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“It is easier to build strong children

than to repair broken men.”
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-Frederick Douglass
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PART 1

ABIGAIL IS LOST

[image: ]




***

[image: ]


1

For two years, Abigail Munro feared nothing.

She sat in her parked campervan, gazing across the street into Julio’s Nonstop Waffles. The waffles in that diner were all you-can-eat for $7.99, as Abigail remembered. They smelled like bad eggs and tasted like bad eggs in cheap cake batter, yet she saw the top hat man through the window, alone in a booth, gobbling them up ferociously with fingers and fork, with two empty syrup bottles before him. Earlier she’d been driving around following him, observing him through the downtown streets. She had spent the last ten minutes watching him dump syrup allover his stacks of waffles and plate of bacon and onion rings. She got out, stepped onto the sidewalk, and closed her van door.

It was 11:50pm, and the air was cold this October night. Abigail threw on her hood to warm her head, then tucked her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket. She crossed the street and headed to the diner. She’d heard rumors about the “bloody finger bums” roaming the downtown streets at night, who were said to have STDs. They’d slice their hands with razors and run amok, trying to shove their fingers in people’s mouths. In some stories, the bums would fill their mouths with their own blood and spit in the faces of people they pass. These rumors were a little too absurd to be true. Abigail had heard them from Gilbert and Tricky, and rarely did she believe any morbid tales those two would find on the internet. Downtown seemed harmless right now. One man stood leaning against the diner wall, his back to Abigail and face against the bricks. He was trembling, panting hard. She didn’t feel alarmed or threatened. Another druggie, she thought. She was always prepared for these types and did carry pepper spray in her jacket pocket. They weren’t hard to deal with.

The man’s head turned. He spotted Abigail. His eyes wide and bloodshot. “I shouldn’t have...” he said.

Abigail glanced at him, scowled, and looked away.

His eyes stayed on her. He looked like a normal twenty-something-year-old. Clean-cut hairstyle, sportscoat, and polo shirt. “I shouldn’t have... done this,” he spoke between deep, fast breaths and continued to tremble. “I shouldn’t have taken it, Abigail.”

Abigail felt a jolt within her. How did he know my name? She took another glance at him. Maybe she went to school with the guy, or maybe he was one of those douchebags who hung out with Simon, Gilbert, and Tricky. No, he wasn’t someone she recognized. She had never seen him before. Instead of asking him how he knew her, she sped her pace toward the entrance of Julio’s Nonstop Waffles. She wasn’t interested in knowing what this addict had done or what he had taken.

Abigail entered the diner. At this late hour, there were only two cooks and two waitresses. The top hat man was the only customer. He paid no mind to Abigail’s arrival, as he was too focused on his syrup-drenched meal. Abigail hurried over to the booth where he sat, passing one of the waitresses, who seemed to stare worriedly out the window at the trembling druggie.

“I hope you don’t mind me staying awhile,” said Abigail, sliding into the booth and sitting across from the top hat man. His hat, black, as was his vest and pea coat. The polo shirt beneath was a blue and purple pinstripe.

“I don’t mind at all,” the top hat man spoke with his mouth full. He didn’t stop his fork shoveling of waffles and bacon to acknowledge her. His eyes were hidden behind the hat brim. All Abigail could see of his face was his open-mouth chomping, a thin moustache, and a black French fork goatee.

“I’m glad I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

“Yeah.” He looked up for a second and smirked. He had a slyness in his eyes, as though he knew all your embarrassing secrets, as though he had just done something heinous, like fart into your mouth as you slept. He looked deceitful. All dealers do, Abigail thought. “I could use some company... Abigail.”

Abigail felt the internal jolt once again. How do these weird fuckers know my name? She didn’t react to the astonishment she felt. She maintained casualness. “Geez, seems like every druggie around here knows my name,” she said in a low tone.

He smiled. A small glob of chewed food fell from his mouth. “Why do people think I’m a druggie?”

“I’m not here to waste your time.” Her voice still low. “I came here to score some...” She looked over to the diner staff, who all seemed to be minding their own, unconcerned what her and the top hat man talked about. “...to score some Soul Burn.”

The hat man looked at Abigail, confused. It was obvious mock confusion. He had a strange youthfulness to him. His overexaggerated expressions were almost childlike. It was difficult to guess his age, for he had the aura of a fifty-year-old, a man who gave off the vibe of been-there-done-that, yet he had the unwrinkled face of a teenager. “Soul Burn, did you say? What’s Soul Burn? Is that the movie where black people are sitting around a table and eating?”

“No,” Abigail said, “that’s Soul Food you’re talking about.”

“Oh, that’s right.” The hat man laughed quietly to himself.

“I know who you are. I have money.”

“Soul Burn isn’t for your kind.”

Abigail scoffed. “Oh, you know everything about me, do you? What is my kind? Tell me.”

“The kind who shouldn’t be popping Soul Burn. Soul Burn is only for special individuals who need a soul burn.”

“I heard Soul Burn makes people see things, a different world, a different... I don’t know. They’re more than hallucinations, I hear. Some people are said to see and talk to dead people. I told you, man, I have money for it.”

The hat man set down his fork and lifted his palm in a stop motion. “Enough of that, my Abby darling.”

Abigail felt a coldness in her, which came with the sudden thumping of her heart—fear. Only her mother had ever called her “my Abby darling.”

“You may have smoked smelly plants and popped a spectrum of colorful pills, but Soul Burn is not for you.” Hat man suddenly looked down to his left. A large cockroach skittered off the windowsill and dropped onto the table. He scooped it into his hand, and with his free hand, picked up one of the near empty syrup bottles, poured onto the roach’s fidgeting head, and shoved the struggling little creature into his mouth. His chews were a series of loud crunches.

Abigail cringed slightly. I should probably get the fuck out of here, was her initial thought. If this man was trying to repulse her or, in some odd way, intimidate her, then he succeeded. But she didn’t feel threatened by him, nor did she sense he was dangerous. “You’re... a psychic?”

“No, I’m not a psychic, I just know a lot.” He raised a hand, signaling for a server. “Can I have a strawberry milkshake?” One of the waitresses nodded in response and walked off. Hat man looked to Abigail. “Where are my manners? Would you like anything?” 

“No, thank you,” said Abigail. “The food’s disgusting here. I guess you don’t mind it, seeing that you eat disease-ridden pests.”

Hat man laughed. “So sassy you are. That roach was pregnant, so, I did this establishment a favor.” He eyed Abigail in what looked like a flirtatious, amused manner. “Your mother was a sassy one, too, wasn’t she?”

“How do you know about my mom? How do you know all this about me?”

“I don’t know everything.”

This time, Abigail eyed him. Suspiciously. “You have a name?”

His eyes shot to the front counter, where close by stood a cartoony cardboard cutout of Frankenstein’s monster that read: COSTUMED KIDS EAT FREE ON HALLOWEEN. 

“Well...?” said Abigail. “Do you have a name or not?”

He looked back at Abigail. “My name is... Victor.”

“Is it really? Or did you say that on a whim after seeing the cardboard cutout of Frankenstein’s monster? Did it make you think of Victor Frankenstein?”

“What?” Victor grinned and shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t say that on a whim.”

Abigail felt strangely comfortable in his presence. Perhaps it was his soothing voice or his seemingly innocent smile. “This place closes at midnight, doesn’t it? We should be out of here soon.”

“We can stay. I leave an overly generous tip every time I eat here, so our waffle staff won’t mind staying after hours. They’d stay here with me for a week if I wanted them to, because everyone has a price.”

“You think so?”

Victor stared at her with his dark eyes, a smile on his lips. “What happened to your mother, Abigail?”

“You mean, you don’t know?”

“Like I said, I don’t know everything.”

Abigail took a moment. She looked out the window. The addict was still against the wall, shaking, and now talking to himself. She didn’t know why she was about to tell Victor, a stranger—a known drug dealer—about her mom. “About two years ago, my mom was in a car accident...” She swallowed hard and shuddered, feeling weak again thinking about it, talking about it. “Drunk driver drove straight into her. The cars caught fire...”

“Closed casket?”

“Yes,” she replied blandly. It seemed every time the emotions in her started to build, it would immediately deaden inside her. The stirring of her emotions was like trying to light a match in the wind. She wasn’t sure if that were a good or bad thing. “My mom was everything to me. She had me when she was only fifteen. We were more like sisters—told each other everything. When she turned eighteen, my grandparents told us to go. I never knew my father, and my mom wasn’t the type who stayed in touch with friends. It was just me and her, moving from city to city over the years. Not a lot of people came to her funeral. Less than twenty, I think.”

“I’m sorry, Abigail.” Victor looked sincere. “Sometimes God likes to kick us in the balls really hard, and He expects us to thank Him for it. But in time, we learn, and we do end up thanking Him for it.”

“My friends like to tell me she’s in a better place. I know they mean well, but what do any of them know about this ‘better place.’ They’ve never seen or heard anything.”

Victor cocked a brow. “You don’t believe?”

She shook her head. “I’ve never seen or heard anything.”

He picked up a strip of bacon and started gnawing on it. “Abigail, if this were the other way around, if you were the one to go instead of your mother, would you want to see her suffering over you? Would you want to see her in pain? Would you want her trying to score Soul Burn from some crooked—but handsome—individual such as myself? Would you want to see her... make an attempt?” He looked down at her left arm.

Abigail retracted her left hand from the table, sat back, and crossed her arms. It was impossible for Victor to see the scar. The sleeves of her sweater and jacket nearly extended to her knuckles. Rather than afraid or offended, she found herself mesmerized by him. He was something she’d been looking for. “What are you, Victor?” 

Victor crammed the rest of the bacon strip into his mouth and chewed quickly. He smiled at Abigail. “I’ve known many like you, Abigail. You’re searching, wishing to see something, to find something unworldly. That’s why you come to me asking for Soul Burn.”

“I have nothing to believe in.” She placed her left arm back on the table, pulled her jacket sleeve up, and examined the scar on her wrist, which was merely a pink line on her skin. “I want to know if my mom is—”

“What’s stopping you from making another attempt?”

Abigail thought about it as she covered the scar with her sleeve. “I think it’d be disrespectful to my mom who raised me. Even though she’s dead, I just... I guess what’s stopping me is a small hope, maybe. And my friends.” Once again, she realized she was pouring out to a stranger, a drug dealer, a creepy man who eats cockroaches... with maple syrup. “Well, shit, Victor, are you my psychiatrist now?”

“Consider me your friend, since I’m not being paid for this therapy session. I can help you, Abigail.”

“How? You won’t even sell me Soul Burn.”

“How familiar are you with Vesta Valley?”

“Vesta Valley? What about it? It’s about twenty miles away from here, has all the vineyards and wineries. I had a picnic at one of the parks there a few summers back and got chased by a rabid turkey. I think it had some kinda avian brain virus.”

Victor looked confused. “Yeah, um... Okay...”

Abigail shrugged. “Tell me about Vesta.”

“As you know, the Vesta backroads are vast. There are miles of wooded area and endless fields of grapevines. Beyond those roads, there’s a piece of land that Spanish immigrants called the Prados de los Ángeles Muertos.”

Abigail laughed a little. “The Meadow of Dead Angels. Yeah, it was featured on an episode of Ghost Grounds. That show is so full of shit. They mention that Vesta Valley is the most haunted place in California.”

Victor smiled. “I agree with you. Ghost Grounds is full of shit. The ghost team, because they’re true believers, didn’t even set foot in the real Meadow of Dead Angels. They likely felt if they did, they’d either never be heard from again or... worse. They just filmed in some random spot in Vesta and claimed some invisible entity touched their heads or scratched their scrotums and whatnot. I do find the show hilarious, though. I like the fat guy on the ghost team, Howard, because he wears bug antennas on his head just to be goofy. The Meadow of Dead Angels most certainly isn’t haunted. It’s infested.”

“Infested with what? Gophers?”

His smile was gone suddenly. “With the most ungodly things you can imagine. About a decade ago, a woman wandered into one of the many vineyards, carrying her headless, half-eaten toddler son. Head was... torn off, his organs dangling out. There was blood around the woman’s mouth, down her neck, and all over her dress. She ranted about monsters in purple robes, a flying boy, a tall, burning woman near the lake, and all sorts of other bizarreness. She said her husband just wanted to take the family out for a picnic.” He chuckled. “She said she’d been trapped in those lands for days until a man with red eyes told her that the only way out was for her and her husband to eat their children alive.”

Abigail thought these urban legends were nauseating and laughable. “I’m sure this is just another one of those PulpDummies. You know, like the bloody finger bums.”

Victor looked lost in thought. “Um... What’s a PulpDummy?”

“They’re horror stories that people swear are true, but, really, they’re just internet rumors and legends. People put in a lot of time making them up because they’re bored.”

“Oh.” Victor had that innocent, amused look. “You mean, like a CreepyPasta?”

Abigail didn’t recognize such a goofy word. “CreepyPasta? What the hell’s that?”

“Never mind.”

“You actually believe this story about a woman eating her kid like a zombie because a man with red eyes told her to?”

Victor nodded. “I do believe it. It was her only way out. Everyone has a price.”

“I’m sure it would’ve been on the News,” said Abigail. “I’ve never heard of this.”

“Rarely does the rantings of a crazy person make headlines. Plus, news like that would’ve been kept under wraps in Vesta, as to not scare away any superstitious tourists wishing to do some winetasting or watch people dance as they stomp grapes with their dirty feet.”

“You’ve been to the Meadow of Dead Angels?”

“No, but I’ve seen it. The magic is potent there.”

“The magic is potent there?” Abigail wondered what that meant. “How could you have seen it but not been there? That makes no sense.”

Victor laughed. “I don’t have to make sense.”

“You’re vague as fuck, you know that? You’re saying I should visit this place? Sounds like you want me to ‘never be heard from again.’ Or you want me to eat children.”

“The experience is different for everyone. Maybe what you see there will help you appreciate life, instead of rotting away in despair. If not, this place might offer you some amusement. A small trip could do you good. It’s better than drinking and puking and cutting yourself. Seriously, do you have anything better to do?” He reached over and patted her left hand. His thumb gave her wrist a light brush. “You might find what you’re looking for.”

Abigail pulled her hand away from him. “What’s really over there?”

He had a solemn expression now. “Something that’ll make you believe. I can promise you that. I can also promise you you’ll find your mother.” His face switched on a smile. “Because we’re friends. Friends don’t break promises.”

She wanted to believe Victor. Sure, he had displayed what could be perceived as sorcery, in knowing certain details in her life, but that could be smoke and mirrors. Abigail new people—those she got stoned with the past year—who had associated with the “weird top hat man downtown.” That’s how she knew where to find real Soul Burn. Maybe someone had told Victor about her, about her mother, about her attempted suicide. No, that would be impossible. Only Roxanne, Tricky, Simon, and Gilbert, her real friends, knew any of that. Abigail didn’t trust the other crowd she hung out with and was always secretive around them. How did Victor know about her? Again, she wondered. How did he know her name? How in the hell did the druggie outside know her name?

She stared at Victor for a moment, did her best to read him, get a feel for what kind of person he was. “Why should I believe you?”

Victor picked up a sugar packet and examined it. “Either believe me or don’t,” he offhandedly replied. 

“How do I find this place?”

“Those who wish to find it will find it. From Vesta’s backroads, you’ll spot a dirt road that leads through the woods. Look for a sign, a wooden board nailed to a tree. It’ll read: private property, do not enter. Of course, nobody lives there anymore.”

“Someone used to live there?” Suddenly distracted, Abigail looked outside. “Oh, my God!” The addict was now bashing his head against the wall of the building. His forehead gashed, blood streaming down his face. She could hear his screams from inside the diner. “What the fuck’s going on with him?”

Victor was back to his midnight breakfast, ripping open sugar packets and pouring the contents onto his waffles. “Oh, that’s Anthony, he was very eager to try Soul Burn. I honestly can’t tell whether he likes it or not.”

One of the waitresses hurried over to the entrance door with a ring of keys in hand.

“Hurry,” said one of the cooks, “lock it, Barb.”

Anthony the addict had stopped banging his head. He was now shambling over to the front of the diner, blood pouring from his face. It looked like Barb was just in time. Anthony started pulling on the entrance door handle.

“Let me in!” Anthony screamed. He continued to pull on the locked door.

Barb backed away from the diner entrance. “Call the police, Danny!”

Abigail could see that Danny the cook was already on the phone.

“Let me in!” The druggie outside still screamed. “I just want waffles! You cunt bitches, I just want waffles!” He kept pulling at the door.

“Oh, come on, you guys,” Victor said to the diner staff, “let him in. He just wants waffles.”

The staff didn’t hear him. They all looked distracted and terrified by the bleeding maniac outside.

Victor raised a hand and waved to the staff. “Hey, um, can I have more bacon and another bottle of syrup? And where’s my strawberry milkshake?”

Abigail looked at Victor, shocked. Is this guy for real? “Is there anything you can do about him, Victor? You’re the one who sold him that shit.”

“The drug will have to run its course.” Victor sounded too casual for such a situation. “He’ll start to rip out his own eyeballs soon enough, and then he’ll probably be quiet after that.”

Anthony started to claw at his face, still screaming—and now roaring. He tore off his bottom lip—easily—he seemed to have an unnatural amount of strength.  Blood splattered onto the glass entrance door. The two waitresses screamed. Anthony’s roaring became gurgling and hissing. With his bottom row of teeth exposed, it almost looked as though he were smiling. He fell forward against the glass. His eyes closed as he collapsed to the ground.

Abigail’s heart raced. She realized she was sitting tensely and sweating. Is that what Soul Burn does to you? “What the fuck?”

Victor raised a hand to the staff again. “Check please.”
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The staff at Julio’s Nonstop Waffles had let Abigail out the side door before the police came. After leaving a thick roll of cash wrapped in a one hundred bill as tip, Victor had gone to the restroom. Abigail didn’t wait for him. There was a lot of questions she wanted to ask the top hat man, but she didn’t trust him, and didn’t find it a good idea to stick around him. Though he didn’t seem dangerous, he was. He had sold that Anthony guy the Soul Burn and showed no concern when the druggie tore away his own lip and dropped dead. Victor was more concerned about his goddamn strawberry milkshake. 

After leaving downtown, Abigail stopped at Save-Most, a twenty-four-hour grocery store, and bought a bottle of red wine. All the talk about Vesta Valley, being that it’s known for wine, gave her a thirst. She had always preferred wine. It helped her sleep, as opposed to hard liquor, which would make her sick for hours the next day, or beer that made her bloated and piss so much.

The Save-Most parking lot would be her overnight spot. The lot was always full of cars, day and night, and even during the early a.m. hours. The van could be parked there for several hours without drawing attention. Abigail had various overnight sleep spots, rest areas, quiet suburban streets, hotel parking lots, and on some occasions, it was any Save-Most between San Francisco and Sacramento. Save-Most was her least favorite, being that it was too risky with police due to vagrancy laws.

Abigail’s campervan was a 1993 model, old, but still in good condition and comfortable. It had a full-size bed, a toilet and shower, a full kitchen, with fridge, stove, and microwave. It even had a small TV with a VCR and DVD player, which must’ve been later installed, since DVDs didn’t exist till the mid-90s. It was her home. Earlier this year, she had moved out of the apartment her and her mom shared. Vanessa Munro, Abigail’s mom, had inherited the camper from her late father. Peter Munro had been stabbed to death during a bar confrontation in 2007. Abigail didn’t know her grandfather and didn’t remember his face. The last time she had seen him was when she was two or three. According to her mom, Peter was abusive and hate-filled, a person who always felt the world was against him. Vanessa Munro didn’t mourn him, didn’t even like to talk about him. Laurie Munro, Vanessa’s mom, had left him a few years prior to his death. Vanessa hadn’t known anything about a divorce until Peter’s funeral. She hadn’t spoken to her parents or had any form of contact with them since leaving their home in Reno when she was eighteen. Laurie Munro moved on and had started a new family. Abigail knew she would never hear from her grandmother again, and that was okay with her. It seemed Vanessa Munro’s family had been full of animosity toward one another. Abigail was glad she had never experienced any of it growing up. She only knew her mom and that had been enough for her. The only good thing to come out of Peter Munro was the white and blue campervan. Vanessa never thought to sell it. Abigail and her mom had lived in it in between times of moving around from one apartment or rented room to the next.

It was almost 1:00am. Abigail had all blinds and curtains of her campervan drawn. In dim lighting, she sat at the small dinette booth, unscrewed the cap of her wine bottle, and poured into a paper cup. She drank from the cup—guzzled it down. She threw the empty cup aside and took the bottle to her lips—guzzled it down.

About ten or fifteen minutes later and less than half the bottle filled, Abigail felt the mellowness and heaviness set in. Her thoughts were on Victor and that druggie friend of his. This night, she had watched a man die in an insane, violent manner. It may have shocked her earlier, but it didn’t trouble her now. It worried her that nothing seemed to trouble her anymore—not being troubled was what troubled her. She was... dead inside, and the wine did nothing but numb her further. She took her cellphone from her jacket pocket and went through her pictures. She viewed the last one she had taken of her mom, a random shot, where her mom was near the washer and dryer, carrying a laundry basket, smiling despite a haggard morning appearance of tousled hair and droopy eyes. Abigail was proud to look so much like Vanessa Munro. The mother and daughter shared the hazel eyes, dimpled smile, olive complexion, and had the same dark brown hair, thick, and with natural waves that were unruly if not flat ironed in the morning. 

“I miss you, Mom,” Abigail muttered to her cell. She brought the phone screen to her lips and kissed the image of her mother. She set the phone down, picked up the wine bottle, and went for another series of gulps. She nearly finished it. “Fuck,” she hissed, setting the bottle back down. The sudden, familiar rage was in her again, as she thought of the drunken bastard who drove straight into her mom. Abigail pounded her fist on the table. “Son of a bitch!” She hoped that man was burning in hell for taking away her only family. She hoped there was a hell, so badly wanted to believe. “You killed my mom.” And if there was a God in Heaven, she would tell him, “Fuck you for letting this happen. Fuck you for making me suffer. Why?” The anger left her, drowned out by inebriation and sorrow. She cried, yet a small part of her was relieved to feel it again. Sometimes it struck unexpectedly. “Why?” she said aloud and wept.

The minutes went by, and Abigail hadn’t moved. Her cheeks were tear-drenched, her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten since the late afternoon. It was hard to remember the last time she had an appetite in the past two years. Right now, she needed to piss, but didn’t have the energy to stand up. This is how she was last time. And last time, when she had felt this feeling that she couldn’t snap out of, she had cut her wrist. Simon and Roxanne had broken a window to enter Abigail’s apartment, and just in time, “through fate,” Roxanne once said, they had gotten to Abigail before she could run the blade across the other wrist.

Abigail decided it was time, push with whatever strength was left in her, time to get up, go to the damn toilet, and piss. She only managed to sit up slightly. The inside of the campervan was spinning, a sign that she’d soon vomit the red wine she had consumed too fast. She propped a hand on the table to push herself up from her seat. Her eye caught glimpse of something unordinary. She lifted her hand from the table and pulled down the jacket sleeve of her left arm...

Abigail gasped. The scar, the ugly pink line she had on her skin for several months, was gone.
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Through the living room window, Roxanne saw the large white van with blue stripes pull up to the curb in front of her house. It was almost noon. The original plan was for Abigail to pick up Roxanne around 9:00am so they could go out for breakfast. Abigail was probably up drinking again and didn’t sleep till sometime after midnight. Roxanne always forgave the lateness and was understanding toward Abigail’s drinking, not to mention, her recent experimenting with drugs. She trusted Abigail and knew her best friend was going through a phase, trying to find a way to cope with her troubles. Roxanne had once come close to losing her own mom, who had been diagnosed with cancer, twice. Roxanne’s dad and her sister, Raegan, have had their own brushes. Her dad was once robbed at gunpoint and beaten unconscious. Raegan, as a kid, was hospitalized after eating a peach tainted with E. coli. The family had gone through devastating moments, but when all had come to pass, days of gratefulness followed. Roxanne’s greatest fear was losing someone in her family. Her mom or dad, or both, in a car accident—or any kind of fatal accident? It made her ill just thinking about it. Even if she were to lose her little dumbass teenage sister... Dear God, that would break Roxanne’s heart. Though she so badly wished to bitch-slap her dumbass teenage sister Raegan at times—or all the time—Roxanne would die if anything happened to her. Yes, even if Raegan borrows Roxanne’s blouses without asking, then doesn’t even bother to wash them after spilling a shit-ton of mustard and relish around the boob area. Right now, the thought of Raegan and her stupid face was pissing Roxanne off so much. But, no way, if Raegan was in a fatal accident... What would be a nightmare for Roxanne was the horrifying reality for Abigail. Her friend was in pain, so Roxanne never refused a chance to be with her.

Roxanne took a smoothie bottle from the fridge, grabbed her purse off the kitchen counter, and headed to the front door.

She saw Abigail outside, leaning against her campervan, smoking a cigarette. She waved at Roxanne. Roxanne waved back as she locked her front door. She started down the yard’s walkway toward the van.

“Sorry I was late, Rox,” said Abigail.

“Don’t worry,” said Roxanne, “I was expecting it.”

“Yeah, you know me pretty well.” Abigail put her cigarette out on the sidewalk but took the unlit butt with her. She would stick it in the ashtray in her van. She never littered her cigarette butts. It was in those little, seemingly insignificant details, like not littering in a clean suburban neighborhood, that Roxanne knew Abigail was a goodhearted person. “Where to?”

“I was thinking maybe Julio’s Nonstop Waffles.” Roxanne opened the van’s passenger’s side door and climbed in.

“Fuck you.” Abigail went over to the driver’s side, climbed in, and started the engine. “I already had the taste of puke in my mouth this morning. So, I’m not hungry for more puke.” 

Roxanne laughed, knowing how Abigail felt about Julio’s Nonstop Waffles. “I was only joking.” 

“Yeah, your ass had better be joking.”

“Wherever you wanna go, Abby. Whatever you feel like eating.”

Abigail drove out of Roxanne’s street and went the direction toward Hilltop, the road that would lead to the freeway. Roxanne was already starving and didn’t care where they would eat brunch. She unscrewed the cap of her smoothie. Before taking a sip, she examined the bottle. 

“Raspberry Kale Wheatgrass?” Roxanne read the label. “Disgusting. Who came up with this flavor, some old guy with severe dementia?”

“Yet you’re gonna drink it anyway,” said Abigail.

“Yeah. Smoothies are like liquid food. I’m hungry and the only things there were to snack on at my house were a bunch of healthy crap and those round things that look like rice cakes, but they’re not rice cakes. I have no idea what those rice cake things were.”

“Maybe they were actually rice cakes.”

“Well, whatever, you damn smartass. My family’s been a bunch of health-crazed zombies as of late.” Roxanne took a sip of her smoothie, scrunched her face, and spat out the Raspberry Kale Wheatgrass drink. It came out of her mouth in a purple mist, spraying onto the dashboard. 

Abigail looked over at Roxanne and scowled. “What the hell, Rox?”

Roxanne set her drink in the cup holder, opened the glove compartment, and pulled out a roll of paper towels. She ripped off a few sheets and wiped up her spit droplets. “Disgusting. That smoothie tasted like—I don’t know—Starburst mixed with... baby formula.”

“Why, do you drink baby formula just for the hell of it?”

“Um, yeah, Abby, I drink baby formula. It’s Raegan’s baby formula. She still sucks her thumb, shits in her diaper, and drinks baby formula.”

Abigail laughed. 

Roxanne smiled to herself, feeling proud and happy that she managed to make her friend laugh. Abigail didn’t laugh or smile as often as she used to.

“You’re always so hard on Raegan,” said Abigail. “You’re such a bully to her.”

“Yeah, I know.” Roxanne laughed. Bullying her dumbass little sister made her feel good. And happy. “It’s fun.”

“I always wanted a sister, or even a brother.”

“Well, you can totally have my sister. With leash, cage, and chew toys included. And flea medicine.”

Abigail smiled and let out a quiet laugh.

“Hey, Abby, I’m your sister. My parents said you can always come live with us. Raegan would love it if you did. We have two extra rooms and a furnished basement that we don’t even set foot in. You can stay as long as you want, rent-free.”

“It’s nice your parents offered, but I’m twenty-one, Rox. I should be living on my own like an adult.” Abigail glanced at Roxanne. “No offense to you.”

“Hey, I’m also twenty-one, and I wouldn’t mind living with my folks till I’m forty or fifty. Geez, you know how much apartment rent is now?” 

“I do know. That’s why I left my apartment and live in a van now.” Abigail’s eyes roved around her surroundings. “I like it in here. I can travel anywhere I want and never have to stay at a motel. I don’t even have to stop somewhere to take a shit. I just park wherever because this van has a flushing toilet. It’s amazing.”

“If it makes you happy.” Roxanne reached over and patted Abigail’s shoulder. “All I’m saying is that you’re always welcome at our house. You know, if you ever wanna shit in a house rather than in a van.” 

Abigail only gave a smile that appeared distant. “Thanks.” She said nothing more as she turned onto the freeway.

There was silence for a moment, which bothered Roxanne, who thought she might’ve offended Abigail by offering her a place to live, talking to her as if she were a homeless person in need. Could that be the reason for her friend’s sudden silence?

“Hey,” said Roxanne, “what’s on your mind?”

“Do you remember the episode of Ghost Grounds, the one that took place in Vesta?” 

Roxanne sighed as she thought of that awful program. Oh man, was that show awful and stupid. “Sorry, no, because I don’t watch stupid shit. Yeah, I’m not a huge fan of stupid shit, Abby. Everyone knows that show’s fake, and I can’t stand the fat guy, Howard. Didn’t he wear a Viking helmet and very gay short shorts in one episode? He’s so butt-stupid and tries too hard to be funny. Geez, he reminds me so much of Gilbert. They’re both butt-stupid.”

A chuckle came out of Abigail. “Whoa, relax. I didn’t know you were gonna get so worked up over that TV show.”

Roxanne made an exaggerated growl of frustration. “You ruined my morning, you bitch.”

Abigail laughed. 

“Yes, I remember the Vesta episode,” said Roxanne. “The Meadow of Dead Angels, where—supposedly—some crazy lady saw a flying boy and a man with glowing eyes, who possessed her and made her eat her kid.”

“They never mentioned that part in the episode,” said Abigail. “How did you know all that?”

“Internet. Gilbert and Patrick, because all they seem to discuss is... stupid shit, stupid shit on the internet. One of the laborers, you know, those grape-pickers out in Vesta. One of them blasted the crazy lady in the face with a double-barreled shotgun, because she was grunting like an animal and carrying around her dead kid, who she’d been taking bites out of, apparently.” Roxanne laughed as she pictured a crazy woman barking and biting her own child. It made Roxanne think of those gruesome, butt-stupid horror movies that Simon, Gilbert, and Patrick watch.

Abigail made a disgusted face scrunch as she looked at Roxanne. “If there was a crazy lady eating her baby right in front of you, you’d bust out laughing?”

“What?” Roxanne threw her head back, stunned that her friend would ask such a thing. “Only a complete psycho would laugh at something like that.”

“Oh, so you’d laugh, then?”

Roxanne let out a raucous laugh. “No.” Still laughing, she picked up her smoothie bottle and unscrewed the cap. “Well, I’m attempting to drink this Raspberry Kale Wheatgrass nastiness, so, I must be a complete psycho.” 

“Do you believe the stories?” Abigail sounded serious.

Roxanne was about to bravely take another sip of her disgusting smoothie. She lowered the bottle to answer Abigail’s question. “Do I look like a nine-year-old to you? If the story of the woman eating her kid was true, the sick bitch was probably on meth or Soul Burn.”

“Maybe so. But I believe the stories, Rox. I plan to go over there, to the Meadow in Vesta.”

“Why, just for the sake of amusement? I doubt there’s anything really there. Why don’t you go to—I don’t know—Discovery Kingdom or something? Where you can watch an orca eat fishes and jump out of the water and splash people.”

“I was trying to buy Soul Burn last night... from the guy in the top hat.”

Roxanne looked over to Abigail. She did her best not to react in disappointment, fought the need to scold Abigail, a scolding that should be issued by a parent. Abigail had no parents. “Whoever the hell that top hat guy is, I’m sure he’s dangerous. I mean, he sells a dangerous drug. You heard the news about the guy who killed some old man with a shopping cart in a grocery store? That was no internet PulpDummy. Some asshole high on Soul Burn did that.”

“I know, I know. It was stupid of me to meet with the guy. He says his name is Victor. He refused to sell me any.”

Roxanne nodded. “I’m glad he didn’t,” she tried to sound nonchalant. That top hat guy could’ve been worse than a dealer, could’ve been a rapist. Again, she badly wanted to give Abigail a scolding, but that would only make Abigail more withdrawn.

“He told me about the Meadow of Dead Angels.” Abigail brought her left arm over and showed Roxanne her opened hand. “And he did this to me.”

Roxanne only looked at Abigail’s raised palm. “What did he do?” She was a bit confused at what Abigail was doing with her hand. She slapped Abigail’s opened hand.

Now Abigail looked confused. “What are you doing?”

Roxanne shrugged. “I, uh, thought you wanted a high-five.”

“No, no, Rox, look at my wrist.”

“Oh, okay.” Roxanne took a sip of her smoothie and pulled down Abigail’s jacket sleeve to examine her wrist. Roxanne spat out her Raspberry Kale Wheatgrass. Again. She was stunned at what she saw. Or, rather, what she didn’t see.

Abigail withdrew her left arm and brought her hand back to the steering wheel. “Maybe you shouldn’t try to drink that smoothie anymore.”

Once more, Roxanne pulled out the paper towel roll and wiped the dashboard. “Did it heal? Or did you use the same special cream that runway models use for their post-pregnancy stretchmarks? How is the scar not there anymore?” 

“I still have small scars on my legs and armpits from shaving, and I had them since I was thirteen. Scars don’t just go away.”

Roxanne knew that was true. She still had a tiny scar on her pinky from when she picked up pieces of a shattered beaker in her eighth-grade chemistry class. “Abby, please tell me you used that cream that runway models use for their post-pregnancy stretchmarks, the one scientifically formulated and extracted from kangaroo foreskin or whatever. Because that’s impossible.”

“I know. That’s my point. The hat man, Victor, brushed his thumb on my wrist last night. I don’t know what he did or how he did it...” Roxanne could hear the smallest bit of emotion in Abigail’s voice. “Whatever he did... it was real. That’s why I wanna go to the Meadow. Despite what Ghost Grounds or the internet says about that place, I have to see something, be shown something. I wanna believe in all of that.” Roxanne could now feel the suffering in Abigail’s words, the desperation for inner peace. “I wanna believe my mom is... I wanna believe she’s okay. I know I sound like I’m losing it.”

“I’m going with you, Abby.” Roxanne didn’t think it through. All she knew was she needed to be at her best friend’s side. Maybe Abigail would find nothing in this so-called Meadow of Dead Angels, this urban legend created to add some mystique to Vesta Valley. That was what Roxanne and surely many others believed. She had to be there with Abigail nonetheless, comfort her if she ends up disappointed and crushed if she doesn’t see this something that will make her believe.

But what about the disappearance of the scar on her wrist?

Roxanne thought about it for a moment and felt chills. That was something that couldn’t be explained. She now had second thoughts about going to Vesta.

“You’re coming with me?” said Abigail. 

“Yes,” Roxanne said assuredly. “I’m going with you.” The second thoughts had already diminished. “You hear scary shit about some secluded area in Vesta Valley and you wanna go there alone? Hell no, you’re not going there alone. I don’t want you coming back carrying a baby and eating it after some glowing-eyed man tells you to. We’ll make it a camping trip, roast marshmallows and stuff. Maybe there’s something there or maybe there’s nothing there.” She lightly squeezed Abigail’s arm. “Let’s get out there and try to make things fun.”

Abigail glanced at Roxanne, nodded, and gave a small smile. “Yeah, sounds good. Thank you, Rox. Thank you for always understanding. It helps. I owe you so much.”

“Hey, shut up with that.” Roxanne wanted to tear up from Abigail’s words. “There are people who still care about you. You know what? With all those butt-stupid horror movies they like watching, I’m sure the guys would wanna go, too.”
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The horror film was titled Wham Bam. The maniacal killer was called Humongo Head, a guy with a big cardboard box over his head that had two eye holes spread far apart. Apparently, his head was humongous. While other supernatural killers in movies had decent weapons like butcher knives and machetes, Humongo Head slaughtered his victims with an oversized meat tenderizer, those tools you see in the kitchen but never use or ever see anyone using. That meat tenderizer was modified in the shape of a sledgehammer but with a much larger steel head. Oh, and Humongo Head had a Chinese accent, which was irrelevant to the already-irrelevant storyline.

God, this movie was stupid.

Butt-stupid as Roxanne would say.

Simon sat on the couch on this lazy afternoon, staring at the TV screen, annoyed and somewhat amused by the awfulness of Wham Bam. Sitting next to him was Gilbert, watching intently, quiet and enthralled, his mouth hanging open. Gilbert would occasionally and absently smell his index finger, then scratch the inside of his nostril, and then wipe his finger on the couch arm. No matter how many times Simon and Tricky told him to stop the habit, he wouldn’t stop. Simon and Tricky learned to live with it and not sit at the left end of the couch.

In the movie, the nerd character, Hector, walks into what he assumes is Julia’s room. Julia is the main protagonist. Hector creeps over to the dresser and pulls out a pair of panties. He sniffs them, licks them, and rubs the crotch part on his face. “Yeah, Julia, that taste stupendous,” Hector mutters, though Julia isn’t present in the room. He moans. But little does that nerd know, he’s actually in Julia’s grandma’s room. So, the pair of panties are in his mouth, while he’s now pleasuring himself. 

Though he’d seen this film dozens of times, Gilbert’s eyes were glued to the screen. Yeah, a masterpiece, Gilbert, Simon thought, a true masterpiece this is.

Out in the hall, outside of Julia’s grandma’s bedroom, Humongo Head slowly approaches, holding the giant meat tenderizer. Hector has his pants down, granny panties hanging from his mouth, and both hands occupied on himself.

Humongo Head walks in on Hector. The killer’s eyes squint in amusement. “Oh, happy fun time,” says Humongo Head, with his Chinese accent and voice muffled through the cardboard box. “Happy-happy fun time,” he continues in a jolly tone. “Yes, yes, fun-fun-fun,” he croons. “The man likes the fun time.”

Hector spits the panties out of his mouth. “Oh, man,” Hector says, his hands still on himself. “Please don’t tell anyone I had underwear in my mouth.”

Is Hector not aware that this guy has a large box over his head? Or that this guy with an abnormally large head is holding a giant meat tenderizer with bloody strands of flesh hanging from it? Simon had to remind himself that it was just a movie.

The acting was terrible.

“This isn’t a serious movie, right?” Simon asked Gilbert. “It’s not supposed to be for real, right?”

“Shh,” was Gilbert’s response.

Humongo Head’s meat tenderizer came down on Hector’s head. Gallons of blood splashed and sprayed against the wall and in the opened panty drawer.

“Why’d you do that?” Hector says.

Hector says? Seriously? Hector has half a head left, pretty much just a mouth, a nose, and a chin, and he’s still standing? And talking?

“Wham bam,” Humongo Head tells the bottom portion of Hector’s face. “The happy-happy fun time is over.”

Hector falls to the floor. Hopefully he’s dead now.

“Wow,” said Simon, “and I thought this movie was gonna be horrible.”

“Humongo Head was put in a cage by his mom when he was little,” said Gilbert. “As you might’ve guessed, he didn’t get a lot of playtime as a child. That’s why seeing other people have fun angers him.”

“His mom put him in a cage, huh? Must be punishment for Humongo Head ruining her vagina when he was born.”

“What?” Gilbert didn’t get the joke.

“Because Humongo Head has a humongous head,” Simon tried to explain.

Gilbert glanced at Simon and went back to watching, not uttering a word. He still didn’t get it.

Tricky came out to the living room, one hand scratching his belly and other scratching his head. It appeared he awoke from his second nap today. Patrick, or Trick or Tricky—never Pat—spent most his time in the house, writing freelance and sipping wine and any other mild types of alcohol. His sleep was sporadic, as was his meals. 

“I’m starving right now,” said Tricky. He looked at the TV screen as he headed to the kitchen. “What’re you guys watching? Terrible crap?”

“Hey, Tricky,” said Simon, “what were you writing earlier? Terrible crap?”

“Yeah.” Tricky squinted at the TV. “Oh, is that Giganto Head you guys are watching?” 

Gilbert’s head swung to look back at Tricky. “His name is Humongo Head, not Giganto Head,” Gilbert said. More like Gilbert corrected. “And the movie’s called Wham Bam not Giganto Head. There’s no movie called Giganto Head.”

“Okay, Gil,” Tricky said, “calm yourself. Don’t turn red and explode.”  

Gilbert shook his head and made a dismissive hand wave. “Pff...” Some spit sprayed from his mouth. “I won’t explode.”

Tricky went over to the kitchen counter and opened the pizza box, which was left from last night. “Who ate all the pizza?”

Tricky already knew who did and who would. Simon only had one slice last night and one this morning. “I think Giganto Head ate it,” said Simon, smiling. “Oops, I mean Humongo Head. Humongo Head ate it all while you were having a happy-happy fun time with yourself, Tricky.”

Gilbert didn’t reply. He kept quiet, pretending to be fully engrossed in Wham Bam. Or maybe he wasn’t pretending.

“Gil, the three of us pitched in for an extra-large pizza last night, remember?” Tricky said. “There’s also an empty box over here that no one bothered to throw away.”

Gilbert looked over to Tricky. “You went to sleep early,” Gilbert stated, indifferently, as though he didn’t do anything wrong, as though it wasn’t a big deal. “I figured you weren’t hungry.”

“Even if I were sleeping, you could’ve saved me some.” Tricky continued his calm facade.

“I ate more slices this morning because there was nothing else to eat and my oatmeal had bugs in it, so...” Gilbert shrugged. His attention went back to the TV screen.

Simon suppressed a laugh.

Simon and Tricky knew Gilbert’s parents. They were overly cheerful, overly giving people. The kind of mother and father that spoke with TV commercial voices and always acted as though they were viewed by an audience. Their smiles were constant, and Simon always felt something was off about the two, as though there were an underlying crookedness to them. He just never felt comfortable with the generosity Gilbert’s parents would show. The couple owned a few businesses around the Bay Area and were well-off. They spoiled Gilbert, their only child, greatly, bought him toys, videogames, the latest gadgets, even though he was considerably an adult. His parents would buy him a woman if they could. They still provided him with an allowance and paid his bills. To them, Gilbert could do no wrong. As a result, Gilbert was obese, lacked social skills, and was often self-centered. None of it was his fault, Simon and Tricky knew. They felt sorry for Gilbert, who had endured a more covert form of parental neglect. 

“Why don’t you try apologizing, Gil,” Tricky’s voice grew louder. “You eat mine and Simon’s food, even though the Tupperware has our names on it, you leave garbage lying around, and you sit there wiping your boogers on the fucking couch. Why don’t you just apologize?”

Gilbert stirred from his slouched position to face Tricky. “Tricky, I already explained it to you. When I eat, I have to eat a lot. When my stomach feels empty, I get dizzy, okay? I don’t like being this way, having to eat a lot. I’m sorry.”

“Look, man, I won’t make this an argument with you. Why don’t you go and order me a pizza, a small size is fine, and we’ll call it even.”

Gilbert shrugged. That obnoxious shrug he does. “I don’t have money.”

Simon snickered.

Tricky gritted his teeth and pressed a hand to his forehead. “I guess you don’t have money. You spend it all on Titan Storm Brigade exclusive limited-edition action figures and the fucking Wham Bam director’s cut trilogy.” His words were piercing. “When I didn’t have money, I didn’t go around eating your food and opening up your Tupperware with your fucking name on it. No, I was eating Worcestershire Sauce with rice. I was eating cereal with faucet water instead of milk.”

“Tricky,” said Simon, “take it easy. I’ll go order you a pizza.”

“No, Simon,” Tricky snapped. “We can’t keep spoiling him. His mom and dad do that enough. I’m sure your mommy and daddy are rich enough to buy a new couch when their couch is thoroughly smeared with your boogers.”

“I’ll give back the money you pitched in!” Gilbert shouted. “I’ll give you your money. Don’t talk about my parents, okay?” He grabbed his wallet out from the pocket of his sweatpants, pulled out a twenty, and flung it to the floor.

Tricky came over and scooped up the bill. “You fat fuck.”

“Well, you’re shit at writing,” said Gilbert.

“At least I work and have a job, even though I’m shit at it. Do you work, Gilbert?”

Gilbert was silent.

In a few minutes, the two will forget their argument and start discussing internet rumors and conspiracy theories again. That’s how it was in this house.

Knocking came to the front door. 

“One day, we should teach Rox how to press the doorbell,” Simon knew it was Roxanne. She didn’t seem to use doorbells. “It might take her days to figure it out, but she’ll learn, eventually. I believe in her.” He rose from the couch, went over to the door, and opened it. 

Roxanne walked in, holding up a Styrofoam container. “Hey, any of you ass-munchers wanna eat my leftovers?”

Tricky rushed across the living room. “Me,” he said. “I want it.”

Roxanne handed it over to him. “It’s a veggie omelet, but I drowned it in ketchup and Grey Poupon because it was bland. Can you believe it, a veggie omelet? I’m trying to eat a little healthier. My family’s been eating nothing but—”

“Yeah, whatever,” said Tricky, grasping the container close to his chest, as though it were a valuable object that needed protection and love. He sped back to the kitchen with it.

Roxanne came over to the living room just as Abigail entered. 

“Hey,” Abigail greeted Simon. It was a curt greeting that lacked any bit of enthusiasm. She glanced at him with her vacant eyes, an expressionless look she gave that always saddened him.

“Hey, Abby,” Simon greeted back with a peck to her cheek, the same kind of greeting he gave his aunts or his grandma. He smelt the minty, bitter odor of cigarette smoke on her. “You’ve been okay?” He closed the door behind her.

“Yeah,” she said with a nod.

“Good.” Simon put on a smile, though Abigail’s coldness and lifelessness toward him felt like a stab in the gut.

It’d been a few weeks since he’d last seen her. She now had a second piercing on her brow and a new one at her bottom lip. Piercings were never Abigail’s thing when her mom was alive. She now wore darker clothes and put on more eye make-up as of late. It was common for many to change their style as they reached adult years, as their taste evolved, but it seemed Abigail wasn’t trying to recognize who she was before. Once she was a girl who smiled often, dressed in sweater vests, flannel shirts, and bright, colorful dresses that extended below the knees. She’d been hanging around with shifty individuals since last year. Was she becoming more like them? Or was this different look, this lifeless attitude, all a phase for her as Tricky and Roxanne once speculated? Simon loved who she once was. He didn’t know who he pecked on the cheek a second ago.
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