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​Chapter One
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Hunger mixed with moldy socks and a wielded golf club

do old acquaintances make

HE WAS HUNGRY. He was very hungry. He was so HUNGRY.

The gnawing in his hunger-arm was a physical pain and had been for some time, he could no longer remember the last time he’d had a good meal, let alone been full.

The hunger drove him onward, made it impossible to be still. Loud rumbles from his eating-hands filled the air as he padded through the darkness of the Dust Bunny Caverns. The air was heavy and still and reeked of unwashed socks, moldy breadcrumbs (which his sub-species couldn’t digest), decomposing homework, and the acidic taint of Atomic Jazz.

Around him his sound-gathering arms detected the rustles of others of his kind, while his vibration-hairs detected the soft currents of the subworld’s power grid, the magical energy that filled his world and made the impossible probable. His seeing-hands could see nothing now though, because he was too hungry to manipulate light. Relentlessly he pushed on through the darkness on his walking-arms, searching, searching for anything that might sustain him for just a little longer.

His skin-shedder no longer believed in him or anything else that might come through a Door; he’d been unable to gather sustenance in that way for a very long time now and he was reduced to trolling through the dregs of what drifted through Doors opened by others.

As he prowled through the caverns, BedMonster 1137465893 left his own kind behind, far behind, and moved into the unknown in his quest for food. This was a danger, for who knew what lurked within the darkness of the underworld? Who knew what prowled and stalked and waited for prey? But his kind were hunters, snatchers, and he knew no fear, being the greatest of his kind... okay, so no one else might have thought he was the greatest, but heck, what did they know?

BedMonster’s smelling-hands caught a whiff of something different, something that smelled like fear, and he was instantly alert. His prowling turned almost into a gallop as he climbed the cavern wall, running towards a small dark opening high above he wasn’t sure he was really even seeing. Reaching it, he entered into a low tunnel on his stalking-hands and began probing ahead with his snatching-arms outstretched, his long-corded muscles rippling, attesting to the power of his grip, the expert finality of his snatch.

He’d found something like a Gate into the Real, yet it was different. Too hungry to make his own light yet, he nevertheless saw ahead of him a golden glow emanating from a Gate-like disturbance of air. Gates did not normally glow... perhaps he should be worried about that he thought suspiciously.

Too late.

As he approached the Gate-thing, the golden glow suddenly turned dark red, a color that cried danger and the swirling pattern of disturbance became faster, faster, while the fear scent turned to one of triumph!

And then the light turned green.

*****
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SHE’D FRIGGIN’ found it! Becca had exactly six and a half minutes left to get dressed, pack her book bag, get to the bus stop, but she’d found it. No way was she going to high school without her cell.

“Get your ass moving!” her father bellowed from downstairs.

Make-up had to be forgotten (damn), clothes (had she worn these yesterday?) thrown on in abandon, algebra book dispensed with (she’d share Carlie’s who’d hate that but toughola) and she flew. Passing her father pulling out of the driveway to take Normie to daycare and himself to work, she raced toward the bus stop.

She missed it.

Shoot, shoot, shoot, she fumed. Rebecca Ann Westin you are such an idiot! What do I do now?

She walked slowly back to the empty house, defeated, entering its silence, weighing alternatives. She could call her Dad (No!) or she could... just stay home? Who would know? That mattered? She caught a glance of herself in the hall mirror and thought no one’ll probably even notice.

She was not pretty she knew, too tall, too gangly, with way too curly boring brown hair that refused to do anything sensible. One consolation, she had gotten rid of those godawful braces last year. Her teeth were white and straight now and she was going to make darn sure they stayed that way. (She loved her dentist. She hated her dentist.) Good teeth or not though, even with her mother’s assurances that her blue eyes were striking (even when she wore her glasses) and she was going to be beautiful, it hadn’t happened in sixteen years and she had her doubts.

I can just spend the day at home she moped in resignation. Alone.

And then Becca heard a noise upstairs.

*****
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THIS IS STUPID, THIS is STOO-PID, she chanted through gritted teeth as she pushed open her bedroom door. The room was a mess of course (she being a teenager, Mom being away, and Dad being, well, Dad) and anything could be hiding anywhere. She gripped her mother’s old golf club and slowly entered the room.

A soft rustling and quiet thumping came from under the bed, its unmade sheets dangling onto the floor obscuring her view underneath.

Oh crap, she cringed, some rabid, chittering, gibbering (or worse, salivating) thing is gonna shoot right outta there and go straight for my ankles. I should call someone, but... I’m skipping school, they’re not exactly gonna be sympathetic.

From as far away as she could manage, Becca thrust out the club and gingerly lifted the fabric.

Okay, breathe now... get down on one knee and just look.

Nothing was there unless you counted massive dust bunnies and small mounds of discarded pantyhose... oh, so that’s where those went.

And then... at the very back, against the wall, something stirred. A hiss, something uncoiling in the shadows.

“DON’T KILL ME!” Becca shrieked. The hiss and the movement ceased abruptly, leaving her unsure whether she had actually even heard them in the first place.

Then something moved, maybe even... glittered?

There’s definitely something there, she decided grimly, it’s suspended off the floor and it’s swaying in the breeze from the air vent. And you know there’s only one way you’re gonna find out what that something is. I am so dead, I am so dead, I am... stop that, you are a big girl.

Carefully, slowly, Becca slid the golf club toward the glimmering darkness. The club met a soft resistance.

GIANT FREAKIN’ COBWEBS! FROM GIANT FREAKIN’ SPIDERS!

Don’t be a moron.

Becca started swishing the club back and forth and found herself getting angry.

Oh show yourself you―

Instantaneously a sparkle of soft golden light appeared and whirled around Becca’s golf club. A sinewy arm shot out of the faintly glittering light, sporting a purplish-gray six-fingered hand that clamped down on the club and pulled. Becca screamed so loudly that her vocal cords nearly ripped, and as she was yanked under the bed the thought that ricocheted through her horror-struck brain was I’m gonna die FOR CUTTING SCHOOL?

Another followed dimly on its heels: Does this mean I can skip the lecture for not making my bed?

*****
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THE LIGHT ENWRAPPED him, melding against his body like a coating of paint, which was not normal for any usual Gate, certainly nothing like a Door. It seeped along his hair coating his hands, his arms, grasping him firmly, carrying him along. BedMonster sensed fear, knew he approached prey, but that prey seemed oddly angered and confused as well. He couldn’t process what was happening to him. A vague shape appeared in the distance and BedMonster 1137465893 reached out to it, heard a scream, a scream that vibrated throughout the small world that was his Gate-like encompassment. He grasped that dark shape and pulled, felt it drag against the palm of one of his snatching-hands trying to get away, trying to leave him behind. He knew that would lead to his dissolution so immediately he twisted, slowly birthing into a small dark space.

The scream echoed around him and he reached out with all his senses, contacting the prey, bounding towards it eagerly. He was under a bed, his natural striking place, and he knew exactly what to do. He careened into the human, hands snaking around and grasping firmly, finding all those places he liked to strike, and scooped up great globules of his sustenance as the prey screamed and struggled beneath him. He had not fed this well in years.

But something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

It was Day, in the Real.

Bedmonsters didn’t do Day.

BedMonster whimpered and fled.

*****
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THE OVERLARGE HAND seemed vaguely gorilla-like, gray-tinged, with purple embedded deeply in the tissue, and six large fingers almost human but for their immense size and strength. The hand clamped onto the golf club and pulled. Becca’s head and shoulders were yanked under the bed as she screamed.

HELL NO I AM NOT GOING UNDER THERE NO WAY! Slamming back on the club with all her might, Becca experienced a weird tingle surge down the back of her spine, across her shoulders and into her arms. The sensation streamed across her hands leaving a faint trace of heat and a metallic taste in the back of her throat. Something seemed to undulate down her arm, jump to the golf club, travel its shaft and flow into the golden light under the bed. The light changed to green, an emerald color like deep ocean, not a safe, soft green, but a dark, scary green, and a part of Becca’s mind whispered green means go, green means open.

Pulling hard, Becca struggled backwards and managed to rock herself back onto her haunches. Without warning the golf club was released and Becca found herself launched, flying across the bedroom landing on her rump, hearing the ominous crunch of her cell phone in her jeans pocket. And then the thing was upon her.

It was a ravenous beast, all hands, hot moist breath, powerful arms, and fur, fur everywhere as it pressed itself against her. Atop her. Pressing her down beneath its weight. It was rummaging she realized in stark petrified terror, it was looking for that perfect place to grip and tear.

And then it was gone.

The beast retreated with a soft cry, leaving Becca disheveled, trembling, but (to her bleak amazement) intact. Under the bed something moved and the light faded. Whatever had pounced on her was huddled under the foot of her bed trembling and whimpering. Becca squatted and edged nearer to gawp at the creature.

The thing under Rebecca Ann Westin’s bed was clearly some kind of animal; it had too many limbs (at least eight she could see) and was furred, about the size of a large dog. For one ridiculous moment Becca thought of her father’s Australian Terrier, Melvin, but this is no dog. The beast had orange-brown fur, oversized six-fingered hands ending in blunt fingernails something like a man’s but much bigger, and most certainly much stronger. Becca was sure the creature could have torn her to pieces if something hadn’t caused its hasty retreat back under the bed.

Becca stared directly at the monster’s eyes ―it had two― both perfectly round, each rimmed in gold, but with centers the exact same blue as her own set into the palms of two hands!

BedMonster stared right back.

“What are you?” Becca croaked.

“What are you?” came the sneering response. Its voice was small, afraid, somewhat human, but decidedly not.

“You talk!” As the thing had no head, no clear front or back, this astonished Becca.

“Of course I talk! I’m a bedmonster! Now what are you?” it sniffled, its bravado seemed to be wavering, as if it were in pain.

“Bedmonster? As in nightmare-under-the-bed? But those are fairy stories, ghosts and goblins!”

“Bedmonsters are nothing like fairies, and certainly not like any smelly old goblin, and there are no such things as ghosts. Bedmonsters are the great hunters, the stealthy snatchers, we go where others fear to tread!”

Becca wanted to point out that the bedmonster was currently cowering and whimpering under her bed but that seemed somewhat impolite so she said instead, “You speak English.”

“And modern Greek, some provincial backwoods French, and Latin. Fluently. What’s your point?”

Now the thing was petulant.

“But what are you? I’m sorry, but I still don’t know what a bedmonster really is.”

“A bedmonster obviously is the thing you fear in the dark, the thing that creeps under your bed at night, so when you feel that silent shift of air and know there is a malevolence beneath you, you lie still and quiver and hope that my kind do not come for you.”

It sounded like it was quoting something, or someone, else. “Now again, what are you?” the beast demanded.

“I’m... a girl. My name’s Becca.”

The light about BedMonster seemed to flicker just for a moment, almost in excitement, when Becca said her name.

“Yessss,” it hissed. “You are. Well you are a nasty girl, a naughty girl, fearing me under your bed in Day, opening some weird-assed Gateish thing, drawing me here. Don’t you know bedmonsters shrivel up and die in sunlight?” The bedmonster now sounded aggrieved, and blinked its watery blue eyes once.

“Me? I didn’t bring you here.” It was then that Becca noticed BedMonster was slowly creeping toward her, staying well away from the slant of sunlight streaming in from her mullioned window. “What do you eat?” she demanded suspiciously.

“Human flesh. Specifically, when I can get it, yours.”

“ME?!!”

“Not you, the stuff that sloughs off you. Bedmonsters exist in an asymptomatic-symbiotic relationship with people.”

A whatsit now?

“Shouldn’t you be in school?” a voice demanded from behind Becca who jumped up so fast she actually whirled in midair.

“Aunt Andrea!”

“What were you doing down there?”

Becca was speechless, her eyes darted back to the bed but its sheets were once again dangling onto the floor.

“Had some trouble with my passport,” her Aunt said not waiting for Becca’s answer, “in Guatemala, had to fly back, thought I’d drop in for a visit, it has been eight years you know and I must say you’re starting to fill out nicely.” Aunt Andrea said this all very fast and clipped, but Becca could still hear the tentative note of apology, the plaintive entreaty for Becca’s forgiveness.

Dad called her to come while Mom’s drying out in the clinic, Becca thought sourly.

Aunt Andrea was the great enigma of Becca’s family, a woman with an indefinable aura of power, sensuality, and absolute self-confidence; she was a stunning beauty with auburn hair and vivid green eyes that somehow managed to appear almost black whenever they rested on something, unwavering. At the moment, they were jet. About her throat hung a small blue stone secured in silver worked to look like the vines of a plant.

“Did I hear you scream?”

“I fell... landed on my cell,” Becca said extracting the pieces of her phone from her back pocket, “I missed the bus―”

“I have a rental,” her aunt said crisply, “let’s go.”

Somehow Becca didn’t think it would be a good idea to tell her aunt she had a bedmonster behind her sheets.
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​Chapter Two
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A bedmonster in your locker rarely heralds good tidings

BECCA SAT SILENTLY in homeroom trying to be logical. It wasn’t working. Why me, she thought truculently. If fairy tales are actually true then I should have gotten a Prince Charming, but no, I get a giant hairy bedmonster! Un-be-liev-able. Nope, this is impossible, there are no such things as bedmonsters. And then a horrible vision of her alcoholic mother at her worst abruptly invaded Becca’s mind.

Maybe I’m like her, not a drunk, just a nut case. I... dissociated (yes, that was the right word, she was pretty sure) when I missed the bus. Now I’m broken, mental, a defeated mess who’s gonna live in lalaland the rest of my life and it’ll be full of giant spiders and... no! I may be the drunk’s daughter but I am not the drunk’s crazy daughter, not yet, nosiree! But crazy or real I want to tell someone about BedMonster!

She glanced up at her homeroom teacher, Mrs. Ronko (or, as she was known by student and faculty alike, ‘Bonko Ronko’). Bonko looked like an Israeli army officer (a large, angry one) and routinely delighted in displaying a cricket bat she’d used in the good ’ol days clobbering kids with in Britain. No, definitely not Bonko. Becca looked around the room and realized too late her glance had been captured by the eagerly awaiting Catherina Hampton.

“Didn’t you wear that yesterday?” Catherina stage whispered loudly enough for as many people as possible to hear while simultaneously giving Becca the big smile treatment, all sweetness and light but so totally designed to establish superiority. “No laundry with your mother away? I’d die.”

Like we should be so lucky. Becca gave Cat a sulfurous look and prepared for battle. As Becca’s eyes flashed at the perfect, blond, diamond-benecklaced Catherina Hampton however, she felt a tingle in the back of her head, just a tiny twinge as her eyes seemed to water, disturbing her sight for an instant.

An impromptu loud noise filled the air and as one the class froze. The noise continued, pervasive, a bass beat saturating the room with music. Becca recognized it as a popular song. Cat appeared confused and bent over her chair scrambling fanatically amongst her belongings while Becca (and everyone else) watched with delighted glee as the prettiest girl in school, in horror, extracted a blaring cellphone from her book bag.

Bonko was right there, cricket bat aslant one shoulder, plucking the phone from Cat’s trembling fingers ―it appeared to be playing a video file, its volume turned up far louder than any cellphone could ever be expected to produce.

“A cellphone IN MY CLASSROOM?” Ronko demanded, her abrasive eyes grinding Cat to dust.

“It was turned off, I swear it was,” Catherina choked, her voice unreal.

Bonko looked at the brightly lit screen for a moment, brow furrowed, as the loud music pounded relentlessly on.

“And is this you taking your pants down, MOONING BOYS at poolside Catherina?”

Laughter blossomed throughout the room with a guilty ebullient relish as Catherina turned crimson.

“It was turned off,” she repeated feebly, but she was Catherina Hampton by God, and as she glared at the chortling class with imperious disdain, one by one, they fell silent.

Ronko harrumphed disapprovingly, turned off the cell (quite adroitly for those large hands and way-past-thirty age group), dropped it in her pocket and pointed her cricket bat at the door.

“Office. Now. Parental meeting. OUT.”

Tears moistening her eyes, Catherina fled.

That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life, Becca thought. And then she told herself quite sternly that there was no way in tarnation she’d had anything to do with it.

But as Ronko returned to her desk (repeatedly smacking the cricket bat into the side of her leg to great effect) a bizarre movement outside the window caught Becca’s eye.

The movement seemed wavy, distorted, like a moving heat haze, but as she watched it became discernible. “No,” she whispered in sheer incredulity.

The orangeish fur of BedMonster was perched atop a public bus passing by. The bus pulled to a halt and disgorged half a dozen riders as BedMonster jumped lithely down its side, wove his way through the people and scampered along the sidewalk like some giant hairy bug. In full sunlight, he scaled the school’s chain-link fence effortlessly and scampered across a field, disappearing from Becca’s sight. No one either inside the school or out gave the slightest reaction.

It’s not possible, I am losing my mind, Becca blinked uncomprehendingly.

She barely heard the bell that suddenly rang, but she wouldn’t have shuffled out with most of the other students anyway, her first period subject was with Ronko.

“You okay, Becs?”

It was Brent, who now sat in Cat’s seat staring at Becca, his angelic face and cool gray eyes concerned as he followed her haunted goggling at the window.

“Fine,” she chirped, “jus’ fine.”

There it was again, the tiny flutter low in her belly, the something that turned over whenever Brent spoke to her. Brent was the kind of guy that caused vibrations whenever he entered a room, making even the shyest girl open like a flower in the sun brightly turning towards him, and making of themselves a display for him to appreciate. Becca was smarter than that, but not immune, and that flutter had been only growing stronger as she got to know Brent since he transferred in at the start of the previous year. Becca could barely remember what her life had been like before she’d had a friend like Brent.

And ohhh... wouldn’t it be epic nirvana if he was more than a friend. Like that’s ever gonna happen.

“Um,” she whispered, hesitating, gathering her courage; he was a friend darn it, if she couldn’t tell him about BedMonster, then who? “Brent, have you... what I mean is... ever had, like―” she couldn’t do it. She dropped her eyes but then it spewed out of her in a mumbled rush, “―had this unshakable feeling a dark and scary thing was hiding under your bed, just waiting to reach out and grab you?”

Oh God did I really just ask him that?

“Sure,” he grinned at her easily, “all the time. My little brother. You’ve got one too, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“Do you know the answer?” Becca heard Ronko’s voice ring in challenge and, looking up, saw the teacher’s perpetually pinched face and hawk-like eyes fixed on her with ferocious intensity.

“I’m sorry Miss Ronko,” Becca said in a small voice, “could you repeat the question?”

“I asked, Miss Westin, if you could please explain for us the difference between tacit and explicit knowledge?”

I could before this morning Becca thought wildly. “Oh yes,” she managed to squeak, as the scent of yellow cheese unexpectedly filled her nostrils. “Explicit knowledge is... what you can codify, write down, so other people can understand it―”

A flicker, a dark shape, appeared in the window. BedMonster had scaled the school wall and was directly outside the classroom.

“–but tacit knowledge is the stuff it’s hard... impossible to explain to other people―”

BedMonster looked like he was about to force his way through the window glass.

No, no, no! she shook her head through a mist of terror as BedMonster’s blue eyes watched her from two of his many arms, gold rims catching sunlight, blinking. He drew one arm back and balled his large hand into a fist as if to punch through the glass. Don’t you dare! she glared at him, and to her astonishment, his fist withdrew.

“A simplification my dear,” Bonko Ronko sniffed disdainfully, clearly disappointed that Becca had known the answer and she would not be able to send another kid to the office. She tried again. “Give us an example please.”

BedMonster scaled the window like a fly, disappearing upward.

Rebecca looked around feverishly, simultaneously ransacking her brain for an example. She looked out at the sea of faces, all of them watching her, her classmates, her judges. And around all of them, lights seemed to start flickering and whirling, splashing heads and shoulders with a luminous glow that almost, almost, seemed to form images. Goat cheese seemed to be wafting in from... somewhere.

“Uh... I think... like how we’ve been memorizing... the periodic table... EEEK!”

BedMonster had thrown himself at the classroom door, two hairy arms each sporting one bright blue eye pressed up against the glass staring directly at Becca.

“Miss Westin?”

Becca looked at the teacher and back to BedMonster but he had dropped from the door’s window and was out of sight. No one else gave any indication of having seen him at all.

“I thought... I saw... something.... Just a reflection,” Becca burst out looking wildly about the room.

From the odd looks of her classmates now all staring at her, Becca knew it wouldn’t be Catherina Hampton who was going to be the butt of everyone’s jokes for the rest of the day.

Or, she sighed in weak resignation, a lot longer than that.

The class ended an eternity later with Bonko’s venomous warning that she had absolutely smelled that someone was eating Lindt cheese in her classroom and when she found out who that person was she would extinguish them.

*****
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THE MORNING HAD PASSED in agonizing slowness as Becca almost sleepwalked through classes. By noon though, she had finally found some footing.

BedMonster, she decided, was real. She was not crazy. Why the thing was in her life she didn’t know, but she would just have to deal with it... or him... whatever. She definitely didn’t like the way those eyeballs of his kept popping up all over the place, that was just spooky, but the rest of him... she tried to think of something innocuous about him but came up empty. Regardless, she was actually feeling not too badly about the whole affair as she went to her locker to retrieve the huge paper lunch sack (which was actually a breakfast) that Aunt Andrea had bought for her while zooming through a drive-thru on the way to school. Becca opened up her locker and a giant orange furry arm ending in a purplish hand shot out and grabbed her by the throat.

“ARRGH,” Becca gurgled and the hand instantly released her with an almost gentle caress. Becca immediately looked down the hall but there were only a few stragglers, their backs toward her as they scurried off to the cafeteria. She was alone in the hallway. As his, its, whatever’s, hand left her skin, Becca felt a tingling, like she’d just been scrubbed with a pumice stone, the kind fancy spas used on feet. The tingling faded after only a moment leaving her feeling somehow cleaner.

“What are you doing in there?” she snarled at BedMonster.

BedMonster crouched in the bottom of her locker, filling the space, orange fur splayed wildly along the metal confines. He kept himself pressed back, hidden under a drapery of her extra backpacks, purses, and her raincoat, hiding in the shadows.

“You must send me back.”

“Me? I don’t even know how you got here in the first place! And where’s ‘back’? And how can you even be here? I thought you couldn’t go out in sunlight!” And where are those darned eyes, I don’t see them anywhere.

“Back is home,” he rasped, “and home is the under-caverns, where my kind lives and breeds. The caverns exist in a kind of sideways reality made from human terror. Everything that humans have ever feared dwells there in one form or another.”

Now that didn’t sound too palatable. Bedmonsters (and God knew what else) living (and breeding!) in some dark cavern somewhere was not something Becca cared to think about. She changed the subject.

“What’s with grabbing my throat like that?”

“Sorry, instinct. I see the prey, I snatch the prey. It’s an incredibly powerful instinct, you humans know it well.” He seemed almost apologetic.

Where are his eyes? Becca couldn’t stop thinking queasily.

“But what about the sun? You said you shrivel up and die in the sun.”

“I do. You saw me burning earlier. But I am obviously not letting sunlight touch me now,” he said sounding almost affronted as he squeezed himself even further back into the locker.

“You did when you came to school! I saw you!”

“It’s because of you, or rather your deplorably messy room, don’t you ever clean? I’ve spent the last few hours sucking up the dust bunnies under your bed. And your dresser. And in your closet. And behind―”

“All right I get the point,” Becca interrupted with a roll of her eyes.

“Not too tasty,” he went on as if not hearing her, “but certainly better than what drifts through Doors. And I now finally have enough strength again to do what bedmonsters do.”

Uh oh, Becca thought, that doesn’t sound good.

“I cast what humans would call a spell,” BedMonster continued, his voice calm, almost mocking. “We bedmonsters can speed up molecules in the air, we induce a super-magnetic charge to their ions, charging the electrons negatively at the molecular level.”

Becca had no idea what he was talking about, just a feeling that things were going downhill fast.

“Okay,” he sighed almost in exasperation, “we bend the light around our hair: the entire light spectrum actually, except the highest and lowest frequencies which aren’t harmful to us. It protects us if we get accidentally caught in sunlight and as an unintended but certainly very nice little consequence, makes us invisible, at least to anything that only relies on its eyes to see.” For just a moment, BedMonster’s big blue eyes blinked open from what Becca thought might be the middle of his back, but as he didn’t appear to have a spine she wasn’t completely sure.

“But I can see you.”

“Yes. You. Well, you have more than just your eyes. You have what humans would call a ‘third eye.’ I can see it open quite clearly. It’s very effective you know, it’s what the most dangerous predators use.”

“I what?” Becca reeled, envisioning a giant oozing third eye in the middle of her forehead.

“It’s not a real eye, it’s a sense. All humans have it but in most it simply sleeps. However some people, like you, can open it. Humans call these people psychics, fortune tellers, crazies. So you can see me. But let’s get back to me. My problem. Home! I admit, you took me by surprise with that Gate-thing-that-wasn’t-an-actual-bedamned-Gate! More like a rift in time and space if you ask me, which of course you haven’t, seeing as how I’m just a lowly bedmonster while you’re a great knows-everything skin-shedder. But you are the one responsible for bringing me here, so you are the one responsible for sending me back!”

“How did I possibly bring you here?” Becca almost wailed in frustration.

“We bedmonsters are a direct result of human experience. We exist because you need us to exist and we feed on you because we need to feed on you. Your fears, our hunger, they mix... a powerful blend. It can form a bridge between our two separate existences and you did something that made something almost but not quite like that bridge! Not in any way I understand, but if you did it once you can do it again and SEND ME BACK!”

“That’s just... strange,” Becca said, her eyes still searching for his and not finding them, “but I don’t know anything about it. A physicist I am not. You could ask my aunt though, she knows all about that weirdo stuff.” (Aunt Andrea had actually spent the whole drive into school prattling on about “Particle Physics” to Becca, who was already circling the drain in Introductory Algebra I.) Becca grabbed her lunch/breakfast sack, snapped the locker door smartly shut, turned on her heel and headed for the cafeteria.

“Well,” she inwardly exulted flippantly, “I sure took care of that.” She found a skip in her step that hadn’t been there for a good long while.

“Well,” BedMonster seethed angrily still stuffed inside his human’s locker, “I’m sure going to have to take care of this. If you think this isn’t your problem you deluded snippy little skin-shedder, you are in for a rude awakening.”

*****
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BECCA PLOPPED HERSELF down next to Carlie and some other girls at their usual spot in the cafeteria and dropped her huge paper sack onto the table.

Carlie had been Becca’s friend since forever. Carlie was very tall, thin, with short black hair, and had an IQ one teacher described as “meteoric”. (Carlie’s nickname was “Copernicus”.) Carlie also however had a passion for all things edible, which very much included bacon sandwiches and sausage biscuits, but being of a Jewish household that frowned upon such things, Carlie spent many happy afternoons in Becca’s kitchen chowing down. Carlie now looked at the giant stuffed paper sack and her already bulging eyes popped outward even further, threatening to pop out of her face altogether.

“What’s that?” Carlie asked eagerly.

“Lunch. Breakfast. For about ten people. My aunt bought it for me on the way to school. Go ahead,” Becca said unnecessarily as Carlie was already reaching for the sack.

“What happened to you this morning?” Carlie asked, unwrapping a giant sausage biscuit. “I heard Bonko made you freak out big-time.”

Becca groaned.

“At least I didn’t get sent to the office like Cat.”

The cafeteria doors swung open and Becca found her eyes drawn to them, but no one came through. Then someone, or something, did. BedMonster crawled along like a predatory bug, hands splayed along the wall as he scuttled across the high ceiling like something out of an arachnid B-movie. Becca followed his progress incredulously as he skittered along the acoustic tiles until he hung directly overhead.

Carlie nearly choked on her now second giant biscuit, bacon this time, and burst out laughing.

“I wish I’d been there! Bonko finding a picture of the great Catherina’s hiney! I heard she went apoplectic! Both of them!”

“It was pretty funny... but odd.” Wait a minute, Becca hesitated, forcing herself to ignore the hairy spider-like creature now dangling above the table by one arm. I didn’t have anything to do with it. No mystic-third-eye nonsense caused that.

Two girls seated across the table lit up precipitously with perfect welcoming, inviting smiles instantly planted on their faces.

“Mind if I sit with you guys?” Brent’s voice called behind Becca.

“Sure,” the girls sang back in perfect unison, except for Carlie who was once again fixated on the contents of Becca’s lunch sack.

Whump.

Becca startled as BedMonster landed in the midst of the table with half a dozen new hands now sprouting from his armpits. He perched himself precariously among the food, careful to touch none of it as he sat on his wide palms with a pair of hands from which his large blue eyes blinked once, ogling Becca.

“How are you doing, Becs?” Brent asked in his lightest are-you-okay tone, noting her odd shifting movement which she instantly tried to cover by viciously tearing into the paper sack already denuded by Carlie.

“Fine,” Becca answered keeping her gaze fixed rigidly on her friends, ignoring her bedmonster. And when did he become my bedmonster she simmered. “I was just distracted before, I sat on my cell phone this morning, smashed it.”

Every one of the teenagers at the table inhaled sharply and immediately gave their utmost sympathetic understanding to Becca.

“Can it be saved?” one of the girls asked urgently. “You’re not gonna lose everything, are you?”

“It was an old cell,” Cat glowered insolently, appearing at the table and plunking herself down uninvited directly next to Brent. The three blond, permed, porcelain-nailed entourage of girls Cat always seemed to have in tow like an honor guard looked confused, why was Cat sitting with these people? The girls drifted off to the ‘cool’ table. “Not like this one,” Cat pronounced triumphantly, flaunting her flashy cellphone for all to see.

“You got it back,” Becca grumped.

“Of course I got it back. The office took care of that old witch,” she returned dismissively.

Yes, Becca thought, if the office had to back either the Hampton family or Bonko Ronko, it sure wouldn’t be Bonko.

“Did they delete the picture of your poolside-backside from it, Cat?” Brent asked with a friendly nudge. “’Cause if they didn’t, I sure wouldn’t mind a peek.”

Cat swelled up with a giant beaming smile she aimed full blast at Brent and all Becca could think was, she’s gorgeous, peaches and cream complexion, high cheeks, wide and glittering eyes, #!@!! her.

“You play your cards right and we’ll see about that,” Cat purred.

Crap, crap, crap, Becca smoldered. Cat’s gonna end up with Brent, and I’m gonna end up with... her eyes darted involuntarily to BedMonster, who winked, reached out one giant gray palm around Brent’s soda can, and, with his thumb, aimed. Becca stiffened and jerked her eyes furiously. Soda erupted like a geyser, spraying all over Cat’s obviously expensive new dress.

Cat screeched like a banshee, jumped up and hissed “What the eff?!” as Brent leapt up after her trying to wipe her dress with his shirt. Cat stormed away, Brent in her wake apologizing fervently.

Oh when is this freakin’ day going to end Becca cringed, once again staring at her big, hairy, orange bedmonster who was now quivering like he’s laughing she thought in growing, towering rage.
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​Chapter Three
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A visit from Mom leads to a scintificy discussion

BECCA HURTLED into her house after school, slammed her pack onto a chair beside the door and flounced murderously into the kitchen. Where she stiffened. A tall thin woman with an incongruously wide bottom encased in frayed green sweatpants had her back to the kitchen doorway, but Becca knew instantly who she was.

“Mom?”

Her mother turned around with a large knife in her hand dripping something thickly richly red, and smiled at Becca. Becca watched the blade shake in her mother’s trembling hand and knew the tremors were hitting her hard.

“Hi honey, how was school?”

“Did you run away?” Becca asked using her hard, displeased voice as she crossed her arms over her chest and glared.

Her mother laughed, a low contralto sound which nevertheless sent shivers through Becca. Dark chestnut, once luxurious but now stringy, unkempt hair tumbled about her mother’s shoulders and framed her mother’s face making her seem washed out and tired. She was only forty-two but the bouts of drinking had left her face veined with deep lines and reddish freckles that made her appear ten years older. Her blue eyes, flat and tired, still matched Becca’s though her uncared for body now wore a layer of flab her gray T-shirt couldn’t hide. Still, she had the same figure Becca had begun to see in herself, the same curve of hip, line of shoulder, leg and waist.

Becca’s mother was home, and that was a good thing... or a very bad thing. Oh God, Becca thought uneasily, does she know Aunt Andrea is back?

“No, I’m on a pass.” She brightened. “I just thought I’d make you that chili you like so much, I’ll make you enough so you can have it for a few days, even if Carlie comes over. And maybe I’ll visit on the weekend soon. I’m just... having a bit of trouble chopping these tomatoes.”

It sounded fishy to Becca, what rehab would give a pass to an alky so badly in detox her hands were shaking like that?

Becca couldn’t bring herself to voice her doubts though, this was her mom and she wanted to hold on to even the faintest of hopes. “Let me help you,” she offered instead, wondering if Dad knew Mom was here, pretty sure she knew the answer.

Becca’s mother sighed and allowed her to take the knife, dripping fresh tomato onto the floor. The kitchen was a mess, it looked like her mother had been trying to prep for hours and had been failing for just as long. A lump of non-defrosted hamburger sat burning in a pot and tomatoes and peppers lay scattered about the counter and sink all cut into pieces far too big to cook properly. Becca saw this and it spoke only one horrific, painful word to her: degeneration. Mom, gone for a month here, six months there, hospitals, clinics, ‘facilities’, all as she degenerated, always retreating back into her bottle, her surrender to the world, an over-domineering world which was far too hard for her.

Her mother’s eyes followed Becca’s as they swept the disastrous room. She turned her back to Becca, both of them about to cry. Becca spotted a small steel bowl filled with her mother’s special blend of reddish greenish yellowish spices, the mixture only her mother knew how to make, the mixture that had once won ribbons at state fairs and even one world-wide cooking show contest. And that little bowl also spoke one word to Becca: hope. Her mother was still there, she was not gone, not yet, she is still there somewhere she could come back.

BedMonster jetted into the room and scuttled up directly behind Becca’s mother, jumped up onto the counter and squirmed himself into a cupboard, its door swinging open wide. Her mother turned around, her face sullenly set; she saw the door, reached out and pushed it shut. She did not notice as it slowly opened back up an inch.

“Your father’s home,” she said coldly.

A ravenous beast charged into the kitchen doorway throwing itself at Becca.

“Get off, Melvin,” Becca swatted the dog away.

“MOMMY! You home, you home!”

Two-year old Normie’s delight was obviously not shared by the man who appeared in the doorway, nor by his sister, Aunt Andrea, standing behind him. Becca’s father was a small round man five years older than his wife, with a protruding paunch that grew a little wider every year, usually at Christmas. The man’s thinning hair glinted in the kitchen light while his oversize glasses made his gray-green eyes appear perpetually astonished. Even with short stumpy legs and the incessant air of the overly put-upon however, to Becca he was a rock. A rock unless he was taking care of Normie and unless he was called in to work late at the assessor’s office and unless he was immersed in the never ending care of his drunken wife.

For an instant Becca’s mother glared ferociously at Aunt Andrea, but then she swept Normie up into her arms, mother and child laughing delightedly. To Becca it stung, stung because of the memory of how it had been Normie’s conception and appearance that had heralded almost two years of a sober mother, two blessed, glorious years, and then... crash. The downward spiral after her mother had ceased breast feeding had been quick and horrific, like a desperate ship tossed at sea, dashed to pieces on a jagged cliffside rock.

“Is this where you are supposed to be, Penelope?” her father asked in an icy voice. Becca winced, her father only called his wife “Penelope” instead of “Penny” when things were about to go surface-to-air. Aunt Andrea obviously scented danger too and retreated.

“Henry,” Aunt Andrea murmured in her most soothing voice, “why don’t you and Pen go and talk. Becca and I will... make dinner.”

Becca was sure Aunt Andrea had almost said “clean up.”

Becca’s father took his wife firmly by the elbow and led her from the room.

Melvin leapt onto the counter, the one directly below BedMonster. Aunt Andrea grabbed the dog, dumped him unceremoniously back onto the floor and turned her back to attend the pot of chili on the stove. A furry orange arm with only one eye slowly protruded from the cupboard, stretched out above the counter, and hovered directly above Melvin glaring down.

“Aunt Andrea, can I ask you something?” Becca invented wildly as she angled toward the cupboard.

“Absolutely,” her aunt answered quickly (no doubt about it, the note of apology was still there in her aunt’s voice Becca noted), her back still turned.

“It’s about...” what? “...particle physics.” Now that she was pleased to see, had flustered her aunt but good.

Normie was staring at Melvin who was staring at BedMonster’s arm dangling above him. Melvin crouched to spring. Andrea blithely stirred the chili with one hand while scooping her sister-in-law’s debris into a neat pile with the other, her two hands performing simple yet opposing tasks in absolute harmony.

“I just wanted to see my babies. I have a right to see my babies!” drifted in from another room.

“Wha... what do you want to know?” Andrea said as the cupboard door now swung open completely and Melvin looked up at BedMonster and snarled.

“You said something about ‘string theory’ this morning,” Becca invented giddily, trying to keep Andrea’s gaze from going to the cupboard, “worlds stacked up against ours that you can’t see unless you are like right over them.” Don’t do it, Melvin! Don’t do it!

But Melvin did do it, he sprang, his jaws snapping only on air as BedMonster withdrew his arm so fast even Becca hadn’t been able to see it. Andrea turned at the commotion.

“That’s the theory. Infinities of existences in which everything that ever was, could be, or might be, or is even imagined, does exist somewhere. But keep in mind, to anyone in those worlds, they would be the reality, not here.” Andrea put her foot firmly under Melvin’s rump and ingloriously booted him from the kitchen. Behind her, radiating devilment, BedMonster waved at the terrier from the cupboard as Becca reached up and, just as her mother had done, slammed the cupboard door firmly shut on BedMonster’s face, if BedMonster had had a face, which he didn’t.

“Like when you were so drunk you called the police and told them that crazy story that you’d thrown your toddler in the trash?” the voice of Becca’s father slashed into the kitchen.

“And those worlds made from imagination,” Becca continued quickly, “if people, through history, frightened of things, their fear, could that collective force, could it have actually made one of these worlds somewhere?”

“What on earth are they teaching you at that school of yours, Becca?”

Becca flushed and lowered her eyes. Her aunt laughed smokily as she again turned her back to attend to the stove.

“So you bring that bitch back here?” Becca’s mother’s voice screeched.

BedMonster again swung the cupboard door open but this time he leapt, leapt right through the air in a great orange arc landing directly onto Becca’s shoulders leaving her breathless. From the doorway Melvin let out a frenzied bark. Normie giggled and clapped his chubby hands.

“I’ll divorce you, Penelope, if you don’t go back, I swear I’ll divorce you!”

Becca reached up frantically grabbing at all of BedMonster’s arms she could reach, pulling them down as she looked urgently about the room for someplace to stuff him, finding none. Hurling herself into a chair at the kitchen table, most of BedMonster now wrapped tightly about her middle, she pulled the chair up to the table as snugly as it would go.

“Such theories have been around for a long time, Becca. All throughout history people have advanced the notion of what we would call ‘magic’ as actually being some kind of real, practical science. In fact, more recently a theory called Noetics has attempted to explain things in more concrete, scintificy type terms.”

“Scintificy?” Becca teased. “Is that a technical term?”

Andrea smiled patiently. “Technical terms and theoretical physics don’t really mix, which is one reason why theoretical science has such a hard time explaining itself to the masses.”

A phone rang and both Becca and Andrea jumped. Andrea reached into her pocket and pulled out Becca’s cell, placing it on the table.

“I got it fixed for you,” she said, her gaze level and friendly. A peace offering, Becca reminisced somberly. After all these years.

On the phone was an attachment. Catherina Hampton had sent her rear end, large across the screen, the image judiciously edited with the addition of vertical text that hid anything distasteful, the text proclaiming, “You’ll never have anything as good as THIS!”
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