
  
    [image: The Burden of Life]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Copyright © 2025 by Jay Bower

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Published by Shadow Forest Publishing

      Cover by MIBLArt

      Edited by 360 Editing (a division of Uncomfortably Dark).

      Editor: Candace Nola

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jay Bower

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Joey Speight?”

      The female voice cut through the clamor of students shuffling between classes, and Joe froze mid-step. He’d been crossing from Faner Hall, headed toward the library.

      Ever since leaving Willow Falls, he’d succeeded in rebranding himself amidst the anonymity of the university in Carbondale. With more than twenty thousand students from all over the world, it turned out to be the best place to hide in plain sight. With so many people, it felt almost like being in a smaller version of Chicago. Very few students from his old high school entertained going there. Many preferred to cross the border into Kentucky. And he refused to go by Joey since he left Willow Falls.

      The fall semester of his third year had started two weeks earlier, and so far, he’d enjoyed it. After this semester, he’d get the chance to observe real classrooms in preparation for his turn as a student teacher in his senior year.

      “Joey?” the girl asked again, cutting into his drifting thoughts. He turned and tried to recognize the girl. The familiar eyes called to him, but he couldn’t figure it out.

      “Sally?” she said, holding out her hands as though it were the most natural thing. “Don’t you remember me?”

      “Wait…Sally? As in, Len’s sister Sally?” he replied. A combustible mix of guilt and joy swirled inside him. It had been eight years since Len’s death, and Len’s mom had called the fury of God down on him because they never found a body. She swore Joe knew something that he wasn’t telling. Joe couldn’t blame her for hating him, but learning the truth would have been even worse. Amidst all of that, Sally had faded into the background. She had kept her distance back then, and the last time he’d spoken to her was on the school bus.

      Dread settled over him. Why now? Why, after all these years?

      “That’s me,” she replied. When she smiled, the same bright eyes he remembered from a few years ago shined back at him.

      “I didn’t know you went here,” he said.

      “Just started. Mom wanted me to go to Murray State, but I wanted to go into Anthropology but they didn’t have it.”

      “Anthropology? That’s interesting.”

      “I like learning about humans.”

      “Oh,” he replied. He really didn’t know what to say. His mind raced—was she being sincere, or was this some cruel game to drag him back into the past? He’d seen so many shrinks and counselors since then that he doubted there was much left to mess with inside his skull.

      “What’s your major?” she asked, common banter for two college students meeting. A warm breeze gently blew her blonde hair to the side, and for the first time, Joe saw Sally not as Len’s little sister, but as a young woman, attractive and unfamiliar. He immediately dismissed the thought, but it lingered, unsettling him as he tried to focus on her words.

      Sally tapped her foot. The clock tower rang, the bells marking the top of the hour and ringing nine times. The toll of the bells echoed in his chest, as though time itself was pushing him toward something he wasn’t ready to face.

      “Hey Sally, I need to get going. I’m late for a study group.” His vision had started to turn red at the edges, as though a lens was trying to force its way over his eyes from all directions. No, he thought. Not now. Not anymore.

      “Yeah, sure. See you around?”

      “I’m sure we’ll run into one another again sometime,” he said in a soft voice.

      “Maybe we can get a coffee together?” she asked. “I’ve gone to the place in the student center almost every day. I don’t think Mom knew what she was getting into when she sent me here.” She giggled, but Joe’s lack of response made her cut it short. “Anyway, it was good to run into you. Enjoy your study group.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see ya,” Joe said.

      Sally shifted her backpack on her shoulder and trotted down the sidewalk in front of the library, heading toward Lawson Hall.

      The exchange lasted only five minutes, but it triggered a flood of emotions Joe hadn’t faced in years. He’d gotten to the point where he could dismiss the gnawing hunger inside of him, the sensation that he needed to taste the flesh of someone else. It wasn’t easy, but he’d learned how to placate it and keep it locked up. He had to. But his chance encounter with Sally stoked something inside him. The red trying to invade his view was the first sign that he was losing control, something he hadn’t done since his time in Willow Falls.

      He’d lied to Sally about the study group. His next class wasn’t until eleven, but there was no way he was going to spend more time with her than he already had. The last thing he needed was to get further tangled in old emotions.

      Joe headed to the student center. The coffee Sally mentioned did sound good.

      The brief encounter with her haunted him. His mind was a storm, and every step away from her felt like a step deeper into the past he’d hoped to leave behind. The surprise of seeing her again, the rush of old memories, sent a sharp pang through him. Why had she come to him like that? What did she want?

      After grabbing his drink, Joe went to the basement of the student center, the one place on campus he loved more than any other. The floors were dark brown bricks, waxed and shined. The walls were a similar color, though they didn’t gleam from the overhead hanging lights. It reminded him more of a hidden speakeasy than a place to study, and most students didn’t seem to realize it was there if the vacant tables and booths were any indication.

      It also reminded him of a cave, like back at Willow Falls. He never mentioned that to anyone but clung to that bit of nostalgia for himself.

      Joe sipped his too-hot coffee and let the scalding liquid etch pain into his tongue and down his throat. The bone talisman his Grandma Ruth had given him felt heavier against his chest, as if reminding him of its importance, a tether to something darker. One thing he’d learned since the cave was that pain was necessary, and pain was healing.

      It was never something he would dare mention to the parade of doctors his dad had sent him to. One doctor said he suffered from hallucinations. Another claimed he was suffering from intense separation anxiety. A third insisted he was a danger to society. As long as he kept his dark impulses under control, Joe knew he didn’t pose a threat to anyone anymore.

      He absently stroked the finger bone hanging around his neck. Hidden under his shirt, it was the one thing, the one connection, that he would never let go. Grandma Ruth had warned him to keep it close or face Anne’s wrath. The ghostly daughter of Samuel Pitts hadn’t returned since the night Grandma Ruth banished her. Joe hoped the talisman he wore was part of the reason she never appeared. Leaving Willow Falls probably also helped.

      A couple walked into the basement study lounge, holding hands. The guy wore a White Sox shirt, and the girl was wearing a Nirvana t-shirt showing the cover of their album In Utero. Though released a few years back, he still hadn’t listened to all of it yet. Joe preferred heavy metal, a choice he made after Len’s death. It felt like the right way to honor his murdered friend, and the aggressive sounds mirrored the nature of his soul.

      The couple sat at a booth opposite Joe, and after slamming their backpacks on the table, they immediately began making out. Their hands were all over each other, oblivious to the world around them.

      Joe shook his head and turned his attention to his notes for the history class later that day. The dim fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting shadows that seemed to stretch and curl like dark fingers, pulling him deeper into his thoughts. The silence of the basement lounge felt too loud, pressing in on him as he tried to focus. An hour into studying, Joe found himself fidgeting with the bone around his neck, unable to stop thinking about Sally.

      Why did she have to approach him like that? What was her angle? Why had she caught him off guard so completely? He should’ve been ready for her, but something about her presence made everything feel raw again. He’d fought hard to put the situation behind him, but she punched right through that in a matter of moments. She’d surprised him. The last thing he needed was to revisit the past. There were too many skeletons back there, and he wasn’t eager to explore any of them.

      Joe shifted in his seat, suddenly restless.

      With a quick breath, he pushed his thoughts of Sally aside.

      He stood and gathered his things, casting one last glance at the couple still tangled up in each other’s arms. The way their world was so easy, so free of complications, made him feel like an outsider. A part of him envied them, and a part of him despised himself for even thinking it. But the part of him that had learned to survive knew better than to chase after something as simple as peace. He didn’t deserve it, not with the things he had inside him.

      He left the lounge, the bone pressing heavily against his chest, and walked out into the warm morning air, trying to breathe deeply, to feel something other than the storm inside.
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      Joe sat in his apartment watching the evening news and trying not to think about his encounter with Sally earlier in the day. The news was dull, mostly covering President Clinton’s reelection campaign. The only interesting tidbit was that the space shuttle Atlantis had returned home. If it weren’t for the fact that Joe got bad motion sickness—and that almost every astronaut was from the military—he would’ve given anything to be in space. He chose to be a teacher instead, a profession his father wasn’t excited about, though he never quite understood why. Teaching was something Joe loved, even if his dad didn’t.

      Turning off the news, he clicked on his Super NES. Nothing grabbed his attention like a few hours of Street Fighter II. He’d gotten pretty good with Ryu and had been working on Dhalsim, only because everyone hated getting beat by the yoga master.

      When his eyes burned from staring at the television too long, Joe knew it was enough. As he stood to turn off the console, a light knock on his door surprised him. It was after 9 p.m. and kinda late for a visitor, especially on a Wednesday.

      He went to the door and peered through the peephole. It was his friend, Andy. He smiled, holding up a twelve-pack of Old Milwaukee. Joe grinned and opened the door.

      “What’s up, man?” he said to Andy.

      “Dude, you up for some brews?”

      “I was considering calling it a night.”

      “Ah man, come on. A couple of beers ain’t gonna kill ya.”

      Joe always thought Andy would’ve made a great surfer if he’d actually lived near the beach. Andy’s long blond hair and always-tanned skin made it look like he spent hours in the ocean, but he was a farm kid from central Illinois who spent his teens working the cornfields on his family farm. College seemed to awaken the trapped Californian in him.

      Joe sighed. “Ok, man. What the hell, why not?”

      “That’s what I’m talking about, dude!” Andy clapped him on the shoulder and invited himself into the apartment. He slammed the twelve-pack on the worn wooden coffee table and kicked back on the beige couch stained with indiscernible dark spots. Joe closed the door while Andy pulled out a beer, tossing it to him, and then cracking the seal on his own. The satisfying pshhh sound made Joe’s mouth water.

      Joe opened his and took a seat on the couch opposite his friend.

      “How’s class?” Joe asked. Andy was an English major, something Joe thought had more to do with rebelling against his family than something he was truly interested in.

      “Remember that Chaucer class I signed up for?”

      Joe nodded.

      “It’s easy as fuck. The instructor is old, like she’s really old, and all I gotta do is pretend to study and she’ll give me a C.”

      “Well, that’s one way to do it.”

      Andy held up his beer to salute, and the two of them clinked their cans together.

      “Damn straight!” Andy said. “I’m not looking to go past my undergrad degree, so why bother with busting my nuts to get an A?”

      Joe wanted to tell him it was because an average student wouldn’t get the best jobs, or that someone who half-assed it could look forward to a career in retail. But he didn’t. Andy was his friend, and something he learned when he was younger was to keep your friends close because you never knew when they might be gone.

      He swigged his beer, enjoying the light taste, and Sally’s face appeared in his head again, and with it, a flood of memories from long ago. He closed his eyes to will them away, but instead of chasing them off, it only made them more intense, stoking his anger. Red tinted his vision, and a powerful urge to taste Andy’s blood surged through him.

      All of this happened so fast that Joe was stunned by the overwhelming need to taste flesh. He thought he’d gotten control over it; made it succumb to his will. But it was all too real now—too raw.

      He absently touched the bone on his necklace under his shirt, its coldness offering a moment of grounding as he tried to calm himself. His breath quickened, but he fought to steady it.

      “Dude, are you okay?” Andy asked. “You aren’t gonna pass out again, are you? Shit, man, you’ve only had part of one beer.” He chuckled, but it didn’t help. It hadn’t happened often, but every once in a while, he’d pass out like he did when he was younger. Always with no warning.

      “Nah, man, I'm good,” Joe finally said, looking his friend in the eye. The red had dissipated from his vision, and the urge to attack and eat his friend’s flesh faded. “Just tired, that’s all.”

      “Hey, if you were serious about going to bed, I can take off. I didn’t mean to barge in here and offer you free beer,” Andy said, smiling when he was done. “No, seriously though, it’s cool. We can hang tomorrow or something.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to be a jerk. It’s just that…” he paused, not wanting to divulge what he was truly feeling, or the monster he was hiding, “it’s just that I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      Andy nodded slowly. “Your mom, right? Isn’t it close to the anniversary?”

      Joe pursed his lips until they hurt. The memory of his mother’s death haunted him daily. Andy was right, though. His mother died on September 8th, 1989, almost a year after Len’s death. No amount of therapy could help rid him of that. The thought of her face, peaceful yet forever gone, brought a lump to his throat. He could almost hear her voice telling him everything would be okay, but it was just an echo now.

      “Yeah,” Joe said, sinking back further into the couch. “Four days from now.”

      “Dude, I’m sorry. I know it’s been hard as hell on you. I can’t even imagine what kind of shit you’ve gone through.” Andy downed the rest of his beer and fidgeted, the seriousness of the situation clearly sinking in.

      “I think I’d rather be alone tonight. You understand, right?”

      “Hell yeah, man, for sure.” Andy stood and offered a warm smile. “I’ll leave the beer. You might need it more than me.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “It’s what friends are for,” Andy said. “But if you need anything, just call. If I don’t answer, it’s because I’m getting some ass. Leave a message. I’ll hit you back up.”

      Joe smiled, then laughed. Andy had a way with words and, more often than not, a way to lighten any mood. Maybe that’s why Joe found their friendship so welcoming. In a way, Andy was like Len. Both had accepted this new guy without question, and both were people with powerful spirits. Joe needed that now more than ever. Andy reminded him that no matter how deep he fell into his own darkness, there were people who would always pull him back up.

      “I’ll catch you tomorrow, and we can go out or something. Maybe we can check out Independence Day?”

      “I’ve seen it twice already,” Joe countered. “But a third wouldn’t hurt. Will Smith is the shit.”

      “All right, we’ll see. I’ll let you know.” Andy left and closed the door behind him.

      Joe cracked open another beer and leaned back on the couch.

      He’d wanted to let his past stay in the past, but it seemed like it was trying hard to grab his attention.

      Sally.

      The creeping red in his vision.

      His mom.

      Andy didn’t mean anything harmful, but he unsealed the genie that Joe wanted under lock and key. Hopefully, within a few days, when the anniversary of his mother’s death passed, he’d force that genie back in the bottle and lock it down tight. Until then, he just had to hold on.
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      Joe held the phone in his shaky hand, trying to will himself to call his dad. They got along well enough. Ever since Joe’s mom died, though, there seemed to be something off between them. Grandma Ruth tried to patch things up between them, but Joe never felt like it worked as well as he would have liked.

      Come on, man, do it. Just grow a pair and make the call, Joe scolded himself. It was after 1 p.m., and he figured his dad, who had started attending Second Baptist Church in Willow Falls after Joe’s mom died, should be home by now. His dad refused to get one of those new cell phones and only had the home phone. Joe didn’t have one yet either. Poor college kids had to make tough choices at times, and staying fed was a priority.

      You could save money on food if you only…gave in.

      “Shut up!” Joe said out loud, scolding the voice in his head. Succumbing to the burning lust inside was something he refused to do. When he had, regret seeped into his bones. There were other ways to feed the creature that didn’t involve so much guilt.

      Quit stalling, Joe thought. Every day without visiting her grave felt like another failure, another lost moment in a long pattern of regret.

      Joe sighed but punched in the numbers. The phone rang and Joe felt his heart beat faster, his breathing growing shallower.

      It rang three times. Then four. He wondered if maybe his dad and Grandma Ruth were still out. He considered hanging up. He’d done his duty and called his dad. It wasn’t his fault that his dad was gone. The ring was cut off midway through, and a woman’s voice answered.

      “Hello?”

      He couldn’t mistake the weak voice, and a smile crossed his face. “Grandma Ruth?”

      “My boy! How are you, Joey?”

      Joe cringed. They knew he hated the childish-sounding name, but they refused to call him anything else. He wasn’t a child any longer. Why did they continue to treat him as one? He swore he’d never do that with his own children, if he ever had any.

      “Hey. I’m doing okay. How are you? Have you decided to move to the main floor yet? Those stairs can’t be good for your hip.”

      The sigh she let out carried across the phone line, and Joe held back laughter. The two of them developed a fun banter after the incident in the cave. Once he and Grandma Ruth had a long discussion about it, he understood why things needed to be done. His biggest regret was that he didn’t kill the creature sooner. Maybe Len would still be alive and with him at college.

      “You listen here,” she said in a stern tone. It was all part of the charade. “I’ve still got enough mobility to whip you a good one if need be. I might’ve saved your skin once, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let you get away with talking to an old woman like that.”

      This time, Joe did let out a laugh. Visualizing Grandma Ruth trying to catch him and then spanking him made for the funniest image he could think of. But in that moment, he also realized how much he missed her—how her laughter and tough love had always been a reminder that, even in the hardest times, family had his back.

      “Anyway, I suppose I know what you’re calling about,” she said. “Today’s the day, isn’t it?”

      Joe nodded, though it wasn’t like anyone could see him. “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, “Seven years ago today.”

      “She was a good woman,” Grandma Ruth said. “I know it hurts you to think about it.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Do you still have the talisman?”

      Joe touched the bone tied around his neck, the offering Mr. Hansen gave to save a boy he didn’t know. He never got a chance to thank him.

      “Yeah, I wear it every day. I’m not taking any chances.”

      “Good, good. Don’t ever let it out of your sight. It’s for the best. Now, I suppose you want to talk to your dad?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Let me get him. The store’s getting ready for the fall season, and your dad has been fretting over this and that. I swear that man is going to give himself a heart attack! Anyway, hold on a minute.”

      Grandma Ruth set the phone down on a table. Joe imagined it was the phone in her bedroom, but it could’ve been in the kitchen or the living room.

      “Don? Hey, Don, are you down there?” he heard Grandma Ruth call out.

      His dad replied, but he couldn’t make out the words.

      “It’s Joey. He’s on the phone.”

      Joe shook his head. When would they ever come around to calling him Joe?

      A few moments later, he heard a phone lifting off the rest. After a few garbled sounds, the line turned clear.

      “Hello? Joey?” his dad said.

      “Hey, dad,” Joe replied. “How are you?”

      “Staying busy. I got a new shipment of rakes in last week and more pumpkins than I know what to do with, especially this early in the season. But,” he said with a slight pause, “we take what we can get in Willow Falls. I should get a shipment of candy from my distributor in Kentucky. The guy promised me a ten percent lower price than the guy I’ve been using for the past five years.”

      Joe didn’t pay much attention to his dad’s droning about distributors and costs. After patching things up with Grandma Ruth, his dad secured a loan with her backing to take over Pete Hansen’s store. He had grand plans to change the name, but Grandma Ruth convinced him it ought to stay as Hansen’s Hardware and Sundry out of respect. Joe suspected she might also have threatened to withhold the money if he didn’t agree.

      “Dad,” he said, cutting him off mid-sentence, “Mom,” he said. “Today’s the day. You know, the day.”

      His dad let out a deep breath. “I know. How could I ever forget? I loved your mom more than life itself.”

      “Are you going to visit her?”

      “I already did. I let her know you said hi, and that you loved her.”

      Joe closed his eyes and fell silent. He should have gone back. It was only an hour and a half drive to get there. He convinced himself it was because he needed to save his money and didn’t really have extra to put in for gas. But he knew if it came down to it, Grandma Ruth would’ve given him the money. Hell, his dad would’ve too.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t make it,” Joe replied, the weight of unspoken words pressing down on him. He should’ve made the effort, but the truth was, the distance between him and Willow Falls wasn’t just physical—it was emotional, a gap too wide to cross. Every mile felt like a betrayal to the memory of his mom, but it wasn’t just her he was avoiding—it was the life he couldn’t seem to escape.

      “No matter what, I know she loves you.”

      “Yeah,” Joe whispered. “I hope she does.”

      “Are you gonna come down over Fall Break? It sure would be great to see you.”

      Unlike Spring Break, the Fall Break lasted only a couple of days and was in early October.

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” Joe lied. It had been two years since he’d last stepped foot in Willow Falls. The memories there were too painful. He’d figure out some excuse to get out of going home. It wasn’t worth it to break his dad’s heart now, not on this day.

      “That would be great!” his dad said. “Hey, Joey, I need to get going. I promised Mr. Hays that I’d meet him at the store around two. His sheep got out of the yard, and he needs some new fencing. You know, you could call home more often. You don’t need an excuse. I’m always up for a conversation.”

      “I know, dad. I will. I promise.”

      “Take care, Joey. I love you.”

      Joe closed his eyes, the name instantly transporting him to a youth he so desperately wanted to be free from. “Love you too, dad. Say bye to Grandma Ruth for me.”

      “Will do. Bye.” His dad hung up the phone, and Joe slowly set the headset in the cradle.

      As innocent as the calls home were, they always sapped his energy. Filled with anxiety before the call, even just a few words exchanged with his dad felt like too much, though it was good to speak with Grandma Ruth.

      Joe clicked on the television in hopes of finding something to zone out to. The Bears were playing the Redskins, and it was the perfect diversion. He cracked open one of the Old Milwaukee’s that Andy had left the other day, He kicked back on the couch to watch the game and tried to erase the memory of the day.

      Losing his mom was one thing. The way she died haunted him. Avoiding going home was the only solution he had to deal with that pain. Being at her grave was too much to bear, especially with his past coming for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          March 18, 1989

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Joey left the tension within his house and rode his Redline bike toward town under a bright springtime sun. A large rust spot had spread across the bottom part of the frame, corroding his once shiny bike into an ugly mockery of what it had once been. It felt like a physical representation of everything wrong with his life, the relentless decay gnawing at him. He had been so proud of it when his parents gave it to him as a gift to appease him when they moved to Willow Falls last year, but now it was just another reminder of how bad things had gotten.

      Everything about Willow Falls sucked. Well, almost everything.

      Since school started back up in January, he’d become friends with a boy named Eddie, one of the few skateboarders in town. Eddie was wiry, wearing baggy pants most of the time, yet kept his hair short as though prepping for a business interview. Most of the skaters Joey remembered from back in Chicago often let their hair grow long. Eddie was also pretty high-strung, always full of energy, which was partly due to his Jolt Cola addiction. Even so, Eddie was good for Joey, a reminder that not everyone was as cruel as the world around him. But it wasn’t the same as with Len. Joey kept himself too guarded for that, the raw wound of loss too fresh.

      Peddling toward town, Joey was hoping to find Eddie at the bank, one of his favorite skating spots. Passing Hansen’s Hardware, he touched the bone necklace he continued to wear, knowing it was Pete’s desire for him to stay safe from Anne. He hadn’t known the old man very well but was grateful for his sacrifice.

      Joey heard the skateboard before he saw Eddie. The unmistakable sound of wheels on pavement, the tail of the board slapping the ground, and the grind of the metal trucks on concrete brought a smile to his face. His friend had to be nearby.

      When he turned the corner and the bank came into view, Joey’s heart sank. Eddie was there, but so were two other skaters, Matt and Kevin. Those two were a couple of years older, and Kevin was especially mean. He’d once seen him stomp on Eddie’s skateboard, breaking it in half.

      Damn, he thought, but it was too late to turn around. Matt had seen him and called him to join them.

      A flicker of red around the edges of Joey’s vision made him flinch, and he nearly fell off his bike. Kevin laughed at him, and Matt joined him. Eddie, however, offered a bewildered look while holding his skateboard at his side.

      Joey blinked the red away, but his stomach growled fiercely, and a powerful urge to eat overwhelmed him. He rode his bike toward the other boys and stopped as he reached them, standing with his feet on either side of the bike.

      “Hey, guys,” he said. His stomach made another audible growl, and Matt scrunched his eyes.

      “Dude, are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just hungry, I guess.”

      “What’s going on, man?” Eddie asked. “I was hoping you’d come out today.”

      “Why do you keep riding that piece of shit?” Kevin asked, indicating the bike. “It’s rusty as fuck. Can’t your parents get you something nice?”

      “Dude, come on,” Eddie said. “He’s cool.”

      “So cool that he got his friend killed,” Kevin replied.

      The red returned to Joey’s vision, blurring the edges of reality. This time, it wasn’t just anger—something deeper and darker was rising inside him, a hunger he couldn’t name or control. It clawed at his insides like a beast, pulling him toward something horrifying, something that wanted to tear apart everything in its path. It took a moment for him to compose himself.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” Joey countered, but the words felt hollow. Deep down, he wondered if there was something he could have done—something he should have seen before it was too late.

      “Whatever, man,” Kevin said. “Len was cool. It sucks that he’s gone.”

      “Yeah,” Joey muttered.

      “The bank is getting boring,” Eddie said. Joey sensed he was trying to change the subject. “Let’s go over toward the ferry. I’ve been working on some badass nose slides on the curb there.”

      “Man, that place blows,” Matt said. “Fletcher is always kicking us out and threatening us with his gun.”

      Fletcher was John Fletcher, the ferry operator. Probably in his late fifties, his thinning hair barely covered the mottled scalp underneath. The man was perpetually in overalls with a dingy white t-shirt underneath. Joey had never seen him smoke, but Fletcher always had a cigar stub hanging from his mouth. Most of the time Fletcher didn’t bother him, but he also wasn’t a skater trying to use the man’s property for tricks.

      “Fuck Fletcher,” Kevin said. “Maybe we’ll just send killer over there to talk to him.” He indicated Joey, and the implication that he’d killed his friend set Joey on edge, igniting his anger once again and bringing a full red lens to his vision.

      “Shut up,” Joey snarled. “I didn’t kill Len.”

      “You had something to do with it. Everyone knows it, even Eddie.”

      Eddie’s eyes shot wide open, and he nervously looked from Kevin to Joey. “Nah, man, I never said anything like that. I swear.”

      Kevin laughed. “Bullshit. You told me that Joey scared you because you thought he might get you killed like Len.”

      Anger exploded inside Joey like a violent storm, tearing apart his thoughts. His vision was consumed by a blood-red haze, and he could feel the shift inside him, something wild and monstrous, as if he wasn’t human anymore. The urge to tear into Kevin overwhelmed him. His hands shook. His mind was consumed with brutal images of ripping flesh and the taste of blood—everything twisted, distorted by the hunger that was now trying to control him.

      What the hell am I thinking? he scolded himself. It was too much. Anger was okay, but the places his mind was taking it were far too gruesome and far too violent. It was wrong. He knew it, yet he couldn’t stop the images from flooding his mind and the red wouldn’t fade away.

      “Come on, guys, that’s enough,” Eddie said, stepping between them.

      “No, fuck that,” Kevin said. “He got someone killed. How can we let that piece of shit go? We should get the truth out of him.”

      Kevin shoved into Eddie, knocking him aside with a force that sent him stumbling back. Matt’s glare was like ice, cold and unfeeling, and Eddie, wide-eyed and unsure, took a step back. The air around them thickened, the tension unbearable, as if a storm was about to break. Joey could feel it too—the electricity of violence crackling in the air, ready to snap.

      “Come on, tell us the truth. Tell us how you killed him. Tell me so I don’t kill you myself,” Kevin said.

      Joey wanted to be anywhere else but here. His heart pounded, each beat urging him to run, but the darker temptation, the one he couldn’t escape, clawed at him with growing intensity. He could feel it—his control slipping, the urge to lash out threatening to consume him, to let the monster inside take over. Every inch of him screamed to resist, but he wasn’t sure how much longer he could.

      Joey slowly shook his head. “I’ve got nothing to say,” he said in a soft voice.

      “You gonna run away, coward?” Kevin teased.

      The anger burned bright inside Joey, and he struggled to keep it in check. If he let it out, there was no telling what he’d do to Kevin. It was for the other boy’s own good that he kept it under control. His stomach growled and a powerful hunger pang stunned him.

      “Yeah,” he replied. There was no use escalating the situation. It wouldn’t turn out well for any of them.

      “You fucking pussy,” Kevin said. “Len deserved a better friend.”

      Joey took a deep breath, his body trembling as a dark, twisted vision overwhelmed his mind. He saw himself tearing Kevin’s eyes out, sinking his teeth into them, chewing them slowly, savoring the sensation. The thought chilled him to his core, but the hunger refused to fade.

      “Whatever,” Joey said. He turned to leave, exchanging a look with Eddie that said they were both sorry about the current situation, and then left. He expected Kevin to come after him, and a small part of him hoped he would, but as he got to the corner and glanced back, Kevin had remained where he was with Matt at his side. Eddie had skated off from them.

      Joey fought the urge to turn around and attack Kevin. The older boy had no idea what he was messing with, and Joey hoped to never let that side of him out. He hadn’t had to deal with his anger like this before, and the ease with which he eagerly wanted to taste flesh scared him.
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