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This one is dedicated to the memory of my parents:

 

Velda L. Jonas

September 22, 1933 – November 23, 2002

&

Lt. Col. Gordon D. Jonas, USAF, Ret.

May 23, 1931 – February 13, 2011

 

I miss you.


QUICK SHOTS: INTRODUCTION

 

 

It’s time for some target practice. You’re in for some fun as we take aim at various genres. Think of this as a sampler. We’ll shoot up some horror, fantasy, and crime stories. You’ll have run-ins with headless bikers, ghosts, Elvis impersonator vampires, healers and a few adventures with a blue collar hitman who likes to film his hits.

Most of these stories have been published in various anthologies and magazines, but to add some extra bang for your buck, I’ve included some tales that are original to this collection.

I’ll go into the kill room here and say that unless you’re looking for actual literary merit, you’ll find something to your liking. I can’t remember who said, “We put the litter in literature,” but I can certainly relate to that. I write with one real purpose: to entertain.

Here’s hoping more than a few of these quick shots hit the bull’s-eye.

Be careful. The gun is loaded and the safety is off.

Ready.

Aim.

Fire.


THE BLOOD ON SATAN'S HARLEY

 

 

Joe Crane roared into Onkawa, Oklahoma like a pissed-off demon bent on destruction. His Harley growled as he downshifted and moved through the sparse traffic. Who was this mysterious vigilante he'd heard so much about? How many bikers had the bastard offed?

Joe parked his hog at the diner and looked up and down Main Street. It was the last day of October and the air was beginning to bite like a junkyard dog. Across the street was a video store advertising Halloween specials on horror movies. Next to that was a hardware store. Two old men sat on a bench glaring at him, but Joe didn't give a shit. He was used to the stares.

He was a big man with long brown hair and steel-blue eyes. A former linebacker for the Oakland Raiders, he'd given up football when they moved the team to L.A., a city he hated. Now he roamed the highways of America, living free and easy.

As Joe approached the diner, an old woman darted around the corner and clutched at the sleeve of his leather jacket. “You seek revenge,” she said in a that voice sounded like fingernails scraping on a blackboard.

Joe looked at her and raised an eyebrow. Her eyes were solid white. She didn't face him as she whispered; only gazed sightlessly at the street.

“The man you seek rides the highway after midnight, slaying all who dare to ride motorcycles into his domain.”

“That's right,” Joe said. “I'm here to kill him!”

“He is already dead. He lost a battle on that highway. His head was severed by a biker like yourself. He will not rest until his head is returned to his body.”

Joe rolled his eyes. “Shit, lady, I saw that TV show. Headless biker my ass.”

“Don't ignore the legend, Joe! Heed my warning!”

“Lady, I'm not your guide dog, so you'd better get out of my way,” Joe said and pushed through the glass door into the diner.

The old broad was fucked in the head. But how did she know his name? Maybe she was an old football fan; he ran into one every now and then. But this woman was blind. Joe had never done the suit-and-tie color commentator bit, and he sure as hell hadn't done much talking on the football field.

Damn. He didn't have time to worry about it. A middle-aged woman stood behind the counter. “We're closed,” she said. Her name badge said Marge.

Joe grinned. “What if I said open sesame?”

“We don't want no trouble,” Marge whispered.

“Any trouble,” Joe corrected. “And if you'll toss a thick steak on the grill you won't have any. I like it so rare that when I cut into it, it screams. Got it?”

Marge glared at him for a moment, then nodded and pulled a steak out of the refrigerator. Joe took a seat at the counter. There were two other customers in the diner. A woman Joe might have found attractive if he'd been drinking a lot, and a twelve-year-old boy--obviously the woman's son. The boy said something about “that man” and his mother whispered at the kid to shut up. Joe grinned and slipped off his leather jacket and removed his dark shades, tucking them into his shirt pocket. He adjusted his shoulder holster and waited for his steak.

Before it arrived, the sheriff entered the diner. The first thing the man's eyes focused on was Joe's Desert Eagle. “You got a permit to carry a weapon?” asked the sheriff.

Joe slapped his gun permit on the counter. “Right here.”

The sheriff picked it up and shook his head. “This ain't from Oklahoma, sir.”

Joe shrugged.

The sheriff took a deep breath. “I'd appreciate it if you'd keep the weapon out of sight, sir. Folks in this town don't cotton to strangers.”

“I've noticed,” Joe said. “In fact, that's why I'm here.”

The sheriff sighed. “Don't tell me you're after the vigilante.”

“The bastard killed a friend of mine and I'm willing to bet he's not in jail.”

The sheriff rubbed his eyes. “No one knows who the vigilante is. Leastwise, they ain't saying. I've tried to catch him, but had no luck. Son of a bitch killed a policeman from Tulsa. We're after him, all right.”

Joe kind of liked the sheriff. He seemed like a decent man who didn't pass judgment. Joe had trouble with lawmen before, but instinct told him that this man was different. “Well, Sheriff, I'll find him. You can bet your badge on that.”

The sheriff sat down on the stool next to Joe and leaned in. He whispered, “What you're about to hear? I never said it. Understood?”

Joe nodded.

“This vigilante fella. We figure he's a biker like you. Rides a Harley and kills anyone who rides a motorcycle down his lonely stretch of highway between midnight and five a.m. Cuts off their heads. Including cops. We've been after him for almost a year, but the bastard's got the luck of the devil. At midnight. On Halloween night. With a bitch-harem of black cats crossin' his path.”

The sheriff shook his head. “We tried sending a cop on a bike—the Tulsa cop I mentioned. The vigilante chopped off his head and left it on the doorstep at the police station. No one else volunteered to ride down that road.”

“Figures,” Joe said, thinking back to the old lady. What if the killer really was dead? That would explain why Karl died—he sure as hell wouldn't lose to a living man. Maybe the sheriff was dead-solid right with that luck of the devil line. Joe shrugged; he'd seen a lot of weird shit on the road. He'd be ready for anything.

“You're planning on going out there, ain't you?”

Joe nodded.

“You and me,” the sheriff said, “we never talked.”

“Never even seen you before,” Joe said.

The sheriff left the diner and Marge set a huge steak on the counter before Joe. When he cut into it, the blood stained the plate red.

***

The night air held its breath as Joe raced down the highway. He felt the vigilante's presence before he saw him. Clad in black leather from neck to toe, the vigilante blended into the darkness as if it owned him. Joe knew it wasn't a trick of the light or an acid flashback. The rider who followed him had no head. From time to time as Joe glanced back, it looked as if blood were spurting from the dead man's neck.

Joe smiled as he gunned his Harley along the treacherous winding curves of Highway 10. At each curve, he leaned so far that an observer would have thought he was laying the bike down. Joe loved this kind of ride. It reminded him that he was still alive. If you didn't flirt with death from time to time, you could forget how wonderful life was. Joe lived his life on the edge where each breath could be his precious last.

“Come on, you Sleepy Hollow reject!” Joe called over his shoulder. “Come and get me!” Like you got Karl.

The only sound was the roar of Joe's Harley. The vigilante's hog whispered along the road like a ghost. The headless rider leaned forward as if to cut down on wind resistance and surged ahead, gaining ground.

Joe smiled, keeping an eye on him in the rear-view.

The rider suddenly sat up straight and produced a sword from within his jacket. The blade reflected moonlight. Even from a single glance in his rear-view, Joe could tell the blade was stained with the blood of many bikers.

The road arced around a bend and the guard rail was broken before a steep embankment. Joe swung his Harley around and screeched to a halt facing back the way he'd come. He pulled his Desert Eagle and waited until his pursuer whipped around the curve.

“Kiss your ass goodbye,” Joe said and squeezed off three shots into the headless rider's chest.

The rider flew off the back of his jet black Harley. The bike itself soared off the road and crashed down the embankment. The rider landed on his back and slid off the road, but caught himself on the shoulder, clutching at dirt and rocks and grass until he stopped. His sword lay in the middle of the road.

“Shit,” Joe said. He'd hoped the rider would follow the bike. But what the hell, maybe this turn of events would buy him an adrenalin rush worth remembering.

The vigilante climbed to his feet. A dozen black cats, their eyes glowing neon green, weaved a path around the dead man's heavy black boots. Joe raised the Desert Eagle and pulled the trigger. The headless figure jerked back, momentarily scattering the cats, but then continued forward. Joe shot him again with the same effect.

He shoved the gun back in his shoulder holster and twisted the gas, jerking the handlebars to the right so the back tire swung around. Demon cats screamed under heavy rubber tread and went flying every which way in a shower of blood and fur, and then Joe's hog knocked the headless killer on his ass.

Joe parked the Harley on the shoulder and climbed off. The dead man stood and moved toward Joe, who smiled. He hadn't had a good fight in a long time. Back when he'd played football, he'd been ejected from the game numerous times for fighting.

This time he could be ejected from life.

“Bring it on, pal,” Joe said.

The headless man rushed forward. Joe punched him in the stomach, but the dead man grabbed him around the waist and lifted him off the ground. Joe tried to twist free, but the vigilante smashed him to the ground, knocking the wind out of him. Joe rolled to his feet, trying to catch his breath, the stink of brimstone filling his lungs. He spun around with a back spin kick, but the vigilante blocked it and punched him in the face.

The pain felt good. Joe tasted blood and grinned. They traded blows. Joe kicked the headless man in the balls, to no effect. The vigilante slammed his fists into Joe's chin time and again, the blows landing with jackhammer force. Joe fell back and shook his head clear. This wasn't as much fun as fighting a live man, Joe decided. Getting hit wasn't so bad, but you liked to be able to hurt your opponent. Dead men felt no pain.

Joe guided the fight onto the highway. The vigilante landed a solid blow to Joe's eye. Blood blurred his vision. He let the dead biker hit him with a solid uppercut that knocked him off his feet. When he hit the road, he reached out and clutched the vigilante's fallen sword.

Joe rose, holding the sword like a samurai warrior. When the headless man reached for him, Joe chopped the vigilante's arm off. Then he dropped low and cut the demon's legs out from under him. Then he sliced off the other arm. He thought about keeping a trophy, but decided against it. He tossed the sword over the embankment, then picked up the torso of his opponent.

The old lady had said the vigilante wouldn't rest until his head was reattached to his body. Good, Joe thought. For killing Karl, he'd never get that rest. But Joe decided to make sure the bastard couldn't kill anyone else. He threw the torso into the sweet bye and bye.

“Let's see you pull yourself together now, asshole,” Joe said. He picked up the legs and arms and carried them to his bike. The fingers of the dead man still wriggled, clutching at air. Joe started the Harley and screeched off down the highway. A mile down the road he hurled the dead man's left leg into the high grass along the shoulder. A couple miles further along, he stopped at a bridge and tossed the man's right leg into the river, watching for a moment as the water carried the gruesome trophy out of sight. After another couple miles, he threw the left arm into the woods. He stopped a few miles further and tossed the right arm, fingers still clenching and unclenching, into a ditch.

Joe thought about his buddy who'd died on that lonely highway. Now that his killer had been dealt with, Joe was sure that Karl was free to roam the highways of the night on a sleek black ghost Harley. Maybe someday, Joe would meet up with him and they'd shoot the shit about the good ol' days when the drugs were cheap and the women were easy.

Smiling at the thought, Joe rode into the night, sure in the knowledge that somewhere up ahead there'd be a diner with a surly waitress and a thick steak that would cook up bloody and rare.

 

 

 

 

 

Quick Shot

 

I wrote “The Blood on Satan’s Harley” as something to send to biker magazines, but Norman Partridge (one of my favorite writers) knew about it and asked to read it. He was editing an anthology called It Came From The Drive-In, so he called me up. “Is this story available?” Norm asked.

Since I’m not as stupid as I look, I said, “Yes.” 

Norm said, “Sold!” 

And in the best case scenarios, that’s how it works. Thanks, Norm. You rock.


IN LEAGUE

 

 

Jeff Swann wasn't some crazy bastard who bashed kids' heads in with his guitar. You people tried to make him sound that way, but you weren't there; you don't know what really happened.

My name's Keith Thomas, bass player from Necropolis. You and I need to talk. I know you'll say I've burned out my brain on some acid trip, but before ... what happened ... I never did drugs. Jeff wouldn't hear of it. “We're in this for the music,” he always said. Not to say we didn't party—we had a hell of a time with wine, women and more money than we could spend—but aside from a few joints that Tommy and I snuck after the shows, there weren't any drugs. Necropolis was clean. Jeff Swann was clean.

I don't care if you don't believe me. Like I said, you weren't there. You don't have a clue about what went down and I don't have to tell you shit.

I'm not here for you, bud. I'm here for all those kids you say you want to help. But let me say this up front. I don't buy into the crap you're pushing off on people. In my book, you're just a fancy-assed thief. But I've got nowhere else to turn, so let's get this over with.

I assume you know how Necropolis got its start. I mean, how many rock stars can you name who came out of Denver? Jeff Swann started Necropolis right here in the Mile High city. We jammed in the space we rented at the Underground before it burned down and took time out every Sunday to watch the Broncos play, hoping they wouldn't embarrass us in another Super Bowl blow-out. Then this guy named Quentin showed up.

Quentin got off on Jeff's songs. Understand, we never did many covers even in our club days. Quentin knew Jeff had talent. Tommy and I were just along for the ride; Jeff could have found anyone to play bass and drums. It was the combination of Jeff's voice, words and guitar that made Necropolis the success most bands only dream about.

So Quentin signed us up for a Battle of the Bands and we took it hands down. That won us a trip to L.A. to record a video and open a show for Metallica.

The record companies approached Jeff and we were off. Our self-titled “Necropolis” was the best selling debut since Boston's first. The song “Straight to Hell” was a big hit on the AOR stations, but Jeff's favorite was “On Wings of Song.” He loved the emotional ballads. He said he put more of himself into them. We didn't complain, the ballads hit the Billboard Top Ten. But songs like “Goddess of Destruction” were the best in concert. Crowds ate 'em up.

We were in heaven that first year. We opened for Aerosmith, Ozzy Osbourne and Stone Temple Pilots, and then went to work on our second album. Jeff wanted to do a concept album like Pink Floyd's The Wall or Queensryche's Operation: Mindcrime.

He'd been reading all these weird books on the occult. I've got some of them here. Let's see, The Black Arts by Cavendish, these Crowley books, and this. This was the main inspiration for our Hellsight album. Don't touch it! Jesus, I shouldn't even touch it, but it's too late for me. I already see what's going on. This diary, or Book of Shadows, was the clincher.

Jeff found it at a used bookstore on Colfax. One of those metaphysical shops tucked between the peep shows and tattoo parlors--know the ones I mean? Thing is, the book isn't written in English. Let me unbind it, I'll show you. See these symbols, and back here, see this? The whole book is written in that code. Jeff was translating it even back when we were jamming at the Underground. He'd finally get a phrase completed and he'd be overjoyed. Different phrases from early in the book inspired songs like “Goddess of Destruction” and “Enemies in the Night”.”

While we were on the road, Jeff grew obsessed with translating the rest of the book. He believed it belonged to one of the members of the Golden Dawn or some other secret society of mystics.

Time out, pal. Don't grin about it. You're thinking of ways to exploit this saying, “Watch out, the bogeyman's gonna get ya!” But this isn't about some bogeyman and it's not about some secret society of misfits who only think they have true power. Hell no. See, that's what Tommy and I thought. Jeff, too. At first.

We thought it'd be cool to do an album about these occult masters secretly taking over the world. There were all kinds of spells and incantations in this book. They're gone now. Jeff burned the book so no one else could get hold of them.

But we incorporated some of the spells as ritual chants for background vocals. Tommy was hesitant. He thought they might work and we'd be doing something dangerous, but Jeff and I laughed. We figured that for them to have any power, which we didn't believe in the first place, they'd have to be spoken in the original language with proper pronunciation. And although we had to speak some words in the original language, since there were no English words for them, the translated parts would certainly defuse them.

The song “Furious Angels” came first. It was a kick-ass tune and a big hit. The album went platinum practically overnight and we started headlining sold out shows. Of course we played most of the Hellsight songs in each show and the problems started right away.

Jeff, who had always been obsessive and on the edge, seemed to lose his mind. He took me aside after our first show. “Did you see the white dudes?” he asked.

I looked at him like he was nuts. Most of the audience was white. He shook his head and walked away.

When we played in Baltimore, Jeff actually stopped playing and pointed at the ceiling. “Do you see that?” he asked. He seemed desperate for some sign from me, but I didn't see anything. The crowd looked up, thinking it was part of the act, so Jeff closed his eyes and slammed into the next song.

The roadies started talking. They thought he was on drugs. I knew that wasn't the case, but I had no clue just how bad things really were.

We did three shows in New York. The first two nights Jeff kept looking around the auditorium like a paranoid politician trying to spot snipers taking aim. I tried talking to him after the show, but he just mumbled something about the white dudes and how I must be blind. Then on the third night in the Big Apple, I saw them.

You won't believe this. I had a hard time with it and I was right there watching. During the title song from Hellsight, the ceiling started to quiver and glow. A dark hole opened up and these white dudes started dropping through. They'd drip down, dangle for a second, then let go and disappear into the kids at the show. I screwed up the bass line as I stared.

The creatures were white—not Caucasian—I ‘m talking white. White as bone. White as the paint on that wall. Blindingly white, okay? They had oversized heads and elongated fingers that ended in broken claws. Their eyes were two drops of ink on a sheet of paper. I don't even want to think about their teeth.

I watched them drop from the ceiling to land inside the kids, who went into spasms. They kicked their heads back as if they were getting into the rhythm of the music, but their eyes turned black, as if their pupils expanded to erase the white. The kids' skin paled and their teeth grew to points. Sounds like an awful horror flick, I know, but I swear that's what happened.

Jeff looked back at me and the look on my face told him what he wanted to know. I tried to ignore what I was seeing, let my eyes go out of focus. Each time a white dude dropped, I made sure I was looking elsewhere. That got me through the rest of the show.

Then Jeff and I sat down to talk. For the sake of the kids, we wished we were just going insane. We didn't know what to think about it or what we could do. We went back to the hotel to talk to Tommy. We didn't think he'd seen the white guys, but if he had, he wouldn't have said so.

We knocked on his door and heard a crash. We broke in and saw a room service tray lying on the floor and a groupie perched atop Tommy. She turned. Her skin was pale, her fingernails had been shoved up to allow claws to break through. She met my gaze with the eyes of a shark. Blood dripped from her mouth. I stepped to one side and saw that she had chewed Tommy's face off. I dropped to my knees and lost my lunch.

Jeff grabbed a lamp and brained the bitch. Her head exploded and blood splattered all over the walls.

The tabloids had a ball with that one. Funny thing is the death of Tommy and the girl only made us more popular. People get off on sick shit. That's why Alice Cooper faked beheadings on stage. That's why Ozzy bit the heads off of doves. Sick shit sells. Look at the six o'clock news or the ambulance chasers or the passersby who rubberneck at car wrecks.

The record company hired a slick lawyer who convinced the jury that Jeff had killed the girl in self-defense. Then we got a new drummer, named Vince. He played with a vengeance, and although he never saw the pasties, he never really looked.

Jeff tried to back out. He didn't want to do any more shows. He stopped writing songs, but the record company would have none of that. Threats of lawsuits from both the record company and the beer company that sponsored our tour made Jeff cave in. We hit the road and played Columbus, Atlanta, New Orleans. And everywhere it was the same. More of the pasty white dudes dropping from the ceiling.

In Oklahoma City, Jeff set up a camcorder on stage and aimed it at the ceiling. We were afraid that either the bastards wouldn't show up or that they couldn't be captured on film. You can imagine how we felt when we watched the tape.

At first the ceiling seemed normal. Lots of supports running to and fro. Lights and such. But as we started in on the Hellsight material, the ceiling started to glow. It wavered like heat distortion then opened and the pasties started jumping through. Some caught the supports to swing out and land further into the crowd, some just dropped straight down.

We knew then that our songs had opened some kind of gateway to another place. You might call it Hell, but I don't go for that religious crap, so I'll stick with the “other place” label. We knew we had to do something.

We showed the tape to a friend, but unfortunately, all he saw was an hour and a half of a boring old ceiling. We were the only ones who could see the pasties live and on film. We didn't want any blank stares or talk of drugs destroying our minds, so we gave up on that front. We tried dropping the Hellsight material from our act, but our contracts didn't allow that. We were stuck.

“I'll think of something,” Jeff said.

And in Denver, where it all started, we were recording the concert for a possible live album and video. Jeff came up to me before the show. “Tonight's the night,” he said. “I've got an idea of how to stop the pasties. When I give you the signal, give me a slow bass line and follow my lead.”

Toward the end of our set, as the pasties were leaping from the ceiling and taking over the bodies of the kids, Jeff gave me the signal. He sang a new song he called “Savior.” It had syrupy lyrics about how some girl rescues some guy and a chorus about breathing life into a dead man's heart. I didn't much care for it.

Neither did the pasties. They got riled up and a group of them jumped over the barricades, plowed down the security men and stormed the stage. Jeff knew they were going to kill him, so he started bashing their heads in with his stratocaster. But they kept coming. No matter how many he killed, there were more to replace them.

The mob mentality took over and even the normals rushed the stage. There were too many of them. Jeff went down fighting and they tore him limb from limb.

They looked at me and realized that I saw them for what they were. Teeth bared, they started toward me. I threw my bass at the closest pasty and ran backstage. I knocked over as much equipment as I could to slow them down, and then locked myself in the dressing room. They scratched at the door, and then pounded, and I knew it wouldn't hold.

I pulled a chair over, hopped up and raised a ceiling tile. I grabbed a support and hauled myself up, kicking over the chair in the process. They broke into the room as I lowered the ceiling tile into place. I heard them tearing the room apart and I knew they'd find me, but instead of looking up, they left. Moments later, the cops arrived so I moved the tile and jumped down.

I understand they found pieces of Jeff's body at all ends of McNichols Arena. You probably saw the video of the mob rush and Jeff swinging his guitar. They showed it on the news almost as much as they showed the Challenger explosion. Sick shit sells.

Vince and I escaped with our lives, but I haven't seen him in months. It's probably better that way. I stick to myself. I can walk down the street and see the pasties everywhere. Some of them even wear Necropolis tour T-shirts. And they're still coming. More and more pouring out of their place into ours. So far, I've been lucky enough to spot them before they spot me, which is probably why I'm still alive.

And that's what happened, man. I wanted to tell my story to the papers, but no one would believe me. I tried to sell the live recording of “Savior” to the record company saying that since it was Jeff's last performance it should be popular, but they wouldn't bite. MTV refused to air the video. The radio stations wouldn't touch it. I think the pasties had something to do with that because no one would even listen to the damn thing, and that goes contrary to everything in the music business. See, I think Jeff was onto something. I think he arranged the song as a spell to close the doors and destroy the pasties and that's why they hate it so much. And that's why it's the only song I listen to anymore.

And that, Reverend, is why I've come to you. If your claims are accurate, your cable ministry reaches millions of people. I know you preach that rock music is satanic, but you know that's bullshit. However, Necropolis is dangerous and has to be fought. You're the last hope any of us have. This is a tape of “Savior.” If you really want to help people, you'll play the song on your show.

Give it some thought.

Because the real kicker is that the carnage at our final show made Necropolis more popular than ever. The songs from Hellsight have gone into heavy rotation. And every time one of the songs is played on MTV, the radio, a jukebox, even a home system, another door opens and more of the pasty bastards pour out to take over. And unless you strike now, there's not a goddamn thing any of us can do to stop them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quick Shot

 

I’m amused that this story now reads like a period piece. McNichols Arena is long gone, though I’ll never forget seeing bands like AC/DC, Def Leppard and The Scorpions there. These days, MTV doesn’t even play music. That said, you should be very careful if you download mp3s of the Hellsight album. You have been warned.


BY DEATH ABUSED

 

 

Me and Paula  are upstairs coloring in my Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles coloring book when Daddy gets home.  He comes into Paula's room and glares at us.  Like always, he's mad about stuff, and like always, he smells like the martinis he used to let me taste, but I never liked.

	“Davey,” he says in his mean voice, “go to your room.”

	I'm scared and I start to go, but then I stop.  Whenever Daddy sends me to my room he makes Paula scream and cry.  I remember hoping that the hurting was over, but now that Daddy's back, I know it's only begun.  I wish Mommy was here.  Not that she'd do anything.  She tried once—she made Daddy go away.  But then Mommy went away, too.  Now Aunt Cora takes care of us.  Or does she?  Will Daddy make her go away now?

	“I said get the hell out of here!” Daddy yells.

	I shake my head.  “I didn't do nothing, Daddy.”

	“One!  Two!  Three!”

	Whenever Daddy starts counting you know you better do what he says or else.  I only let him get to ten once and I swore then that I'd never do that again.  Daddy likes to use his belt turned so that the buckle hits you on the back real hard.  Sometimes it draws blood and you have to sleep on your side for a week.

	“Please don't do anything,” Paula says.  She's almost fifteen now.  Her eyes are tearing up, but she looks so brave standing up to him.

	Daddy turns to her, even madder than before.  “You want the brat to watch?  Fine.  Watch and learn, Davey.”  Daddy grabs Paula and pulls on her shirt, popping the buttons off and showing her bra.  Paula struggles.

	I can't take anymore.  I can't just let him do things to her.  I get up and run at Daddy.  I pound on his arms.  “You let her go!” I yell.

	Daddy backhands me across the face.  It hurts and I lose my balance.  I fall down and roll over.  I don't want to cry, but I can't help it.  It hurts so bad.  “I hate you!” I scream and run out the door to the hall.  I can hear Daddy laughing as he closes the door behind me.

	I run downstairs to the sewing room.  Aunt Cora is sewing what she calls a “cozy cover” from leftover scraps of material.

	She turns as I barge into the room.  “What happened?”

	“Daddy hit me!  And he's going after Paula!”

	“Don't be ridiculous,” Aunt Cora says, setting aside the fabric.  “Your father can't hurt you anymore.”

	“Well somebody better tell him that, then.  Before he hurts Paula.”

	“Oh, Davey,” she says and hugs me.  “Don't worry; your sister is perfectly safe.”

	Paula screams so loud she can be heard down here and Aunt Cora lets me go and runs upstairs.  She looks kind of funny when she runs.  She isn't very ... what was the word she used?  Coordinated.  But she beats me up the stairs anyway.

	“Paula, honey, are you all right?”

	Paula is on the floor.  Her face is red.  I don't know if Daddy hit her or she's just embarrassed because her boobs are showing.  She covers herself with her arms and stares at the floor, sobbing.  Daddy's nowhere in sight, which is a relief.

	“What did you....?”  Aunt Cora takes a deep breath.  “What happened?”

	“I don't know what happened,” Paula says.

	“What do you think happened?”

	“It was Daddy,” I say.  “He hates us for being alive.”

	“Don't talk like that.  Your father loved you.  He was just sick, that's all.  But he wanted you safe.”

	“He hates me.  He hates us all!  We're always in his way.”

	“Your father can't hate you, Davey.  He's dead.”

***

	The next morning there's a knock on the door.  It's Saturday so we don't have to go to school.  Paula answers the door and there's this skinny man in tan pants and a white shirt standing there with a salesman smile.  He has a jacket slung over his shoulder.

	“Hello,” he says.  “My name's Christopher Sherrod.  Is this the Kendall residence?”

	“Uh, yes.  What do you want?”

	“To help.  May I speak with a Cora Lubbock, please?”

	“I guess.”  Paula opens the door enough for him to step inside and he doesn't waste any time.  I'm sitting on the stairs watching him.  He nods and smiles at me while Paula goes to get Aunt Cora.  There's something wrong with him.  He looks okay; it's just something I feel about him.  I don't know what it is.

	Aunt Cora comes in and Sherrod tells her his name and hands her a card.  She glances at it and drops it on the floor.  She never did like salesmen.  I look at the card.  It says in fancy letters:

 

CHRISTOPHER SHERROD

PARANORMAL INVESTIGATOR

555-2873

 

	“What is this?” Aunt Cora asks.

	“I sensed that you could use my services.”

	“I don't understand.”

	“There are restless spirits in the world, Ms. Lubbock, and it seems that a particularly violent one resides here.”

	“Mr. Sherrod--”

	“Chris.”

	Aunt Cora takes a deep breath and puts on her tired voice.  “Mr. Sherrod, I don't believe in the supernatural.”

	“Neither do I.” He isn't smiling now.

	“So what is this 'Paranormal Investigator' garbage?  I thought Oral Roberts was a con artist, but you, sir, take the prize.  If you'll kindly depart, I can get back to my cooking.”

	Sherrod half smiles.  “It smells good, Ms. Lubbock.  However, I don't believe I mentioned a fee.”

	“Ah, but you were getting to it.”  She reaches for the doorknob.

	“I don't charge for my services,” he says.  “I have all the money I need.  If you change your mind, give me a call.”

	“I won't.”

	“I sense energy concentrating here--”

	“I'll bet you do,” she says, trying to push him out the door.

	“Once it gets focused there will be more pain.  I can do nothing toward ending or preventing further pain unless you ask.”

	“No one's asking.  Get out.”

	He steps outside and looks back.  “I apologize if I've bothered you.  Have a nice day.”

	Aunt Cora closes the door and shakes her head.  “Some people,” she says and heads back to the kitchen.

***

	It's night now.  Paula went to her friend Linda's house for a slumber party.  Aunt Cora is stretched out on the couch reading a boring old romance novel.  I've been watching MTV, but they aren't showing any videos—just stupid game shows and stuff.  I thought the M stood more Music.  Shows what I get for thinking.

	I switch over to HBO, but they're showing a movie that came out on video months ago.  I turn off the TV and flip through one of my X-Men comics.  Wolverine is smiling at a bad guy and SNIKT!  Six inch adamantium claws pop out of his knuckles.  No one messes with Wolverine.  He's cool.  I wish I had claws like that.  I'd show Daddy then.

	I look over at my aunt.  “Aunt Cora,” I say.  “Can I have some punch juice?”

	“If you get it yourself.”

	I go into the kitchen pretending I'm Wolverine and that Daddy is standing in front of me with a belt.  “Don't even think it, bub,” I whisper and go into slashing movements.  “There.  You won't hurt anyone ever again.”

	I get a glass out of the dishwasher, drop ice cubes in it and take the Hawaiian Punch out of the fridge.  I spill some on the counter when I pour it, but that isn't a big deal.  The ice cracks as the red juice fills the glass.  Red like Daddy's blood when Mommy made him go away.  Like Mommy's blood when she made herself go away.

	I reach for the glass, but I think I hear something beside me.  I spin and my hand brushes the glass off the counter.  It crashes on the floor breaking into little pieces.

	“Davey!” my aunt screams and runs into the room looking all worried.

	I bunch up my shoulders.  “I'm sorry.  I dropped the glass.”

	She pulls me into a hug and holds me till I think I'm not going to be able to breathe.  “It's okay, Davey,” she says.  “I thought you were hurt.”

	She finally lets me go and kneels down to pick up the broken bits of glass.  I hand her the towel that hangs from the handle of the refrigerator and she sets it on the spill.

	“Can I get another glass?” I ask.

	“How about a plastic cup?”

	“Okay.”

	I turn to open the dishwasher and see Daddy opening a cabinet.  He smiles at me and my heart speeds up.  Aunt Cora must not be able to see him.  He's pushing a stack of plates closer to the edge of the cabinet.

	“Aunt Cora!” I yell.  “Look out!”

	The plates fly out of the cabinet.  Aunt Cora turns toward me instead of moving and the plates smash on her shoulder and arm.  She screams and I'm scared Daddy's going to do something horrible.  He's standing over her.

	“Stupid bitch,” he says.  “You think you can move into my house and try to raise my kids?  I forbid it!”

	He slaps her across the face.  Maybe she can't see him, but she can sure feel him.  I grab Daddy's arm.  “Leave her alone!”

	He hits me and I fall down.

	“Dead God, please help us!” Aunt Cora cries.  She crawls over to me, covers me with her body and lets Daddy pound away.  My cheek hurts bad where Daddy hit me.  If I was Wolverine, one punch wouldn't even faze me.  I'd pop out my claws and rip Daddy apart.  But I'm just me and I hurt and I can hardly breathe with Aunt Cora on top of me and all I can do is cry.

***

	Sherrod begins by walking through the house.  “I need to get a feel for the spirit's preferred places,” he says.

	“How can you tell?” I ask.  I still feel that something isn't right about Sherrod, but I know he's here to help us.

	“Some places feel colder where a spirit stays.  Have you ever felt a chill run down your back?”

	I nod.  “Is that when you walk through a ghost?”

	“Or a ghost walks through you.”

	Paula's with us as we make the tour, but Aunt Cora stays downstairs on the couch.  The doctor said she had three broken ribs and that she shouldn't move much.

	Sherrod stops in the middle of the hall.  “There was a suicide here,” he says.

	“That's where Mom....” Paula says, but her tears make her stop short.

	Sherrod nods and puts a hand on her shoulder.  “It's all right, Paula.  That's in the past.  Let it stay there.”  He closes his eyes.

	“What are you doing?” I ask.

	“I'm concentrating to superimpose the Spirit Realm upon our plane of reality.”

	“What's that mean?”

	“It means,” Paula says, “to keep your mouth shut.”

	“No,” Sherrod says.  “Ask questions.  Both of you.  Keep talking.”  He's moving again.

	“Have you been a ghostbuster for long?” I ask.

	Sherrod laughs.  “I don't 'bust' ghosts, Davey.  I calm them down, send them where they belong.  And I've done this before.”

	“How many times?”

	He looks around.  “Too many,” he says.  “There was another death here.  A murder.  This is the spirit that remains.”

	Paula nods.  I say, “Dad.”

	“Let's move on.”  He steps into Paula's room and stops.  He closes his eyes and rubs his chin.  “Paula, I have to ask you something personal.  Do you mind?”

	“I ... guess not.”

	Sherrod crouches.  “Davey, would you go tell your aunt that I'm almost through, please?”

	“You just don't want me to hear you guys talk.”

	Paula opens her mouth, but Sherrod waves her off.  “That's right, Davey.  It's private and secret.  You have secrets, too, don't you?”

	I nod.

	“Secrets you won't tell anyone in the whole wide world?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Well, I need to talk to Paula about one of those kinds of secrets, you understand?”

	“I guess so.  I'll be downstairs.”

	I leave the room, but I don't want to miss out, so I slip into the closet between my room and Paula's room.  I can't see them, but I can still hear them.

	“You've felt touches in the night, haven't you, Paula,” Sherrod says.  “Touches in places you won't even let your boyfriend touch yet.”

	I can hardly hear her say, “Yes.”

	“Have you felt great pain?”

	“Not like what you're talking about, no.  Pain yes, but not there.  Just touches.”

	“Good.  There may still be time.”

	“Time for what?”

	There's a minute of silence, then Sherrod says, “Show me Davey's room.”

	“Do you want Davey up here?”

	“No, not for this.”

	They step out of Paula's room.  I'm afraid they'll see me here in the closet, but they walk right by.  I breathe easier.  Sherrod opens my door and steps inside.  He cries out and Paula rushes to him.

	I squeeze out of the closet and peek inside my room.  Sherrod is on his knees.  He's taking deep breaths as if he's been running a marathon or has been in great pain.  The look on his face makes me think he did something wrong and that he's sorry.

	“Davey had it worse, didn't he?” Paula asks.

	Sherrod nods.

***

	“I think you should leave the house,” Sherrod says.  My aunt starts to protest, but Sherrod raises a hand.  “Just for a few days.  I need to draw out the spirit and get rid of it.  Until I'm done, you won't be safe here.”

	“We don't have anywhere to go,” Aunt Cora says.

	“Try a hotel.”

	“You don't understand.  We can't afford it.  If I had money, we sure as hell wouldn't be living here!”

	“I'll arrange payment.  No, go.”

	“Okay,” she says.  “But tell me something.  Why are you helping us?  What do you have to gain?”

	“Call it paybacks.”

	I get up and help my aunt.  Paula looks over toward the kitchen.  Her eyes get big and she takes a step back.  I can't see into the room from where I am, so I move to get a look.

	Daddy's there.  He's holding a butcher knife.  Everyone thinks they can just up and leave, is that it?” he says.  “Go ahead and try.”

	Aunt Cora spins and I guess she sees Daddy this time, because she up and faints.  I'm too small to catch her so she hits the floor.  Paula and I get down beside her, but she's out cold.  I hope she'll be okay.

	“Frank,” Sherrod says.  “Put down the knife.”  He's moving toward us, trying to block Daddy's shot.

	Daddy stares at Sherrod.  For a second I think I see a touch of fear, but it has to be my imagination.  I can still remember Daddy telling the cops to go to the devil whenever Mommy called them.  Daddy's not afraid of anything.

	“Get out of my house,” Daddy says to Sherrod.

	“Let go of the hate, Frank.  I can help you.”

	“Help this.”  Daddy throws the knife.  It tumbles end over end and sticks into Sherrod's gut.

	Sherrod doesn't even try to move.  He just lets it stab him.  He shakes his head, but there's no pain on his face.  He's not the type to go down with one punch.  He just pulls the knife out and drops it.  He steps between Daddy and us.  “You're making it difficult, Frank.  Let's be rational.”

	Sherrod's like Daddy.  He has to be.  Nothing else could explain him standing there after having a knife in his gut talking like nothing's wrong.

	That look of fear passes over Daddy's face again, but then he just looks mad.  I figure he's about to start counting, and I know Sherrod won't care if he gets to ten.  “Keep out of this you son of a bitch!  They're my kids and they're under my control.  If you try anything, I'll destroy you.”

	“I doubt it.”  Sherrod pulls a dagger out of his shirt.  I can see right through it.  He starts chanting in a strange language.  The knife pulses with light.  “This is your last warning, Frank.  Let go of the hate.  I understand better than anyone what you're going through.  Let me take the burden so you can be free.”

	Daddy charges at Sherrod.  Sherrod moves to slice with the knife, but Daddy's too fast and knocks him off his feet.  Daddy grabs Paula.  “Come with Daddy,” he says and pulls her away from me and my aunt.  He runs up the stairs.

	I'm scared.  Tears are coming up, even though I don't want them to.  A hero wouldn't just sit there like me.  A hero would do something.  I push myself to my feet.
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