floor. A scalp.

Nope—scratch that.

Room-temperature noodles. A half-empty take-out container won’t offer much defense, but Noah doesn’t have a choice. He grabs a handful of lo mein and smacks his dad with it.

His father barely blinks.

He does eat, however, working his lips over Noah’s fingers until they find the noodles dangling from his knuckles. The relish, the downright zeal, that washes over his father’s face sends Noah sinking even deeper into that subconscious stronghold saved just for childhood trauma. Noah is nothing more than a little boy battling his bygone nightmares all over again.

The monster under the bed. The monster in the closet.

The monster in his father.

“Mmmmmmm.” Dad’s eyes roll so far up into his skull there’s nothing but white left in their wake as he rapturously suckles the sauce from his own son’s fingers.

Dad bites down. Hard. His teeth clamp onto his son’s fingers, trapping his hand.

Noah waaails. This is too much, far too fucking much, for one human being to handle. Please, his childhood self whimpers, just make it all go away, make it all stop, please no more . . .

Noah tries crawling away, bringing his free hand up front and digging his nails into the hardwood floor. He pulls with his free hand, hoping to slither out from underneath his father, but Dad only rides him like a cowboy, grinding his pelvis into his son’s lower back and barking like a wild dog enamored with the full moon. But it’s not the moon. His father is baying at the TV.

It just isn’t human. None of this is human. Human beings don’t do this sort of thing.

This is monstrous. This is wrong.

Noah screams again.

Louder this time.

Dad starts tickling Noah while still gnawing on his hand, digging his fingers into his son’s ribs, so many worms wriggling their way into the soil, burrowing down deep.

“Jusst the faaaaaax,” Dad snickers. How he can talk with two of Noah’s fingers still in his mouth is anybody’s guess, but Dad’s alarmingly adept at it.

Noah spins onto his back, miraculously without dislocating his shoulder. He twists and wriggles and bends his body until he faces the ceiling. Now he gets to stare at the hunched mess of a man that was once his father. Noah has no idea what this thing is. Chapped lips. Oil-spill eyes. A darting tongue. And drool. So much drool. An endless reservoir of saliva dribbles down his dad’s chin and onto Noah. Into his mouth. His nose. He’s drowning in his father’s spit.

And still, Dad’s fingers keep on burrowing further between his ribs. “Just the faaaaax . . .”

Noah screams a third time. It draws from somewhere deep, further than his lungs, down in the belly, perhaps even deeper than that, some untapped cistern within his innards.

Something rises. A self-righteous tide of bile. Moral outrage.

Rage.

That’s what this is. Pure, unadulterated wrath. Noah keeps screaming, but the tenor of it shifts, lifting into an animal-like howl. A pitch reserved for wolves, not frightened children.

Not little liberal sissies. Not snowflakes.

Not Noah.

Noah’s free hand searches the floor for some sort of weapon—a knife. A fireplace poker. A fucking Dan Brown novel. Something, anything, that he might use to bludgeon his dad with.

There. What’s that? His index finger grazes against something solid.

Plastic.

Whatever it is, it slips away, pushed farther off by his own fingertips.

Fuckity fuck fuck.

Noah feels as if his shoulder is about to pop out of its socket as he stretches his arm as far as it can reach. Farther . . . farther . . . His fingers find the rubber nubs of a remote control.

The remote! The goddamn shattered television remote . . .

Beggars can’t be choosers.

Noah’s dad still hasn’t let go of his hand. He licks the divots of skin between each finger, seeking more sauce. That tender webbing of skin between Noah’s index and middle fingers—

spplk

—tears down the middle as Dad bites down. Noah shrieks. The flesh between his fingers is no longer connected, ripped and bleeding. The bones in Noah’s thumb won’t be so far behind.

“DAAAD!”

Dad pays his boy no mind, continuing to twist his son’s wrist, turning it too far. Noah has no choice but to spin his body along with the rotation of his hand so his carpals won’t crack.

“Fuuust neeee ffsxxxxx—”

Dad lets go, Noah’s fingers slipping free. Noah yanks his hand back. Finally. Hallelujah.

“Jussst the faaaaaa—”

Dad’s haranguing cuts itself short the second Noah rams that remote into his mouth.

“Hyuuulch!”

Rams it hard.

“Hoooork!”

Teeth clatter against plastic. A few in the front snap back. A moist hiccup squelches out from some profound depth of his father’s belly, rupturing upward, muffled behind the remote.

“Yyuuuulp!”

Drool and blood funnel down the rubber buttons and lace Noah’s wrist.

Still Dad hasn’t let go.

Yet.

The man leans forward, pressing his full weight against his son. The only thing keeping him from completely collapsing onto Noah is the remote control. He’s holding it upward like fucking Excalibur or something. Like Noah’s pretending to be He-Man.

I have the poooooower . . .

Dad’s eyes are livid, welling up with venom. His lips peel back in a most sickening sneer, crooked teeth biting down against the remote so hard that it cracks. He continues to talk, but the words are nothing but a wet mess of bubbles and sputters.

“jsssssssst . . .”

Dad’s getting too heavy.

“. . . thhhh . . .”

Noah wants to roll him off, but his father’s weight holds him down.

“. . . fxxxxxxxxx . . .”

Dad releases his wrist. Noah now has both hands at his disposal. He plants his palm against the plastic base. With all the remaining strength he can summon, he drives the remote home, all the way to the very back of his dad’s throat. To the spine, even.

A hollow pop resonates through the air as the joints of Dad’s jaw dislocate themselves. PWWOP! Noah feels it more than hears it, the two senses intertwining.

Dad’s eyes widen. Is he confused? The remote is fully lodged in his mouth, jammed so far in that his cheeks bulge. Chipmunk cheeks is what his mother called it when they were kids. Whenever Noah or Asher crammed too much food into their mouths, looking like a pair of preadolescent Marlon Brandos, Mom would laugh and say, Look at those chipmunk cheeks!

Dad viciously shakes his head, struggling to shake the remote free. It simply won’t dislodge itself. He pushes himself off Noah, releasing his son for the first time, and lands on his back, writhing across the floor as his face turns blue.

Noah grabs his wrist and rocks back and forth on the floor next to his flailing father.

Tunk.

Tunk.

Tunk.

Noah forgot all about Mom in the closet, but now her headbutting picks up its steady drumbeat once more. Maybe she’s been headbanging this whole time but Noah simply tuned it out, his mind occupied with more pressing matters. Now that he’s dealt with Dad—oh Jesus Christ, what did I do, what did I just do—he hears Mom pummeling her skull loud and clear.

“Juuusssst—”

Tunk.

“—the—”

Tunk.

“—FAAAAAXXX!”

Tunk.

The cheap particleboard cracks, splintering from the inside out. A couple more hits and she’ll break free. It’s utterly inexplicable why exactly his mind does this to him, lapsing back into a childhood memory right now of all fucking times—maybe to protect what’s left of his fraying sanity—but the first image to pop into Noah’s fragmenting brain is . . . well, it’s a clip from MTV. A music video of all things, back when MTV still played videos.

Run-D.M.C.’s “Walk This Way,” featuring Aerosmith.

It’s such a groundbreaking moment in ’80s pop culture, an olive branch between rap and rock. Hip-hop suddenly inseminated itself into suburban households across the country, thanks to the rock-’n’-roll riffs provided by Joe Perry’s smoking guitar solo. Asher and Noah loved to dress up as Run-D.M.C. as kids. Ash was Run, Noah was D.M.C., while they pretended the TV was Jam Master Jay on the turntables. The boys manifested their imaginary Adidas and tracksuits, grabbing Mom’s wooden spoons with the thin handles for mics, rapping along with the song whenever it came on MTV—which, at the time, was on the hour, every hour. Both brothers would fall to their knees at the sound of Steven Tyler’s witch-cackling chorus the second his head burst through the wall separating their rehearsal spaces, that barrier figuratively dividing hip-hop from rock, white from Black, the projects from the suburbs.

What an immense moment. What a coup. When Tyler used his mic stand to—

Tunk.

—break through the wall and—

Tunk.

—lean his head through the cracked Sheetrock and shriek—

Tunk.

—WALK THIS WAAAAAAAY—

Tunk.

—something fundamentally changed for Noah’s generation. Hip-hop found him in his quaint southern suburb. All the way in Virginia. In Woodmont. He wanted to walk this way.

He wanted to talk this—

Tunk.

Wait a sec. That’s not Steven Tyler peering out from the wall, no—

Tunk.

It’s his mother. She’s bleeding profusely from her smashed face. Her nose. Her split lips. Her caved-in skull. She spits out what few remaining teeth she still has, white candy bits striking the floor. Mom sorta kinda resembles Steven Tyler now. Or maybe that’s just Noah’s mind playing tricks on him. He half expects his mother to start warbling JUST GIVE ME A KYUSSS.

Mom slumps over. Blacks out. The dome of her head bulges out into the hall, a tendril of hair snaking down the outer side, glued to the particleboard with a thin rivulet of blood.

Noah struggles to pick himself up, staggering to his feet. Dad won’t quit shaking his head, whipping his neck to the point where Noah fears he might snap it and that will be that.

Noah takes a second. Just to catch his breath. He doesn’t know what to do with his dad. His father’s face has gone from blue to maroon, turning purpler by the second. He can’t breathe.

The police. Call 911. Where’s his fucking phone? Get an ambulance. Get help. Someone. Anyone who can just put a stop to this insanity and bring his parents back.

But let’s be honest with ourselves here, okay? Mom and Dad are never coming back.

They’re long gone, Noah Fairchild.

Dad locks his eyes onto his son, as if he realizes Noah is still standing over him. He quits shaking his head. The remote remains lodged in his mouth, cheeks peeled back. His jaw is crooked, at a lopsided angle, an anaconda swallowing a Honda, far too big to scarf down.

Dad’s eyes tighten. His lips approximate something akin to a grimace, or a snarl.

“Jsstt—”

He tenses his abdomen.

“—tthh—”

He bolts upright.

“—fxxxx!”

The angle of it, the motion of his movement, looks like some mechanical funhouse spook popping up from a casket. It doesn’t feel natural to Noah. Doesn’t look human at all.

It’s not his father. Not Dad. Not anymore.

So Noah brings up his foot, bending his leg at the knee, and with a rage-fueled screech drives his heel back down into his father’s face. He slams the sole of his Chuck Taylor All Stars so hard, the butt of the remote control plummets even deeper, driving the plastic farther down his father’s throat.

Dad’s not moving. He’s still. Trapped air slips past his lips, bubbling in blood.

Noah didn’t mean to do that . . . Did he? That wasn’t what—

What he meant to—

Whoops.

* * *

The truth is Noah was always a mama’s boy. He feels alone without her. All he wants right now is for his mom just to be his mom again. To care for him, wrap her arms around him like when he was a child, woken by a bad dream, and tell him everything’s gonna be okay.

Everything’ll be fine, hon. You’re okay. I’ve got you, I’ve got you.

He misses the love of his mother. To have that security taken away from him—a grown man, an adult, a parent now himself—well, he feels like a child all over again. A lost little boy.

Who can he cry to now? Who’ll be there for him when he wakes from this nightmare?

No one. Absolutely no one. Noah’s never felt this alone in all his life. Fax News took his mommy away, and now he has no one to protect him from all the monsters under his bed.

Mom’s the monster now. Something slipped into her skin. Wears her face. Speaks with her voice. But it isn’t her anymore. Isn’t mommy mommymommymommyMOMMMEEEEEEE!

* * *

Noah tries 911 for the tenth fucking time. Still nothing. Why is nobody picking up their phone anymore? Since when did everybody collectively stop answering their goddamn—

Wait. What if this isn’t just his family?

What if—

The news. Maybe there’s something about all this on the news . . .

The actual news.

Noah feels the instinctual reflex to grab the remote control, only for his fingers to freeze in midreach the second he remembers it is now lodged in his father’s gullet.

Dad’s lower jaw is slung at a wide angle, barely attached by his torn cheeks, the curved bit of flesh and bone resembling a horseshoe more than the bottom half of his mouth.

The living room television is totaled. No getting that one to work.

Plenty of TVs around the house, though. Just pick one.

Noah steps over his father’s body and slowly shuffles to his parents’ bedroom. The TV in there still works. Just about the only thing in the house that still does at this point.

The second Noah flips the television on, he’s met with the grind of an electric drill. A metallic squeal worms its way in through his ears and keeps on digging.

“Aaah—” Noah winces. It’s so loud. So shrill. A feedback loop. Whatever Fax News is broadcasting sounds like an industrial machine fed through a fuzzy guitar amplifier, all reverb.

The colors coming from the screen are so blinding in their hues. Noah sees purple . . .

gas

Green . . .

lights

Pink . . .

glorious

glorious

gaslights

It takes all his strength to switch the channel, but the moment he does, whatever oily fog clouded his mind quickly dissipates, there and gone in a matter of breaths.

CNN is nestled next to Fax, one channel down. Their chyron flashes BREAKING NEWS, but isn’t news always breaking nowadays? Isn’t the news all broken by now? Smashed to bits?
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