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To everyone who has ever felt like a freak.

Keep being you.


CHAPTER 1

Morning sun filtered through shear curtains and across carpet to reflect off the mirror. The boy squinted his human eyes, while the six surrounding arachnid lenses gave little reaction. Detecting light wasn’t their strong suit. But the jointed appendages by his mouth (or pedipalps, as Mr. Drake, the science teacher, taught him) were sensitive enough to detect dust motes riding the September breeze through the cracked window. 

It sucks, having feelers, Jeff thought, and used his hands to fan away minute particles traveling through the air. Why can’t I be normal like Mom and Dad? 

He pulled blue jeans from a faux wooden dresser and stuck his finger through a hole in the knee he hadn’t noticed before. “Great.” He yanked a loose thread. “Haven’t even had these a month.” That asshole could have at least waited until I was off the gravel before pushing me down.

Jeff combed through what little hair he had on his legs, checking for bruising and scratches in case they needed concealing. There were no marks on his knees where they’d hit the ground. The scuffs on his elbows had been easy to cover with a long-sleeve shirt. His palms had taken most of the abuse, not his knuckles; a blessing, as it was less noticeable. Splitting his tongue had been the most unpleasant part, and for the first time, he’d hated that the inside of his mouth was the same as other humans. A true arachnid wouldn’t have had a tongue to bite.

“Honey! Breakfast!” His mom’s voice carried up the stairway. “Hurry, before it gets cold.” The smokiness of cured pork floated through his room on cue.

His stomach gurgled. “Down in a second.” 

After pulling on jeans, he stepped into the closet, smiling as he sorted through the clothing. The textiles, the patterns—they made him feel more human, which he was, except above the neck. As he caressed the different fabrics on hangers, he paused on a purple silk button-up at the end of the rod. The material glided between his fingers.

The last time I wore it, I came home with a shiner. A plain, folded gray t-shirt on one of the shelves caught his eye. I’d blend in more wearing that. He brushed against the silk. To hell with ‘em. He stripped the hanger and slid his arms through the elegant top, relishing the way the material wrapped his skin. After buttoning down, he pulled dress socks over his feet, stepped into a pair of suede loafers and dashed downstairs.

Kevin Pritchet moved to the side, dodging his son’s boisterous entrance but splashing coffee across his blue polo shirt.

“Ouch!” He set his mug on the dining table and shook droplets of the steaming liquid from his hand before pulling out a chair. “Slow down, Jeff. Now I have to change.” His salt-and-pepper hair fell out of place as he gave a disapproving head shake. He ran his fingers through it to comb it back. “What’s the rush?”

“Sorry, Dad.” Jeff took the seat opposite his father and scooted to the edge of the table. “I don’t want to miss the bus again. I hate walking into class late.”

“Did you brush yet?” Kevin scraped one of Jeff’s fangs with a chewed, but clean, fingernail.

“Don’t touch!” He swatted him and turned away. “I haven’t eaten yet. And I only get food stuck in the teeth in my mouth, not my chelicerae.”

“Sounds like you’ve been paying attention in science class.” Kevin unrolled a napkin and dabbed coffee from his shirt. “You usually just call them your fangs. And there’s no rule against brushing before you eat.”

“It makes the food taste gross.” Jeff spread his napkin across his lap.

“Kevin.” His mom shooed her husband. “He’s fifteen, not an infant. He can manage personal hygiene. She slid a plate of eggs and bacon to Jeff. The sunny, peppered yolks jiggled like two jellyfish without tentacles.

“Thanks, Mom.” 

She went to grab juice. The napkin slipped off Jeff’s knees and fluttered to the ground. He maneuvered sideways and reached down for it.

“What happened to your new jeans?” His mother’s voice rose an octave.

“Oh,” he said, re-situating himself. “I guess they tore in the wash.” He tried to avoid her scrutinizing stare, which was no simple task considering the number of eyes he had.

“Is that boy picking on you again?” The pitcher of orange juice sloshed when it hit the table. She folded her arms across her chest. “I’ve got half a mind to go down to that school this morning and—”

“Lori.” Kevin unfolded the sports section of the daily paper and crossed his legs. “If the boy says they tore in the wash, then that’s what happened. Let him be.”

She ignored him and bit the tip of her lip. “Honey,” she said to Jeff, “you know you can talk to us if you’re having problems, right?”

“Mom! I know, okay?” Jeff popped his eggs with his fork and watched them ooze across the plate. “Like Dad said, they got torn in the washing machine.”

“You said it first.” Kevin glanced over the edge of the paper, and Jeff shot him a look. “But you might need to go change. Don’t want the neighbors seeing you in torn clothes, do you?”

The hole was hardly noticeable to Jeff. “Who cares what they think?”

A dish breaking in the sink made Jeff jump and bang his knee. He looked at Lori, who stared in the basin, and his feelers shifted.

Kevin caught his attention. “Jeff, go change your jeans, please.” He nodded toward the stairway.

“But dad—”

“Now.” Kevin’s hand twitched like he was about to raise it. Instead, he flashed his stark white teeth and winked. “Please.”

Jeff blinked at his mother, who gave him a nod. A flawless smile graced her face.

“Yeah, okay.” He excused himself, thankful to have a reason to leave.

What was that about? he wondered upstairs as he slipped into a fresh pair of jeans. They seem a little on edge this morning. After another check in the mirror, he returned to the kitchen.

Lori removed a vase of fresh flowers from the dining area and set them on the counter to clear more space. The petals soaked in morning sun through the window, making their yellow more brilliant.

Jeff stuck out his leg to show there was no hole.

“Much better!” Lori brought her hands together. “I’ll sew your other pair while you’re at school.” She pointed for Jeff to sit, then she spread a new napkin over his lap. “I can’t stand that bully!” She squeezed her eyes and shook her head. “What kind of mother raises a son like that? Imagine what people must think!”

“Lori . . . that’s enough. You’re getting worked up.” The rustling of the newspaper muted Kevin’s words.

“Mom, I’m fine, okay? Everything’s fine.” Jeff pushed back his chair.

“Where are you going? You haven’t finished your breakfast!” Lori stepped aside, and Jeff grabbed his backpack from the base of the stairs.

“The bus will be here any minute.” He slung a strap across his shoulder. “And I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Well, see, now you’re going to prove me wrong about maintaining your own hygiene.” His mom followed him to the door. “You didn’t brush!”

The fall air hit Jeff when he stepped outside, and his feelers responded to the sudden change in temperature. “Ugh, I hate these things!” He touched one, then stomped toward the curb. “I wish I could cut them off!”

“Don’t say that.” Lori crossed her arms and shook her head. “They make you special.”

“Well, maybe I hate being special!” 

A beat-up soccer ball belonging to the twin boys across the street rested on the Pritchets’ lawn. Jeff kicked it, and a white Persian cat he’d seen in the neighborhood as of late, jumped from the hedges and ran around the side of the house.

Damn it! His face fell. The cat had let him pet it a few times, and he regretted scaring off an ally. Now I’ve frightened the one animal that hasn’t freaked out when I’m near it. “Sorry, buddy.” The cat hopped the back fence and disappeared.

His dad stood at the door. “Remember son, you won’t get in trouble for fighting if it’s self-defense. Better than people thinking you’re a coward.”

“Oh my god!” Jeff called over his shoulder. “Please leave me alone.” 

The bus stopped next to the curb, and the door opened.

“Have a good day, sweetheart!” Lori waved from the doorstep.

Kevin frowned. “Lori, don’t call him sweetheart around the other kids. He catches enough harassment as it is with his . . . special qualities.”

The bus door closed, and Jeff watched his parents go inside, praying no one heard his mother.

“Good morning, Ms. Sholes.” Jeff nodded at the bus driver, who jerked her head toward the back.

“Can’t take off till you’re in a seat,” said the woman. The look on her face showed she’d been chauffeuring students back and forth longer than she cared to.

“Sit down, sweetheart!” The voice came from somewhere in the middle, but whoever spoke kept a low profile to avoid getting caught.

Thanks, Mom. Like I don’t have enough problems to deal with already. Jeff hung his head and moved down the aisle, taking an empty seat in the rear. 

“Freak!” another student yelled, setting off a chain of laughter.

“That’s enough. Settle down.” Ms. Sholes’ words carried about as much weight as the empty Styrofoam coffee cup next to her seat.

Up front, another girl spoke. “Don’t spiders usually ride on the windshield?” 

As more laughter rang throughout the bus, Ms. Sholes threw the gear into drive. Jeff caught her eye in the rearview mirror and waited for her to yell at the student. Instead, the corners of her eyes lifted with a grin as they pulled away.

Just another day. He leaned his head against the window.


CHAPTER 2

First and second period passed as usual. Jeff kept his head down while those around him whispered and passed notes back and forth. By third period, he’d deduced there were about eighteen thousand seconds left in the school day and was eagerly counting them down, until a curveball appeared in the form of a new student. 

“Class,” Mr. Drake put his hand on the newcomer’s shoulder. “I’d like you to meet Aarav Jain.” 

A boy, not much different from any other boy in the class (except Jeff for obvious reasons), stood at the front of the room. His open flannel shirt showcased a faded black tee underneath, and his Converse shoes squeaked as he shifted in place. The noise made a few students grimace, but Jeff’s unease came from the fact that the room’s only vacant seat was next to him.

“Aarav just transferred here from . . . ” Mr. Drake looked at him. “Apologies. Where did you say you moved from?”

Aarav brushed a few strands of dark wavy hair across his forehead. “Oregon,” he said in a thick Eastern accent.

“You don’t sound like you’re from Oregon!” 

Jeff knew who caused the disruption without having to look.

“Preston,” Mr. Drake said. “People don’t always sound a certain way. In fact, if memory serves me, your father moved you here from Australia when you were younger, but you don’t have an accent.” Mr. Drake squinted. “Unless you’re keeping it down under wraps.” His use of air quotes around ‘down under’ got a few chuckles from the class.

Preston shifted in his chair.

“Get my drift?” Mr. Drake paused, ready for any smart comment Preston might offer, but none came. “Right, then.” The teacher scanned the room. “Aarav, there’s a seat for you.” He indicated the empty desk near Jeff. “Unless you need accommodations for any vision challenges?”

Aarav shook his head.

“Mental challenges, maybe.” Preston scoffed at his own comment, but he was the only one. After not getting the reaction he’d hoped for, he pretended to scribble in his notebook.

Mr. Drake ignored him. “Great.” He directed Aarav toward the back. “I’m sure your desk neighbor will be more than happy to show you what chapter we’re reading from today.” The teacher nodded at Jeff. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Pritchet?”

“Yes, Mr. Drake.” Jeff’s voice rose just above a whisper.

“Yes, Mr. Drake.” Preston mimicked Jeff in an effeminate tone and threw a bent wrist forward. Two of his buddies giggled.

“Principal’s office, Preston.” Mr. Drake jerked his head toward the door. “Now.”

Oohs and aahhs reverberated through the class, and Preston slammed his pen on his desk, then shoved back his chair. “Yes, sir!” He marched down the narrow aisle and knocked another kid’s books to the floor. “Figures the arachnid would be the science teacher’s pet.”

Mr. Drake raised his eyebrows. “You just bought yourself Saturday detention.” 

“Good,” Preston said with a smirk. “I needed something to do tomorrow.”

The teacher’s face was the same color red as the decorative apple pencil holder on his desk. “Principal’s office! Go!”

Preston sauntered from the room, letting the door slam behind him.

Mr. Drake watched until he was halfway down the hall before continuing. “Well, Mr. Jain, that’s not the first impression I like to make. What do you say we start from scratch?”

“Not a problem,” Aarav said.

“Okay then. Welcome to our humble abode.” He pointed. “Please have a seat.”

Aarav made his way between desks, stepping over the backpacks obstructing his path. He tossed his own bag down, and when pencils toppled out, Jeff reached down to pick them up.

“Whoa,” Aarav said, pulling back and giving Jeff a look. “Cool mask.”

Jeff’s body flushed as he handed him the pencils, then faced the front. “It’s not a mask,” he mumbled, not wanting to disturb the lecture. “It’s my face.”

“No way!”

A few students looked at them, but Aarav didn’t notice. He removed a notebook from his bag and tore out a blank sheet of paper. “So, what—you’re like a spider boy or something?”

“Just my face. The rest of me is human.”

Aarav wrote his name on the paper. “Cool. How’d that happen?”

“I was just born that way. Now, shh.” Jeff raised a finger to his mouth. “I’m trying to hear the lecture.”

Aarav turned in his chair. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ve just never seen a boy with a spider face before.”

Jeff shrugged. “Now you have, okay?” 

“Got it. Won’t mention it again.” He started sketching an outline.

Jeff looked down and sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve just had a rough morning. And I’m starving.”

Aarav pulled a wrapped breakfast pastry from his backpack. “Here. It’s cinnamon swirl.”

Jeff took the peace offering and quietly tore open the wrapper. “Thanks, man.”

“No problem.” 

Aarav had already begun shading the shape. Jeff chewed the pastry and studied the way his brow creased with concentration as he drew. His lips were dark and full, his skin smooth, not pimply like many boys’ their age.

He swallowed. “Hey, do you want to eat lunch with me today? It’s right after fourth period.”

Aarav didn’t take his eyes off the paper. “Sure.” 

Jeff held back a smile and gave a nod. “Cool.” 

As students dumped their textbooks into backpacks and rushed toward the door, Jeff snapped from his thoughts and looked at the clock. “I didn’t even hear the bell,” he said to Aarav, who—based on his surprised look—had also been in a world of his own.

“Me neither.” He crumpled up the drawing and grabbed his notebook. “What class do you have next?”

“Algebra.” Jeff sighed. “My least favorite class.” They moved through the aisles. “Where are you headed?”

Aarav checked a printed schedule he pulled from his pocket. “Looks like one of my electives: Drama 101.”

“Oh, cool. I’ll show you where the auditorium is.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate—”

“Mr. Pritchet, may I see you for a moment?” Mr. Drake caught them at the door.

“Um, sure.” Jeff turned to Aarav. “I’ll just be a second.”

“No worries. I’m pretty sure I know where it is. I can manage.” He smiled and hoisted his bag over his shoulder, then tossed the crumpled drawing in the wastebasket next to the door.

Jeff followed him into the hall. “Are you sure? Cause it’ll only—”

“I’m sure.” Aarav looked over his shoulder. “Bye, Mr. Drake. It was nice to meet you.”

The teacher held up a hand. “Welcome to school, Aarav. I’ll see you next time.”

Aarav merged into a sea of students; a lone fish swept into a chaotic school of perch. Jeff re-entered the room.

“I won’t keep you long, Jeff.” Mr. Drake leaned against his desk and crossed one foot over the other. “I wanted to check on you after the incident with Preston.”

For a moment, Jeff had no clue what he meant.

Mr. Drake must have noticed the blank stare on his face. “You know,” he said, pointing to Preston’s empty chair, “earlier when—”

“Oh! That.” Jeff remembered the countless times over the years Preston had harassed him. “That was nothing. I’d already forgotten about it.”

“Okay, because you know you can always talk to me if something’s wrong or someone’s bothering you. I, too, was somewhat of an outcast in school, and I know how it feels when people—”

“It’s all good, Mr. Drake.” Jeff peered into the hall, hoping Aarav had had trouble locating the auditorium and needed his help after all. He appreciated Mr. Drake’s concern, but it sometimes brought more embarrassment than comfort.

OEBPS/image2.jpg
SHALLOY WATERS

A FLASH EACRION ARTHOLOGY

waiting!

Tttt :
EDITED BY Click Here!

THE BRAM STOKER AWARD-WINNING

JOE MYNHARDT

Shallow Waters - where nothing stays buried.
With twenty-two dark tales diving beneath
the surface of loss, love, and life.





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
e §
\k\’\ Sﬁg

\ﬂw = /

iw






OEBPS/image3.jpg
"Bayou Whispers is a haunting, touching
novel that blends the horrors of
everyday life with that of the supernatural.
Tapping into the tension and setting of
films like Angel Heart and True Detective,
this is a hypnotic story told from a place
of loss, community, and resolute hope."
- Richard Thomas






OEBPS/image0.jpg
Let the world know:
#1GotMyCLPBook!

Crystal Lake Publishing
www.CrystalLakePub.com





OEBPS/image1.jpg
WELCOME

TO ANOTHER

CRYSTAL LAVKE PUBLISHING
CREATION

Join today at www.crystallakepub.com & www.patreon.com/CLP





