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      Joseph Speight stood at the front of his class, and his stomach grumbled loudly. One of the girls near the front giggled, and he placed a hand over his growling stomach as though to stop it.

      “Today’s lesson about the code breakers at Bletchley Park starts on page 32 of your textbooks.” He paused. “That means open them, please.” Books opened and pages flipped while the students mumbled their displeasure. Joseph didn’t mind. Students needed to learn about history even if they hated it, which most did. Without knowing the past, they couldn’t prepare for the future, plus if approached with respect, they might even learn how to think critically. It was a noble idea, but growing more difficult by the day. As the fifth-grade history teacher at Artemus Ward Elementary, it was his job to make sure they were presented with the possibility to grow their knowledge and skills.

      “During World War II, the code breakers at Bletchley Park worked diligently to crack enemy codes to give the Allied forces an advantage they desperately needed.” Joseph continued the lesson, detailing some of the major points of the project.

      His stomach continued to sound its need for sustenance, and Joseph tried to ignore it. Lunch was still an hour away, and even then, he wasn’t sure his ham sandwich with an apple and BBQ potato chips was going to suffice.

      While discussing the contributions of Alan Turing to the code breakers project, he noticed a slight tint of red framing his vision. He knew what that meant, and he knew to proceed carefully.

      When he finished the lecture part of the class, he paused.

      “I want you all to break up into groups of four or five. I’ve got handouts with a secret code on them, and I want you to work as a team to figure out the meaning. Don’t take long; we only have fifteen minutes left.”

      A collective groan rose up from the students, but they followed his orders well enough. All except James Duncan, and that was not a surprise.

      This was Joseph’s first year with James and had been warned by his previous teachers that he might need extra attention. Not that he was a bad student by any means, but because he was a loner and an easy target for the other students.

      Joseph headed to the back of the class, where James sat in his chair with his head bent forward inspecting his textbook while trying to avoid notice. Adorned with a gray and black flannel shirt, ripped jeans, and medium-length black hair that hung over his eyes, James was the caricature of the loner student.

      “Hey, James,” Joseph said, trying to ignore the growing hunger in his belly and the prominent crimson edging his vision.

      The boy looked up. “Yeah?”

      “Do you need a group?”

      James turned away, and Joseph noticed a deep purple bruise on his neck just below the collar of his shirt. Concern blossomed in his head. This wasn’t the first time he had noticed signs of abuse on the boy, and his newest wound was probably why he didn’t want to be around any of the other students. A tinge of anger rose up in Joseph as he considered what kind of monster would hurt a child like this. Maybe he could pay the Duncans a visit and take care of their wicked behavior while satisfying his own needs. He shoved the thought away. For now.

      “Why don’t you and I work on it together? Would that be okay?”

      James nodded slowly, and Joseph grabbed an empty chair, pulling it up to Jimmy’s desk, and the two of them worked on the project, though most of it was Joseph doing the heavy lifting while Jimmy remained quiet throughout.

      The bell rang, and the students jumped up from their seats.

      “Read chapter four tonight and be ready for a quiz tomorrow,” Joseph said. The expected collective whines followed as they all left.

      Jimmy stood and Joseph stopped him.

      “Hang on a sec.” He got up and closed the classroom door so the next period’s students wouldn’t barge in on them. He had only a few minutes alone with the boy before they’d be interrupted.

      Jimmy, what can you tell me about that bruise?”

      Jimmy’s hand flashed up to his neck, and he rubbed it slowly.

      “Nothin’.”

      Joseph’s stomach rumbled again, this time loud enough that Jimmy seemed to take notice from across the room as his gaze went toward Joseph’s midsection.

      “How did you get it?”

      “Mr. Speight, can I go now?”

      “Jimmy, if someone is hurting you, it’s not right. You should never have to suffer abuse like⁠—”

      “I’m gonna be late for my next class. If I get another tardy…”

      He didn’t need to say the rest. Joseph understood clearly. The anger he felt earlier returned, along with an ever-growing red cast to his vision.

      Not now. Not here, he told himself.

      “I promise you won’t get into any trouble. I can let Mrs. Oliver know that I’m the reason you’re late, if you are at all.”

      Jimmy squirmed in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with the conversation.

      “Listen, let me offer you this. I get that you don’t want to talk about it. I know it’s scary. My door is always open if you want to talk. No judgment. No scrutinizing anything. If all you need is someone to vent to, I can help. I don’t like seeing my students dealing with things that make them feel less of a person. If you ever need me, I’m here for you.”

      Jimmy’s posture relaxed just a bit but then stiffened immediately as though Joseph had just watched his walls retract and then extend right back to where they were. It wasn’t much, but it was something, and he latched on to that. He had every intention of sticking close to the boy to help him out as best he could.

      The anger eased up a little, replaced with sympathy.

      “Ever since Mom died, Dad hasn’t been the same,” Jimmy offered, catching Joseph off-guard. It was probably the longest sentence he’d ever uttered in his presence. He collected himself to not seem overly excited and miss his chance of connecting with the boy.

      “I can relate. My own mom died when I was young, too.”

      “I need to go. I shouldn’t have said anything.” Jimmy gathered his things and headed for the door.

      “Thank you for sharing. I know it wasn’t easy.”

      Jimmy didn’t turn around, only bolted out of the classroom.

      Joseph’s stomach spluttered again, and he closed his eyes to try to calm everything down as the red fringe to his vision remained.

      His mother. Apparently, he and Jimmy shared a similar past, though he doubted Jimmy’s was as brutal and personal as his own.

      In his head, he replayed the horrific moment all over again. The anger that consumed him. His mother’s frightened face as he attacked. The succulent taste of her eyes exploding in his mouth. That secret was buried deep within, and no one would ever know the truth except him. It was one of many regrets he carried with him.

      The classroom door opened, and students poked their heads inside.

      “Mr. Speight, is it okay to come in?” a boy named Tyler asked.

      “Yes, please. I was just resting.”

      The door opened all the way, and a crowd of students filed in, bringing with them the scent of body odor and overly sweet perfume.

      When the bell rang, he began the lesson.

      “Today’s lesson is about the code breakers at Bletchley Park…”
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        * * *

      

      That night, Joseph wanted to do nothing more than be with his family. The struggles he noticed with Jimmy were something he never wanted for his own son, Pete, and the one way to combat that was to be an attentive dad.

      The two of them sat on the living room floor with a mountain of Legos between them. His wife, Bonnie, sat on the couch reading a book and the television was tuned to Nickelodeon, currently airing an episode of SpongeBob SquarePants.

      Joseph absently stacked Legos together without thinking about what he was building. It was a soothing way to reject the red that continued to creep at the edges of his vision.

      “Daddy, where’s the door?” Pete asked.

      Joseph didn’t respond, continuing to add more Legos to his creation. He hadn’t heard the question.

      “Daddy?”

      Snapped out of his thoughts, his mind cleared and he looked at his son. “What was that?”

      Pete pointed to the small rectangular building that Joseph held in his hands. It was made of random Legos of various colors with no clear pattern. All four walls were smooth and unbroken, with a roof made of flat red bricks. It looked more like a box than a building.

      “Oh, I guess I forgot.” He smiled and ruffled Pete’s hair. “No worries, kiddo. I’ll fix it.”

      Joseph tore it apart and replaced part of the walls with two little red window pieces and a red door. When he was done, he held it out to Pete. “Here ya go.” Pete’s eyes lit up and a warmth spread through Joseph’s heart.

      “That’s perfect! Look at mine.” He showed Joseph a creation made with a long flat green piece as the base with walls all around, slightly resembling a castle.

      “I love it. Good work!”

      They continued to build pieces to create a little town, and Joseph got lost in his work and his adoration for Pete.

      His son was everything to him. He represented the best of what Joseph wanted to be as a man but never could become. There were far too many skeletons in his closet coupled with moments like earlier today when he fought to remain in control of himself.

      It must have been several minutes of reflection where he zoned out of the present but was pulled back from it by Bonnie.

      “Hun, are you ok?”

      Joseph looked up at her, and the concern etched on her face worried him.

      “I’m sorry; I guess I was lost in the moment.”

      She pointed at his hands, and he looked down. He’d crushed the building he made for Pete, and the Legos were scattered all over his legs, the memory of doing so escaping him.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Pete’s lips trembled, and his eyes glistened. “Daddy?” he said in a shaky voice.

      Joseph dropped the remnants of the building and wrapped his son in his arms. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I didn’t mean it. I was just…I don’t know. I guess I wasn’t paying attention. That’s all.”

      “Are you sure everything is fine?” Bonnie asked. “You can tell me.”

      Joseph composed himself and nodded. “Yeah, I’m okay.”
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        * * *

      

      “What happened earlier?” Bonnie asked after she and Joseph climbed into bed for the night. Bonnie was sitting up, rubbing lotion onto her hands.

      “I…I don’t know. I just spaced out, I guess.”

      “I’ve never seen you get physical like that before. Is work bothering you? Is it…us?”

      He pushed himself to a seated position with an ache in his heart.

      “It’s never you two. You and Pete are my everything. My world is right here,” he said, gently touching the tip of her nose, “and in the other bedroom. You two are not a problem at all. Don’t ever think that.”

      She averted his gaze and took a deep breath while finishing working the lotion onto her hands.

      “Then what’s been bothering you? I haven’t mentioned it, but you’ve been distant lately. The way you zoned out earlier wasn’t the first time you’ve done that.”

      Joseph had no clue that she had picked up on anything, nor was he aware that he had acted any differently. Had he really been so aloof as not to notice? He had to think quickly to dispel her concerns.

      “Sorry. Work is stressful. Some of the kids have such terrible families, and it weighs on me, you know?” It wasn’t a lie. He still couldn’t shake the encounter with Jimmy earlier in the day. Thinking about it now brought a red haze to the outer limits of his vision, and he needed to be careful taking it too far.

      “Plus, my birthday has been on my mind a lot. I’m almost out of my 20s, and I guess…I guess it’s been weighing on me.” That was a lie. He wasn’t nearly as concerned about his age as Bonnie was when she crossed that bridge.

      “Oh, hun.” She ran her hands through his short brown hair, gently holding his head. The scent of her lotion was powerful. There was comfort in the gesture, a calming assurance that all was well with the world. Bonnie leaned closer and kissed him. Her soft, delicate touch instantly melted his heart. Bonnie’s hand slid down his body until she found his flaccid penis. The electric touch made his heart race. “Make love to me,” she whispered. Joseph didn’t need a second to think about it.

      When they had finished and both were spent, Joseph kissed Bonnie goodnight, and then she turned away from him, but scooted herself closer until he was spooning her. It took her only a few minutes to fall asleep in his arms.

      Joseph was far from falling asleep as his mind wouldn’t settle down. She was worried about him, which meant he was acting in ways that weren’t normal. After keeping himself under control for most of Pete’s life, he must have let his guard down. That couldn’t happen.

      As he lay in bed replaying the events of the day, the red cast to his vision wouldn’t fade away. Its persistence worried him. What if he finally lost control around his family? He couldn’t live with himself if Bonnie and Pete suffered the same fate as Sally and his mom. He vowed never to let that happen.
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      After a hectic morning making sure everyone was fed and she was ready for work, Bonnie dropped Pete off at school. Despite attending the same school where Joseph worked, their son refused to drive in with his dad. In some respects, Bonnie understood. She never liked it when her mom took her to school and made a big scene by waving wildly and even honking the horn. That side of her hadn’t come out yet, but if Pete ever got on her bad side, maybe she might let her hand slip and hit the horn. Maybe.

      As Pete walked toward the aide outside, he waved to her, and she smiled. It was nice that he still wanted his mother’s attention. She waved back and hurried out of there to get to work.

      While Joseph worked with kids all day, Bonnie worked as a waitress at a small local restaurant. Tippy’s was a hole in the wall along Main Street that served greasy breakfast and bottomless coffee. It wasn’t ideal, not with their financial struggles, but it was steady work, and cash tips always helped them to have money on hand. Pulling into the parking lot, Bonnie reminded herself to check into online school later. She never got a chance to go because her mom couldn’t afford it, but she had to do something.

      When she got inside, the place was electric with the sound of conversation and laughter. They were busy with all the tables filled and a couple of people waiting for one to open.

      “Morning, hun,” Esther called to her as she walked past with a glass pot of coffee. Esther was the oldest waitress at the restaurant, and many of the regulars claimed she came with the building. The truth was, Esther was a retired financial planner who was bored at home and took on the job to stay connected with people after her husband died. Bonnie respected her enthusiasm but also didn’t want to end up as a waitress at her age. She always thought she’d enjoy retirement if she got the chance.

      “Morning,” Bonnie called back. She headed to the back to deposit her purse and clock in for her shift.

      The tempting scent of bacon and fried food clung to her instantly, the grease already attaching to her face. The smell and feel like she’d been deep fried herself would remain until showering after work. Though she enjoyed working with the public, one day she’d like to get off work and not have to give herself a scalding shower if she wanted to go anywhere — another checkmark in the column of “Look into school.”

      Bonnie jumped into the rotation when the next table opened. She cleaned off the dishes and wiped the table down, then seated the next couple waiting. They were a young couple, probably in their mid-twenties. Not quite young enough for college.

      “What can I get you to drink?” she asked as they pulled up their chairs to the table.

      “Coffee, please,” the man said with a thick Kentucky accent.

      “Same here,” the woman added with the same accent.

      “Either one of you want some cream?”

      The woman nodded.

      “Alright, be right back.”

      Moments later, Bonnie returned with two mugs of coffee and a small metal pitcher of creamer. They ordered breakfast, and she dropped off the ticket at the window.

      The place was busy with activity everywhere. The sounds of conversation and metal utensils scraping on ceramic plates created a chaotic, yet welcoming atmosphere.

      Bonnie went to check on her table, and as she approached, she heard the man say to the woman, “Today is Friday the 13th. We’ve got to watch out for Jason Voorhees.” The woman giggled.

      “I don’t think we need to worry about that.”

      “Maybe not, but there are other things lurking, like the Big Muddy Monster. Or,” he leaned closer, “the Eyebiter.”

      The name made Bonnie freeze in her tracks. Esther nearly smashed into her with the glass coffeepot.

      “That’s a stupid legend,” the woman said. “Besides, that’s from Willow Falls. Wait. Did you hear something? Has it migrated? Oh, I love me some good monster gossip.”

      The man smiled and spoke in a lower tone. “There are rumors it’s around here. My buddy Leon said word is, there might be more than one.”

      “Robert Shipman,” the woman said, apparently using his full name like she was his mother, “what the hell kind of fool do I look like to you?”

      “Listen, Claire, I’m only reporting what I heard. You know legends are always built on some kernel of truth.”

      “The only kernel you know is from corn.”

      He chuckled and sipped his coffee. “Anyway, Friday the 13th is an unlucky day for some, I guess.”

      Bonnie regained her composure and approached the couple. “Everything okay over here? Do you need a refill?”

      “We’re good,” the man said.

      “Thank you,” the woman added.

      Bonnie left their table still processing if she had heard them correctly. Eyebiter? In Brownsville? That was a name she hadn’t thought about in years, not since…

      Len and Joey were kids.

      She’d heard the rumors back then about Joey having some weird connection to the legend but dismissed it as small-town gossip about a horrific tragedy. He was still the new kid at the time, and anything unusual would always be blamed on the new kid.

      The people of Willow Falls knew about the Eyebiter legend. But it was just that: an urban legend meant to scare children from lurking in the woods or hanging out in that creepy cave.

      “Bonnie?” It was Esther. “Bonnie, are you doing alright, dear?”

      She broke from her thoughts and nodded. “Yeah,” she said in a weak voice.

      “Good, because your order is ready.” She smiled warmly and headed off toward a pair of older men raising their mugs for a refill.

      “Thanks,” Bonnie said, then hurried to pick it up for the hungry couple.

      The rest of her shift went by quickly as the traffic never let up and it was one table after another. Focusing on her work, she didn’t have time to think much about the Eyebiter, though it lingered in the back of her brain, another checkmark of something she needed to attend to later.
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        * * *

      

      Alice Davidson sat in her darkened house, the same house she had raised her children in but had since become an empty husk, devoid of life. The curtains were shut tight against the morning light. The electric bill hadn’t been paid in months, and they finally cut her off a week ago. The only source of light was a small black candle on the coffee table, its flame flickering and guttering.

      Plastered all over her living room were photos of her two children, Len and Sally. Their smiling faces and joyous lives surrounded her. It was the only way she’d ever experience her children again, and all of that was because of that heartless boy, Joey Speight.

      When her son went missing, Alice had no doubt that it was Joey’s doing. The boy was trouble. She hadn’t noticed him early on, but the more her son spent time with him, the more she realized that he was being manipulated by his grandma Ruth. Or in league with her. She hadn’t figured that out yet, but she suspected the old hag had sinister dealings. The rumors of her being a witch might not have been so wrong after all, but it wasn’t until Len died that she knew in her heart that the woman was evil. Alice just lacked the proof to connect her directly to Joey’s action and to her son, Len.

      It was when she had no doubts that Ruth was involved that she started carrying small notebooks in her purse. One never knew when new information was brought to light.

      A photo of Len wearing his denim jacket while flashing a wide grin tugged at her heart.

      She missed him dearly. Not a day went by that she didn’t think of him. She wished they had never met the new kid at the ice cream shop. That chance encounter led to a life filled with heartache and pain. Sorrow lived in her bones. It was her mission to bring the guilty to justice, no matter what. The old woman Ruth escaped her wrath by dying, but the boy was still alive, and he would not be so lucky.

      Alice glanced at the photos on the walls, and her eyes settled on a picture of Sally with the largest smile on her face.

      “Oh, my poor little girl,” she whispered, reaching out and gently touching the photograph.

      Sally was a kind-hearted soul whom Alice adored. Losing her son was heart-wrenching, but when Sally went missing, it ripped the remaining parts of her heart from her chest, leaving Alice as hollow as her house.

      “I warned you about him,” she said, meaning Joey. She did, too. Sally wouldn’t listen when she warned her about dating Joey and the family he came from. It made her skin crawl to think that the murderer of her son was in a relationship with her daughter. Of course, no one ever accused the bastard of doing any harm, but in her gut, she knew he and Ruth were responsible.

      When Sally told her they were dating, she cried for days. But then she had an idea. What if she could use their relationship to her advantage? Joey had done a masterful job of hiding his past and his role in Len’s death. Sally might be the spy she needed to uncover the truth. She’d never outright ask her daughter to betray him because that would shut her down completely. However, if she kept her wits about her, she might be able to find a way to get what she needed to put the man behind bars for life. Her daughter would have been angry if she had ever found out, but that was a risk she was willing to take.

      Eventually she relented to Sally’s relationship, only because of her newfound purpose to support it. Sally didn’t have a clue.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered to the photo.

      As Sally’s relationship with Joey deepened, Alice took more interest in it. So much so, that Sally opened up about a lot of things.

      It shook Alice to the core when her daughter confided in her that Joey claimed to have had an encounter with the Eyebiter and that he thought it was under his control. That scared Alice, and she tried to get Sally to leave him then, spy or no spy. This was her daughter she was worried about. No amount of vengeance was worth her life.

      Alice never believed the old tales. She’d grown up hearing about it, but like Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster, it had to be fake. The more Sally talked about it, the more Alice investigated it. She discovered accounts of the creature that seemed legitimate, and as much as she wanted to discount it, she couldn’t. Not entirely.

      Every day for a month after Len died, she visited that damn cave in Willow Falls State Park. She spoke to Len when she was there, asking for guidance. He never replied, but she got the sense that something awful lurked in there. A cold sensation crept along her skin, and it always felt like someone was watching her.

      The legends all said the Eyebiter lived in that cave. If what Sally said was true, then it now possessed Joey. Or he controlled it. Or…something. It was confusing, and she had a hard time believing it. Her daughter wasn’t skeptical about the legends, but she also believed Joey was a good man incapable of doing harm.

      He wasn’t a good man at all, and Alice learned the hard way that her daughter was mistaken.

      Losing her crushed the remnants of her soul. Alice didn’t care about her own life anymore after that. Her sole purpose in living was to expose the truth and find vindication for her children. The police failed to bring justice. The press gave up on the stories soon after the initial salacious details were released. When the trail went cold, so did the memories. Alice wouldn’t let that stand. Her children didn’t die to be forgotten.

      “I hate you,” she growled when she spotted a picture of Len with Joey. She had crossed out Joey’s face with a red marker before she ever put it up on the wall. There were others too, of him with Sally and more with Len. In every one, she crossed out Joey’s face. He was evil. He had to be stopped before others were hurt. If no one was going to listen to poor Alice Davidson, she was determined to take care of it herself.

      Joey Speight would face justice, and she was the one to administer it. Her children were owed that much. If that monster was truly the Eyebiter, there would be no saving him. He had to die. The world wasn’t made for creatures like that.
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      Joseph’s day had been…difficult. It started out bad when his second-period class was the victim of a stink bomb dropped off by a third grader. The foul stench lingered for the rest of the morning.

      Jimmy was late to class and walked with a limp. His heart ached for the boy, but when he tried to confront him after class, Jimmy rushed as best he could with his limp out of the room without acknowledging Joseph’s repeated calls to stop.

      Then, when lunchtime came, he realized he had forgotten to pack a lunch, and they were serving mystery meat cheeseburgers in the cafeteria. Against his better judgement, he grabbed one along with soggy tater tots and milk. It wasn’t ideal, but better than nothing.

      Joseph attempted to sit in the cafeteria, but it was too chaotic. Red crept into his vision, and the warning was enough for him to leave. He went back to his classroom and locked the door. Peace and quiet were at a premium in an elementary school, and he was going to enjoy it.

      He ate only half of the burger and a few of the tots before he decided it was a bad idea. There was no way he’d leave the remnants in his room, so he steeled himself to step out into the busy hallways.

      “Hiding?” a female voice called. Joseph turned around and smiled at Claire Thompson, a pre-K teacher who was a good friend to Bonnie and currently Pete’s teacher.

      Claire was about five years older than Bonnie but shared similar tastes in music, books, and wine. She and Claire instantly hit it off when they met at a mixer for the school’s staff and had maintained a friendship ever since. It wasn’t uncommon for them to get together for a visit to a local winery or go to St. Louis to visit a bookstore on the weekends. When they found out that she would be Pete’s teacher, they couldn’t have been more thrilled.

      “Hey Claire, how are you?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you around the house lately.”

      “With the school year in full gear, I tend to act like a hermit until I’m forced out of my cave.”

      “I’ll have to tell Bonnie to drag you out someday soon. I’m sure you could use the time away.”

      Claire smiled. “That would be fabulous.”

      Claire’s innocent comment about being stuck in a cave unlocked memories he wasn’t equipped to handle in the middle of school. His anxiety rose, and the red tint crept further into his vision. Involuntarily, he felt his stomach rumble, and suddenly her eyes called to him like beacons. A deep craving ached in the pit of his stomach.

      “Everything going okay with Pete?” he asked, trying to rid the vile thoughts from lingering much longer.

      “He’s a little angel. I’d love to have a class full of students like him. Plus,” she leaned close, “he keeps calling me Claire instead of Ms. Thompson. It’s really cute, though I do have to correct him because I don’t want the others to do it, and I don’t want him catching hell for being a favorite or something. But he is, just so you know. A favorite, that is.” She offered a wink.

      “Good to hear it.”

      Her eyes. Delicate. Waiting. The allure was powerful.

      “I…I need to go,” he said, quickly turning and heading for the nearest trash can.

      “Ok, nice to see you,” Clare called after him.

      Joseph’s stomach rumbled as he longed to pluck out her eyes and devour them.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Mom, how are you?” Bonnie said into the phone.

      “Bonnie! Oh, it’s been too long. How’s everything going? Is Pete adjusting to school?”

      Bonnie slumped back in the dining room chair with the phone clutched to her ear.

      “Yeah, he’s doing great. We just got home a little while ago. We’re just waiting for Joseph to get home so we can decide on dinner plans. It’s movie night around here too.”

      “That sounds lovely. I’m so glad you’re all doing well.”

      Bonnie paused a moment before proceeding. She wasn’t sure how to really word what she’d been feeling for a little while now.

      “Mom, I’m a little worried.” Not her strongest start, but at least it was something.

      “Worried? About what, dear?”

      Bonnie imagined her mom giving her a hug and telling her everything was going to be okay. She missed those carefree days of youth when a Band-Aid and a glass of tea fixed everything.

      “Money,” she blurted out. “I worry we won’t be able to give Pete the life he deserves.”

      “Oh, honey. I know it can be a challenge. Have you looked for other work? I thought you said you liked Tippy’s.”

      “I do, but is that it? Is that all I’m able to do? There’s a woman who works there, and she’s got to be in her sixties, pushing seventy. I don’t want that for myself.” She neglected to share that Esther wasn’t there because she needed to be, but because she wanted to be. Still, it got her point across.

      “Well, what are you thinking?”

      Bonnie closed her eyes to regroup her thoughts. “What if, what if we came back to Willow Falls and lived with you or Don while I went back to school?”

      A long pause followed, and Bonnie worried that she’d given her mother a heart attack. “Mom? Mom, are you there? Hello?”

      “I’m here. Sorry. I wasn’t expecting that. What does Joey say about that?”

      Her mom had never followed Joseph’s request to call him anything other than what she knew him as when he was a child. It bugged Joseph, but he was kind enough not to say anything to her about it.

      “That’s the other thing. I haven’t told him yet.”

      “Oh, I see. I tell you what. You two talk it over, and whatever you decide, I’ll support you. Knowing Don, I’m sure he’d say the same. I don’t know how well the schools pay around here, but I’d assume Joseph would probably have to take a pay cut. Keep that in mind.”

      Bonnie pinched the bridge of her nose. “I know. Honestly, I’m just throwing spaghetti at the wall. Maybe I could do school online. I keep seeing those commercials, you know?”

      “That might be a good idea.”

      The idea of moving back home wasn’t new for Bonnie. She was a Willow Falls woman to her core. Brownsville was far too large of a place for her. Once when she was pregnant, she mentioned to Joseph her desire to move back to town, and she might as well have told him that the baby she was carrying wasn’t his. When he got the job at Artemus Ward, that kind of sealed it for them. At least for now. She never stopped looking for ways to make it back and knew in her heart that one day they would.

      “Anyway, how are things in Willow Falls? Any new gossip?” The last time Bonnie called home was during Pete’s first week of school. Surely something happened in a month.

      “You know how it is around here. Not much, really. Oh, there is that Mrs. Davidson. She’s been walking around town shouting at people and screaming about the Eyebiter and other such nonsense. I swear, if they don’t lock her up, she might hurt someone.”

      “Mom!” Bonnie said with humor in her voice. “You can’t say that.”

      “Well, it’s true. I know she lost her children and all, but we have to move on.”

      “Oh wow, thanks, Mom. I’m glad to know that if I die, you’ll just move on.” It was more jest than sarcasm. She and her mom were close, and either one of them would be devastated if the other passed away.

      “Bonnie, I don’t mean it like that! Anyway, there’s not much else other than her. The poor woman reminds me more of the witch from Snow White. Not that she’s old, but I don’t know. Her appearance? Someone said she was delving into the occult to communicate with her children. God help us if she’s into that kind of thing.”

      “Really? She’s getting into that in Willow Falls? Geez, I don’t see that going over well.”

      “You know how rumors are around here. Next thing you know, they’ll be saying she’s the Eyebiter or something silly like that.”

      Bonnie nodded as though her mom could see her.

      “Mom,” Pete said, interrupting her.

      Bonnie cupped her hand over the mouthpiece and spoke in hushed tones. “What is it? I’m talking to grandma?”

      “I wanted a glass of — wait, Grandma? Can I talk to her? Please?” Bonnie nodded and held up a finger for him to hold on a second.

      “Hey Mom,” Bonnie said after moving her hand away from it, “Pete wants to talk to you. I don’t expect I’ll get the phone back, so…I love you.”

      “Love you too, dear. Let me talk to that grandson of mine.”

      Bonnie handed the phone to Pete, and whatever he had come in there for was forgotten as he fell into a comical conversation with her mom, though she knew her mom ate it up. As an only child, Bonnie’s mom had no other means for grandchildren, and so far, Pete was the only one.

      Joseph had thought about having more, but Bonnie wouldn’t agree to it. All she saw were dollar signs, and they didn’t have many of them to spare.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner, Joseph, Bonnie, and Pete gathered in the living room for a Friday night movie night.

      They settled on Lord of the Rings on DVD, despite Bonnie’s worry that it might be too violent for Pete. He had been asking to watch it for months, and Joseph finally convinced her that their son could handle it.

      “You’re getting up if he has a nightmare,” she told him.

      “Deal.”

      The movie started, and Pete was caught in glorious movie rapture, his gaze glued to the television with a bowl of popcorn on his lap. He sat in a recliner while Bonnie and Joseph were on the couch, with her nestled next to him and her head leaning against his chest. As much as she tried to get into the movie, the silly moment from work earlier in the day kept coming back to her. Maybe it was Joseph’s connection to the legend or her mom’s mention of Alice. For some reason, she couldn’t get it out of her head.

      When she was certain Pete wasn’t paying attention to them, she brought it up.

      “You know, I had the strangest experience earlier.”

      “Oh? Is that what you call a conversation with your mom?”

      “What? No!” She slapped his thigh, and he let out an exaggerated yelp, which still didn’t pull Pete away from the movie. She lifted off his chest to face him.

      “A couple I hadn’t seen before came into the restaurant, and I caught them chatting about today being Friday the 13th⁠—”

      His eyes lit up. “It is! Oh, dang, we should’ve watched that movie instead of this!”

      She narrowed her eyes and, with the most serious expression she could muster, she simply said, “No.”

      He smiled, a mischievous look that told her he was only joking.

      “Anyway, they said something about Jason Voorhees, of course, but then the man said maybe they should look for the Eyebiter.” She knitted her brow. “Why would they say that? The man mentioned hearing rumors it was now here in Brownsville, too, like it migrated or something.”

      Joseph was a deer caught in the headlights. Bonnie worried that she had crossed a line and regretted ever bringing it up.

      “You know what? Never mind. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      His expression morphed from frozen fear back to normal.

      “That is odd,” he said slowly. “What a weirdly specific thing to say. You don’t know where they were from?”

      She shook her head. “Somewhere in Kentucky, if their accent was anything to go by. It startled me because it was just so random.”

      “I understand that. Good thing for all of us that like Mr. Voorhees, the Eyebiter isn’t real. Myths have a way of persisting even when they shouldn’t.”

      Bonnie appreciated his kindness and leaned back to his chest to watch the movie. Despite the urge to say something, now probably wasn’t the best time to bring up her idea about moving back to Willow Falls and returning to school. That would take some finesse, and she wasn’t sure she had any now.

      Pete sat in the recliner with his eyes wide open, taking in the fantastical world of the movie. It warmed her heart to see him so happy, but she was dead serious about her warning to Joseph. She was not going to get out of bed in the middle of the night if Pete was suddenly afraid of orcs coming after him. That was all Joseph’s domain now.
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