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Prologue

	The beauty of youth is as follows:

	There is a time, before you understand the ways of the world (and some never do), when you attribute common facts to monsters. As a child, you lie awake in bed wondering if the creaking in the hallway is a creature on its way to your room, or if the sound of a mouse in the attic is really some hideous beast scratching its way through the ceiling above your head.

	You would not dare have an arm or a leg outside the blankets, for fear of it being eaten, and you certainly would not dare to have any limb dangling off the bed. Before you realized that thunderstorms were natural phenomena, relatively harmless in the grand scheme of things, you may have believed they were the work of a demon; some great behemoth illuminating the skies and roaring terribly.

	You may have thought the creature that caused these things was one you saw on television, and you may even have thought it had taken up residence in your bedroom. As you lay in bed, eyes stared back at you. Your favourite doll in the daytime suddenly became an outcast in the evenings; a shadowy figure that was possibly the cause of all the strange goings-on. I cannot say that all children look at their own dolls and picture horror, and I cannot even say that all children believe in monsters, but it is a fact that most children do.

	In my case, I had shelves full of toys. I had stuffed toys, large robots, action figures, and various other human-resembling playthings, including one bearing the likeness of a particularly famous cartoon character which I will not name. I am unsure as to when the fear started to manifest, but I can tell you that it carried on for years. All these dolls had rigid, set smiles, and in the darkness, when your eyes like to play tricks, they were at their most destructive.

	Nations all over the world adored this unmentionable character. The fact that he had such a loveable persona during the day and such a sinister one at night was not even the scariest part for me. The scariest part was the pull string on his back. One pull and a random phrase from six pre-programmed catchphrases would spew from his tight-lipped mouth. If, after pulling the string, you didn’t release it fast enough, a deeper, scratchier, and more menacing version of the same phrase would come out.

	I knew these catchphrases by heart; millions did also, but no one heard them as I did. Whenever I closed my eyes or turned my back on him, I would hear one heart-chilling sentence. Whenever I was brave enough to turn around, I would see him (and the others) staring back at me. Their faces had the same fixed smile they had during the day, but it seemed different in the darkness. As if using the night for their own devilish purposes, they could trick my eyes into seeing scowls or even winks.

	Some nights it would take hours, some nights, minutes, but in the end, he would always break me. I would bawl, I would yell... carefully. Careful enough to wake up my parents, but also, in my childish mind, careful not to let my tormentor know I was trying to tell on him. After I would yell, I would survive one more night, but only because I got to sleep in my parents’ room. At the time, I knew that tomorrow I would be alone with him again, and then I might not be so lucky.

	I woke up in a cold sweat. I must have dozed off quickly that evening, but it was nothing to celebrate. Now I was awake, and he was watching me again. As I stared back into his dead eyes, I wondered if tonight was the night he would finally make his move. A master of patience, it seemed he took his pleasure in making me wait, knowing there was nothing I could do. Who would have believed that he was trying to get me?

	The blankets felt tight around my body. They had to be. My mind allowed me to believe the blankets would save me so long as my body was wrapped in them. I wanted to hide my face, but I was convinced that if I took my eyes off him for a second, he would definitely get me. The air was cold around my face. The heating wasn’t switched on tonight, but I didn’t care; heat was the least of my worries.

	I had to do something. I had already called to my dad the previous three nights, and I didn’t want my tormentor to get suspicious of me. So I got up. Carefully, I got out of bed, swallowing hard as my little foot touched the carpet. I wouldn’t put it past my tormentor to have an accomplice under the bed, waiting to grab me at any moment.

	Trying not to arouse suspicion, I looked down the hallway to the bathroom at the end. It was silly that I did this. If this monster could read my mind, he would know that I was not actually going to the bathroom, as my ruse would suggest, but was, in fact, going to my parents’ bedroom just beside it.

	My eyes could not see the walled staircase that lined the now pitch-black hallway, but I knew it was there. Despite my young age, I already had my route committed to memory. Stealing an innocently veiled glance at my tormentor, I started to walk slowly out of my bedroom. My brain was screaming at me to move faster, as now I had my back turned to him, but I couldn’t let him think I was going anywhere except the bathroom, so I kept my pace slow.

	It was pitch black, but still, I knew my parents’ door was closed. It always was. The feeling of eyes burning into the back of me was overwhelming. I had to turn around.

	I did. Nothing but eyes. Nothing but staring. The little moonlight trickling in through my pale, star-covered curtains caught every one of their eyes, illuminating them ever so slightly.

	I turned back around and approached the door quickly; darkness seemed to be enveloping me. With a trembling hand, I grasped the brass door handle. Snores from within told me I was so close to safety, but my next problem was right in front of me. Memory told me the door handle was stiff and loud. I knew that as soon as I tried to open it, I had to be quick, for the noise would alert my tormentor of my intentions, and I would be in trouble.

	With a breath, I counted down from three in my head. Three. Two. One.

	I turned the handle downward, but it didn’t open. Much to my horror, I heard something drop from that high shelf in my room. I also heard something coming up from the stairs behind me. Not knowing where to look, my eyes darted back down the hall to my bedroom. My tormentor was down from his perch, his gleaming eyes moving toward me.

	The sound coming up the stairs grew louder; something was bounding up them with intent. The handle wasn’t working. I couldn’t breathe. I was crying. Why wouldn’t the handle work?

	Then it got me. Something tackled me hard from behind, pinning me to the ground. I smelled breath. I felt fur. And then I felt teeth. A large mouth clamped down on top of me, and then it was over.

	This time, I really woke. It was a nightmare. But it was not all imagined. I awoke, wide-eyed, frozen in terror as my tormentor was where he always was, watching me from his shelf. The night shaped his face into mocking; he had created nightmares for me, and he was proud of the fact.

	I could not escape now; it didn’t matter if I was awake or asleep, he would get me. Losing hope, I cried out.

	Dad had only a few hours before he had to be up for work, and he was fed up with all this. I had been waking him up for some time, and he felt I had not given him a legitimate reason as to why. Until tonight.

	His bedroom door swung open furiously; he stomped down the hallway into mine.

	“What is it this time? I need to get some sleep.”

	He was careful not to yell; there were others in the house.

	“It’s them, they’re scaring me.” I whimpered, careful not to single out my tormentor.

	“Them?” Dad asked contemptuously. This one word showed more defiance to my tormentor than I had ever shown in all the years combined.

	“It’s taken care of,” he said, quietly regretting ever buying me any toys at all. Grabbing each one from their shelf as if he wasn’t concerned for what they would do to me, he stormed down the hall and tossed each one down the stairs.

	“Now, get some sleep,” he said as he powered back down the hallway and closed his door firmly. He knew I didn’t like to sleep with my door closed, but I wish he had closed it that night. There was no way I could sleep. My frightened little ears alerted me to every sound, every creak that was going on around me. I was scared enough when I knew exactly where my tormentor was, but now, he was out of my sight. In my mind, he could have been anywhere.

	To this day, I still recall what happened next. And to this day, I swear it really happened. Footsteps. Little footsteps, plodding up the stairs. Intent on coming after me. I stared down the hallway into the darkness. I didn’t want to look, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away. The top step of our staircase had a distinctive thump when it was stepped on; this was the sound that made me hide under the blankets. This was the sound that caused many, many sleepless nights afterward.

	Underneath the blanket, I lay trembling, my tormentor’s eyes sporadically flashing into my head. I heard creaking that sounded like footsteps. I would later learn this is caused by the house contracting or expanding in different temperatures. I heard whispering. I would later read somewhere that wind coming in from open windows can sound like whispering to a frightened child. I was sure I even heard my door slowly creaking closed, but that was probably just my imagination. Either way, it took me a long time to get to sleep after that.

	Currently, as I write this, my tormentor is still in the house. Through unconnected circumstances, I switched bedrooms with my sister years ago, but all my “toys” are still in my old room, buried deep in the back of my closet. I have no intention of getting rid of it.

	Knowing it’s there, in my old bedroom, serves as a reminder that all the scientific explanations on earth will do very little to calm a child’s imagination. Beliefs in dark, mysterious, and often evil things are common in a young mind, but as we grow older, we tend to dismiss them as foolish stories.

	It’s odd knowing that, although billions of people believe in this unspeakable place called Hell, hardly anyone would believe that a child’s darkest fears could actually exist. I believe there are those who have the power to make these fears a reality if it serves them. I believe omnipotent beings like demons get bored in the underworld and come up to us from time to time to remedy their boredom.

	The boy in this story does not have the same fears as I did when I was a child. Instead, he develops a bond with his dolls, a bond that will come to aid him in what becomes his mission in life. Together, they remind others of the fears they shared as children, but only for the length of time he chooses to keep them alive...


Chapter 1

	7:45 am. The bedroom door opened and a kindly-looking man poked his face in.

	“Time to get up, son.”

	But Connor didn’t need anybody to wake him; he was already up and looking forward to leaving.

	“Ok, Dad,” the boy said excitedly.

	“I’m going to work now, but I’ll see you when I get back, ok? Have a good first day.” The man said while leaving the room.

	“Thanks, Dad,” the boy replied, stepping out of bed and leaving his bear tucked in behind him.

	The boy stood in front of his stuffed toys. A colourful clown, two small ventriloquist dummies, and a toy Labrador dog his cousin gave him all stared back at him from the corner of his room. “First day, boys!” the youngster stated with an air of confidence, pausing a moment before nodding in acceptance as if imagining their approval.

	Connor trotted down the hall into the bathroom and brushed his teeth. The house was well kept, the hallways meticulously clear, due solely to his dad being overly conscious about fire safety. Many seminars at his job had drilled that concept into him, and he felt it important to be overly careful at home.

	The whir of Connor’s electric toothbrush made him happy. He liked to have clean teeth, and the noise of the brush helped him believe the job was being done well. With a click, he set the brush down and turned on the shower. After lathering up his hair, he quickly wiped the soap over his body. His hair was the most important thing to wash. That and under the arms. His dad told him that; his father was always giving him sneaky tips like this.

	“If you don’t wash your hair, people will know you haven’t showered. That’s why when I’m running late for work, I just put some water through mine; deodorant does the rest.”

	His dad would say this to him as a joke. Connor could never remember him ever being late for work, but still, the concept was sound. So he washed the hair on his head and then went for the second most important area, the smelly place: the armpits. Although he was nowhere close to growing hair under his arms, he liked to make sure he smelled clean. His mother would know if he didn’t shower properly, and he didn’t want to have to shower again. He didn’t want to be late for his first day of school.

	Toast and strawberry jam. That’s what Martha Williams liked for breakfast. “Simple, sweet, and elegant,” her Scottish mother used to say. “Alongside a cup of tea, you couldn’t ask for a better start to your day.” Connor was brought up this way too. So when he came out of the shower, dressed and ready for breakfast, he knew exactly what to expect. Given his mother’s background, tea was always Orange Pekoe, but she would never refer to it as that; it would simply be tea. Still, Connor never took it; orange juice was good enough for him.

	“You know, you probably should have eaten before you got dressed,” Martha said with a drizzle of sarcasm.

	“I know,” retorted the youngster as he carefully bit round the edges of the slice, avoiding the dreaded crumbs on his shirt.

	Watching the care and deliberateness of her son’s manner in which to eat toast without making a mess, Martha could not help but be amused.

	“Are you all set to go?” she asked.

	“Yep. I have pencils, crayons, a ruler, and an eraser in my pencil case, all packed up in my bag. I just need my lunch and I’m ready to go.”

	“Lunch?” asked his mother. “You didn’t tell me you needed that. I thought they fed you at school.”

	Connor was slightly put out. “Well, I need money then, for the cafeteria.”

	“Money? What’s that?”

	Connor realized his mom was just joking with him. “Come on, Mom!”

	“No, I’m serious, you might have to starve then, I’m afraid.”

	Martha gestured as if to say “oh well,” but Connor wasn’t buying it; he was too smart.

	“I’ll meet you by the door,” Connor stated, turning his nose up in a snobbish fashion.

	“Wait!” demanded Martha. “What do I get?”

	Martha and Connor both looked at each other for a long moment; the woman’s long dark hair framed her pretty face. The boy relented, running to his mother and giving her a hug. Martha did enjoy her little games.

	“Smile, Connor!” The camera flash dazzled the youngster, and he rubbed his eyes.

	“Mom, I’m going to be late!”

	Fondly, the woman smiled at her son. “I just want to get one more picture before we leave. You look so handsome in your uniform.”

	“This is not a uniform, Mom; it’s just my school clothes.”

	“Same thing!” giggled his mother as she snapped another picture.

	Martha Williams wanted her son to wear a uniform like she did when she lived in Scotland. But this was America. And in America, public school children seldom wore uniforms. But she would be damned if Connor was going to go to school looking “like a scruff.” She picked him up a nice brown, opened-necked polo shirt with a classic pair of blue jeans. “Stylish yet comfortable,” she called it; but Connor didn’t care, he was anxious for his first day of class.

	He was smart for a five-year-old. Although most children were six when they move into the first grade, Connor’s kindergarten teacher had suggested he start a year early due to unusually high intelligence level. As a mother, Martha could not have been more proud to hear this.

	“You’ll wipe the floor with them, Connor.”

	Connor smiled. “Can we go now, Mom? The bus will be here soon.”

	Connor waited patiently with Martha on the sidewalk. His stomach tingled when he saw the big yellow bus pull up alongside him. “This is it, my first day.” Connor fidgeted as Martha fixed his collar and patted at his chest, clearing off some fluff. Patiently, the driver waited; he knew this would be his longest trip of the year, with all the protective mothers reluctant to let their kids go for the first time.

	Martha smiled proudly; her joy that her only son had grown up shone like the sun from her face.

	“Mom, you’re embarrassing me.”

	“Oh, of course, sorry,” she said, smiling fondly.

	“Go on then, have fun. Me and Dad will be here when you get home.”

	Connor jogged onto the bus. Unlike most children his age, he was not shy; instead, he smiled at the burly driver and went to find a seat. Since his was one of the first houses on the driver’s route, he had his choice of almost any seat. So he chose one next to where his mom was standing.

	Martha waved at him, mouthing “Good Luck” and “I Love You” as the bus pulled away from the curb. Connor sat back and smiled. Today was his first day of school, and nothing was going to spoil it for him.

	The backwind from the bus blew Martha’s hair a little, along with blowing a selection of fallen leaves from the overhead elms gently down the street. Motherly, she stood, watching the big yellow cheese-wagon disappear round the corner. Not one to get overly emotional, Martha simply smiled fondly at the realization her little boy had grown up.

	The light breeze disguised the subtle sun, poking through the clouds at points. One glance off to the distance let her know that in a few hours the day would be beautiful. Now, however, it was just starting out. Still though, there was a little chill in the morning air, so she folded her arms and turned to head up the garden path.

	She didn’t slow down to admire the flowers Andy planted in the summer; the roses and the tulips sure did have some colour in them. This pleased her because the summer was over, and still the benefits were lingering.

	As she walked briskly, noise seemed to disappear. The neighbourhood was generally quiet in the morning, but not like this. She hadn’t really noticed earlier, what with all the hustle of getting Connor ready to go, but she definitely noticed now.

	The wooden porch steps thumped as she jogged up them. She turned the door knob, but something stopped her entering, a feeling she was being watched.

	Still holding onto the knob, she turned her head to the left. A large man startled her. Dressed like he had been jogging, the man stared at her, poised like he needed to tell her something. Confidently, Martha looked back at the man, but her apprehension was showing more than she’d like.

	“Can I help you with something?”

	The chiseled, clean-shaven face looked back at her, eyeing her like she was candy.

	“Maybe,” he said softly.

	In an instant, he pulled a hunting knife from the waistband of his shorts and dashed towards her. Martha frantically twisted the knob and opened the door, but her care not to open it too wide cost her valuable time. The man thrust his arm through the gap and used the leverage to barge his way in.

	Backing up towards the staircase, she wanted to dash for the phone, but knew it wouldn’t do her any good.

	“Please,” she said strongly, “I have a family.”

	“Oh, do you?” said the man softly. “Why don’t you lie down and tell me all about them.”

	The man lunged at Martha quickly, grabbing her shoulders with his strong arms; he threw her hard to the floor.

	“Now don’t fight it; it will be worse for you if you do!” he threatened as he knelt down over the top of her.

	Without trying to regain her balance, the defiant Martha turned all her body weight into the man and landed a strong punch to his jaw, almost pushing him over. Taking advantage of the moment, she tried to get to her feet, but he was not as dazed as she thought he was.

	Athletically, he tackled her, pinning her face down to the ground. The large man grabbed her hair with his fist and lifted her head off the ground.

	“I told you it would be worse for you if you fought back,” he says before smashing her face on the floor.

	Laying there, the smell of mahogany in her nostrils, Martha was helpless. Barely able to keep her eyes open, she surveys the room. A serious concussion hindered her vision. Despite this bleary vision, she somehow managed to focus on a picture of her with Andy and Connor.

	As her attacker violently pulled off her jeans and panties before pulling off his shorts, she simply lay there in the beautiful hallway. Neutral walls and vivid black and white contrasting ornaments adorned the tables in the entranceway. The cat clock shifted its eyes back and forth (a joke present from Andy when she mentioned the black and white contrast).

	Her attacker continued his brutal assault on Martha’s body while her mind went somewhere else. Beautiful memories with her son and her husband like fishing trips, amusement parks, and family vacations were all images to rest upon.

	Several minutes later, the man was finished. Slowly, he stood up, pulling up his shorts. Martha, still struggling with her senses, felt her defiance flow back into her.

	“Coward!” Martha’s shaky voice startled him.

	This was no amateur rapist; Martha was not his first victim, but he had never been spoken to like this after an attack. Martha started laughing; still lying face down, she started laughing. She wanted him to know he had not broken her spirit; her pride would never allow him to think that. Still laughing, she spoke out.

	“You’re not a man! What kind of man would beat up and rape a woman? You’re pathetic!”

	“Lady, you better be quiet now!”

	“Or what? You’ll rape me again? Go ahead! But you’ll never break me, you fucking coward!”

	The attacker was getting aggravated; he was not used to being spoken to like this by women he tried to dominate, and he did not like it.

	“Are you fucking nuts, lady? It’s not smart to push me like this. I’m warning you.”

	“You’re a loser!”

	By now, Martha was screaming at him, not giving a thought to her own safety.

	“Go back to the basement suite of your mother’s house, you fucking cockroach!”

	The man snapped. “You stupid whore!”

	It was clear Martha struck a nerve as he lunged towards her with his knife, thrusting it down into her back. The knife easily penetrated Martha’s flesh, searing straight through her organs.

	Instant silence contrasted the rapist’s fear. He hadn’t planned to kill anyone. He liked the women he raped to see his face; it was part of his thrill. He was a traveller. Once he had found a victim in one town or city, he would move on, staying in motels on his country-wide spree. He had found throughout his illustrious career that police were not as eager to catch rapists as the public were led to believe. Especially if they thought it was an isolated incident. But now, he was a murderer, and the police seemed to care more about that.

	He got to his feet, panic slowly settling in. He watched Martha’s eyes flicker a little before closing completely. Scuffing his feet over little traces of footprints he saw, he tried desperately to destroy any evidence of his presence there.

	When he was finished scuffing the footprints, he ran into the kitchen. Stepping back over Martha’s body with a roll of kitchen towel, he frantically wiped at the door knob and the door itself. He takes more roll and tried to wipe down Martha’s body, especially her lower area.

	As Martha Williams was being treated like a glass table being wiped clean, she slowly bled to death. Time slowed right down for her as she didn’t have much of it left; her bleary vision made room for darkness, and her world became shut out forevermore.

	Her attacker lifted his knife off the floor and clutched all his paper towels together. Using one to open the front door, he gave one more fear-induced look towards his victim before jogging off to his nearby car. Speeding off, the backwind from the vehicle blew leaves once more down the quiet street.


Chapter 2

	The school bus closed in on Connor’s house, slowing to a stop in front of a police officer who waved them past. The kids on the bus flocked to the right-hand side to try and get a glimpse of what was going on. Yellow tape stretched between two trees on either side of the garden blocked off the scene to pedestrians, while police cars blocked the road to all but single-lane traffic.

	The bus driver drove past the house, looking for somewhere to stop safely. Connor didn’t know what to think. He just stared at the police officer waving him through, hoping his facial expression would offer a clue to what was happening in his house.

	The buildup of neighbourhood traffic forced the driver to stop a full block away from Connor’s house. The boy got up and walked briskly to the door, but the driver stopped him before he could leave.

	“Hey, son?”

	Connor turned around.

	“I’m sorry,” the driver said. He knew what the yellow tape almost always meant, even if Connor didn’t. The boy looked at him for a second, reading the man’s sympathetic expression, and then turned and ran back to his house.

	A common theory was that those who were gifted with brains were usually not gifted with athletic ability. Well, today, nobody expressed this theory to Connor. He ran as fast as he could towards his house, not slowing even to turn corners. He ran so hard he felt sick, but he didn’t stop. Even at a young age, he knew something was wrong.

	Approaching the yellow tape guarded by a policeman, he still did not slow down. His backpack arched above him as he sprints did not affect his speed as he went to duck under the tape and across the garden. As he flew under the “Do Not Cross” warning, he misjudged the height of his backpack, and it tore straight through the police line.

	A young cop smoking on the lawn spotted Connor as he ran through the line. Grabbing the boy by the backpack caused him to come to a shuddering halt. “Hold on, son! Don’t go in yet!”

	Connor wriggled the backpack off his shoulders, narrowly avoiding the cop’s grab at him as he ran into his house. Although there was little noise outside, it felt extremely chaotic. Between the flashing lights, localized gridlock, and a tense police presence, the neighbourhood transformed itself from a quiet place to grow up into something which more resembled a prison.

	Just as he entered his house, he locked the door behind him. Facing the white wooden door, he tried hard to settle his breathing. Something in the air had changed; there was something so different in the mood of the house, and he felt it straight away. He turned around to face the hallway, but something stopped him cold. What he saw that day would change his life forever.

	A bright flash of light dazzled Connor, much the same as it did earlier this morning. But this time, instead of seeing his mom smiling at him when his sight returned, he was met with a much more horrifying sight. Martha Williams lay on the ground, covered from the neck down by a white sheet. Face down she lay; her body twisted so her dead eyes pierced Connor’s.

	Frozen in place, Connor stared at his mother. Only a few hours dead, her skin still retained its colour, but her eyes had lost all life. Unable to look away, Connor’s brain tried to make sense of this dreadful thing. This was not his mother; not anymore. Instead, this shell watched him through big glassy windows, burning itself into his consciousness forever.

	Emotions bubbled up inside the boy. A perfect broth of anger, confusion, and sadness spewed out all at once, melting into an earth-stopping cry. Up until this point, no one had seen Connor enter the house except the policeman who was now banging on the door trying to get in. Not even the crime scene photographer who was snapping mug shots of Martha noticed him standing only a few feet away.

	The shrill, piercing cry of a distraught boy announced his presence to everyone. Connor’s father sat with a policeman when he noticed his son and ran to his aid. Hastily, the photographer covered up the body, but it was way too late for Connor. With his eyes closed tight, the boy wailed until his lungs were out of air; he then reloaded and wailed again. Throwing his arms around his son, Andy Williams tried his hardest to calm him down. Burying Connor’s head in his chest, he embraced him closely, and together they wept. Andy already knew what Connor yet didn’t, that this day marked the end of Connor’s childhood.


Chapter 3

	Poor grades came as standard with Connor now, as did a lack of enthusiasm and general unresponsiveness towards his schoolwork. The real shame in Connor’s poor performance was that there was nothing to compare it to. Since he just started Grade 1 when his mother was killed, he never had a chance to excel. If it had happened a couple of years later, there may have been an obvious change from A’s to D’s. But it never happened that way.

	In fact, all his teachers knew about him was that he always got bad grades. He never tried, was never willing to apply any effort, and was not interested in socializing with other children. A tragic case, every teacher knew about his past. They knew what he and his father went through, so they tried to give him a little extra help wherever they could.

	The problem was always that Connor wasn’t stupid; he just didn’t see the point in trying. He wasn’t angry or rude to his teachers, so really there was very little action to be taken against him. He simply responded to questions with his patented “I don’t know, Miss” or “Sir,” depending on what grade he was in. Usually after the first couple of verbal battles with a teacher—Connor’s answer always unflinching—they would give up and ask someone else. All Connor really wanted to do was go fishing with his father. Today was Friday, and that meant Saturday was only one more day away, and the two of them were going fishing.

	It had been over three years since the death of his mother, but Connor had not forgotten her face staring right through him.

	“There was an accident,” he remembered his father telling him. “Your mother tripped and fell down the stairs; she was already gone when I found her. She’s in heaven now.”

	The vast landscape of Millbrook Valley was a favourite of his to come and fish with his father. The air was warm; the valley was alive with life. Birds, insects, rabbits, squirrels, and deer all inhabited this territory. Standing knee deep in the shallow, slow-moving part of the river, Connor enjoyed the feeling of the cold water surrounding his waders. All around him, the spring grass blew softly in the wind.

	Connor used this land to project his thoughts out in front of him, like an artist used a palette for his creations. He tried to understand why his mother had to die. He missed her so much. Unscrewing the lid from a hip flask and taking a big swig of Kentucky’s finest, Andy wiped his mouth and called to his son.

	“Any bites yet, buddy?”

	“Not yet, Dad.”

	If truth be told, Connor didn’t care about the actual act of fishing. He enjoyed the time he and his father had together and the peace of the valley. Catching a fish was just a bonus. Another swig of the bourbon:

	“Keep at it, son. Remember, we eat what we catch.”

	“I know, Dad.”

	Connor returned to his thoughts, the quiet helping him to come to terms with his loss.

	The light from the refrigerator illuminated Andy’s soft yet aging features.

	“You want a cola?”

	“Yes, please,” answered Connor while taking off his waders by the front door.

	Andy, on the other hand, didn’t stop to take anything off; he just went straight for the beer in the fridge. While Connor had his peaceful fishing to take his mind off his mother’s passing, Andy found solace in alcohol. Although he was careful never to let Connor see him too drunk or out of hand, when he was not at work, you would seldom see him without a drink in his hand.

	Connor never thought much of it. He was eight now, and his dad was his hero. Andy remained strong for his son through the tragedy; if drinking helped him remain strong, then Connor saw no problem in it. He had heard the warnings in school and on the television that alcohol was bad for your health, but he took no notice, instead choosing to believe his father knew best.

	Connor stripped down to his underpants and carried his fishing gear to the laundry basket in the kitchen. He throws his waders out the back door onto the concrete beside the grass. Andy watched the boy, so careful not to dirty the house. With his beer in hand, he looked down at himself, still dressed as if he was leaving to go fishing again. His eyes drifted back to his son. The judging look from the youngster was enough to evoke a response.

	“Ok, ok, I’ll get changed; I wasn’t going to sit on the couch like this anyways. God, you’re worse than your mother!” Andy chuckled and playfully punches Connor in the stomach. “Ok, go shower and come watch the game with me.”

	“I don’t want to watch the game, Dad,” Connor says smiling. His father wanted him to be a sports fan so bad.

	“Still not a football fan, eh? Now I know you’re your mother.”

	Connor looked at the floor. After fishing was when he thought about his mother the most. Had she still been alive, she would have been waiting for them with dinner at the ready. Whenever he entered the house now, there were no aromas, no scents for him to get excited over.

	“I miss her, Dad.”

	Andy put down his beer and looked at his son thoughtfully.

	“I know, Connor, I know. I do too.”

	After a moment, Andy speaks again. “Well, go on up to your room then; I’ll call you down for dinner in a bit.”

	Andy picked up his beer and took a big drink.

	“Well, dummy, who gave you tickets to the circus?”

	“Well, dummy, I believe I was invited here! Who gave you tickets to the circus?”

	“Who were you calling dummy? Dummy!”

	“There’s only one dummy here. And it’s not me!”

	A fight breaks out. Two small ventriloquist dummies attack each other, head-butting and flailing arms, clicking as their wooden limbs collide.

	“Myaaa, break it up, you idiots!”

	The two small dummies fell to the floor, and a larger one stepped in beside them.

	“I invited you both, remember? We have to take down that clown! He’s getting too big for his boots around here. Come on. He’s about to start.”

	In the middle of the big top, thousands of spectators cheered for the bear announcer. The surly brown bear held the microphone well.

	“Ladies and Gentleman, thank you all for coming to the Williams family circus!”

	The crowd cheered emphatically.

	“Now, the act you’ve been dying to see; please put your hands together for Basket the Clown!”

	The crowd went wild, cheering as the clown entered the arena, back-flipping and somersaulting his way to the podium. He held his chin up high as he looked at the audience who revered him.

	“And now!” Announced Bear, “Basket will attempt his greatest feat ever for your own personal pleasure. He will be raised high into the air on this swing; he will then jump off, flipping five times in midair and land safely… All without a harness!”

	The crowd hushed in unison, clearly awestruck at the thought. A swing was lowered into the middle of the big top, and Basket gave a bow. He hoisted himself on as it raised into the air. The crowd held their breath as they stared at the clown swinging from side to side, higher and higher on the swing. “Oh my god, he’s going to die!” yelled a crowd member as she swooned on top of the man sitting in front of her.

	Basket continued swinging until he was almost at the peak of the big top itself and then let go. Cries rang out all over the arena as Bear counted the somersaults.

	“One!” Basket was still rising from his jump until the second turn.

	“Two!” He started falling rapidly to the ground, turning all the while.

	“Three!”

	“Four!”

	“Five!” Basket crashed into the ground, the sandy floor sending up a thick cloud of dust.

	Everyone, even Bear, held his breath. The large Dummy nudged one of the smaller ones.

	“Looks like we might not have to kill him after all. He’s done it himself.”

	A tense moment passed, and finally the dust cleared. Basket crouched in a successful landing pose. The crowd erupted.

	“Ladies and gentleman, the one, the only…Basket the Clown!”

	(More eruption)

	“Come on, fellas,” said the large dummy, and the three of them pounced onto the sandy ground beside Basket. The crowd fled in terror; these dummies meant business.

	“This is our town, clown! Time for you to leave!”

	“Now, fellas, let’s not cause any trouble,” said Bear.

	“Quiet, you!” one of the smaller dummies muscled in on Bear while Basket readied himself for a fight.

	Connor’s bedroom was a far cry from the big top, but in his mind, something big was about to go down. He hadn’t bought any new toys since his mom died, nor had he accepted any more bought for him. He would much rather have had clothes for Christmas and birthdays. His mother gave him almost all the toys he had now, and so he felt a special bond with them.

	All except Betsy. Betsy was a porcelain doll that stood up to his waist. His mother gave her to him one night when he was scared of a storm outside. She said Betsy had looked after her when she was a girl, and so she would look after him. Connor slept well that night knowing Betsy was beside him, but he never played with her. For one, Betsy was a girl's doll, and for two, he would never have forgiven himself if he broke her, knowing how much she meant to his mom.

	“You forget I have friends in this town,” said Basket.

	“Yeah, like who?”

	Connor grabbed his toy dog and mashed the dummies with it while making barking sounds.

	“Retreat!” Connor yelled, mimicking the Dummies voice.

	Here is the next section of your novel, broken up for better flow and pacing:

	Forced by the human hand, the dummies were whisked off to the side of the “Big Top,” allowing Basket to assume center stage once again.

	Mimicking a real crowd, Connor instilled life into Basket. By making his favourite toy the object of affection for the masses, Basket could be real in his head. Connor found his collection of toys to be most versatile. With the right imagination, a boy could play circus games or gangster games, war games or even westerns, with the dummies usually playing the “goon” roles.

	Bear was a big hero of his too, though Basket, due to his color and generally happy demeanor, was the clear front runner. The dolls were large compared to most children’s collections. Basket and Dummy were the largest, standing the height of Connor’s neck and shoulder, respectively. The two smaller dummies were the height of Betsy, and Dog only came up past his knees. Bear was a little shorter than the smaller dummies, but his chubbiness helped him appear smaller still.

	His mother bought him these dolls above others as these were the ones he showed interest in when they were out. He would pick them up from the shelf himself, and so, Martha knew those were the ones he wanted.

	Uninterested in toys from television shows like other kids, Connor chose these dolls because they weren’t already popular children’s characters. Much in the same way people prefer reading a book to watching a movie, Connor loved the fact he could imagine whole new personas for his dolls instead of having their personalities written for him by a TV show.

	Timing the game just right, no sooner had Basket defeated the dummies when Connor got called down for dinner. Oven pizza with fries was Andy’s after-fishing specialty, and Connor could smell the pepperoni.

	The emblem of the corporate coffee house seemed softer on Sundays. People have certain misgivings about coffee hangouts like this one. Having a pretty local girl serve you a drink to a setting of soft jazz and local rags could fool anyone into believing this was a family-run place.

	Pale colors of eggshell and lime green mixed with creamy brown carpets and hardwood sanitized surfaces. Oversized, odd-shaped mugs set in euphoria-inducing sunk-in dark felt chairs made everyone’s cappuccino taste better. At the end of the day, no one cares about the corporation behind the company, as long as the corporation pretends (like everyone else) that it is a simple outfit.

	A few sips into his Sunday double shot latte with one hand grasped firmly on the business papers, Andy was at peace. Alcohol was not in his Sunday service. Instead, a nice relaxing afternoon with his son and his coffee was the order of the day.

	As Connor sipped on his hot chocolate, he appreciated the ambiance. He enjoyed the peace of this weekly ritual much like he did fishing. Sitting quietly, he was lost in his own thoughts while Andy quietly read his paper.

	Connor felt something on him. A pair of eyes gazed towards their table. He had felt these eyes before, but never so intensely. Looking up, he saw the face of a woman that would change his life forever.

	“Single father?”

	Andy wouldn’t normally have engaged a strange woman in conversation, but when he lowered his paper, he realized this was a particularly beautiful woman. This meant all new rules applied. Taken by her beauty, Andy nodded while rolling his wedding band with his thumb. Unable to tell how she knew that, seeing as how he was clearly still wearing his wedding ring, Andy looked at her intensely, trying to figure her out.

	“How did you know that?” he asked.

	“I asked about you,” said the woman, gesturing to the barista behind the counter. “I noticed you came in here a lot, so I asked them who you were.”

	Andy was taken aback by how forward the woman was, but he was also extremely flattered. Pulling out a chair and sitting down, the woman said softly:

	“The girl told me you used to be married.”

	Andy looked down at the table.

	“I’m sorry,” the woman said, immediately backtracking. “I didn’t mean to pry. I just wanted to know your name, and I didn’t know she would tell me that.”

	“It’s alright,” reassures Andy. “My wife has been gone some time now.”

	“I’m Beth,” the lady said smiling, trying to divert the subject from Andy’s late wife.

	Andy can’t help but feel completely at ease around her; she was very pretty, with a very natural smile.

	“I’m Andy.”

	“I know, they told me that behind the counter too.”

	As the two share a long gazing moment, Andy suddenly realized he was not alone at the table.

	“Oh, I’m sorry; this is my son, Connor.”

	Beth extends her hand to Connor, who reluctantly shakes it. “Nice to meet you, Connor.”

	“Hello,” comes the wary response.

	“He’s very handsome,” said Beth. “Just like his father.”

	Andy was instantly smitten. Amongst the warm colours and ambient sounds of espresso machines and jazz, Beth and Andy clicked. Her sharp blue eyes had an allure which Andy was unwilling to break himself from. All Connor could do was sit there and accept it.


Chapter 4

	“Where’s your friends, loser?” Beth stood in the doorway of Connor’s bedroom, high on a combination of Gin and Valium. “Did you hear me, you little faggot? I asked you where all your shitty little friends were!”

	Connor sat with his back to her, playing with Basket. The house seemed darker now, dirtier, with less colour.

	“You just going to ignore me like you do every girl, you little homo?” Pointing a bottle of “London Dry” at the boy, she continued her abuse. “You’re going to end up a loser, just like your father!”

	Tears of anger streamed down the child’s cheeks, and he thought back to when things got this bad.

	For over a year, things were good again in the Williams house. Andy had been drinking less, and Beth was bringing a second paycheque into the house. Connor was even warming to the fact he had a mother figure in the house again. Something he craved but never talked about was finally becoming a reality.

	Connor remained much the same in his attitude towards school and friends, (namely that he didn’t believe either one was worth much) but he did start to enjoy being out amongst other people much more. When the three of them would go out to the circus for real, Connor would take Basket and imagine he were the one performing death-defying acrobatics.

	Or when the fair came to town, Connor would go along and play the carnival games, even though he would always refuse to take any toys that were won from them. Time seemed to pass quickly in this period, and before he knew what was going on, Connor was another year older. It was just after Connor’s ninth birthday that things started to go decidedly sour.

	Still in her early thirties, Beth was a definite looker. Family roots entrenched deep in Scandinavian blood gave her a light complexion complete with long legs and a naturally generous bust. She held a good job as an aesthetician at a trendy salon in the city, bringing in a decent paycheque every fortnight.

	Positions for this job were scarce, and thanks to every little city girl who got through life based solely on her looks, there was never a shortage of candidates to fill the few positions available. Still, with her experience and strong repeat customer base, she was never short of work. She would often supplement her income by giving manicures and facials from the home she now shared with Andy.

	One Tuesday afternoon, Beth managed to get away from work early. The long weekend had just finished, so a lot of customers had their hair done the previous Thursday before they left town for the holiday. This meant business was slow, so she left early, trying to avoid the rush hour. Andy could not get away early to pick her up, so she headed for the train, which Beth didn’t mind doing.

	Popping in her ear buds and heading out the door, she waved goodbye to her colleagues before heading into the windy street outside. The train from downtown was still fairly busy, though not as it would have been had she left an hour later. As the pop music pumped in her ears, she heard nothing of the dozens of conversations going on around her. Nor did she hear the beeping of the train doors closing behind her; she heard nothing but the music.

	Having committed the short route home to memory long ago, she did not require the assistance of the train’s automated announcer. Despite the southern weather being normally mild that time of year, there was a chill on this day. The wind picked up, blowing dust and leaves around in mini cyclones all over the neighbourhood.

	The house being a fifteen-minute walk from the station was like a challenge to her. She planned to make it in ten, cutting a third of the time from her journey in order to avoid as much dust being blown into her face as possible. Risking safety for speed, Beth jaywalked across small roads with nothing more than a quick glance for moving dangers.

	Only a few blocks away was a driver in a solid black SUV. With a few beers for lunch and some heavy metal in the CD player, the driver was paying just as little attention to the road as Beth was. The two were on a fateful collision course which will be an extremely one-sided event.


Chapter 5

	The hospital was a different experience for Connor. He knew people went there when they were sick or hurt but he had never actually been in one. If he was being honest with himself, he liked it. He liked how quiet it was, only a PA system calling doctors to rooms and the hum of the pop machine to listen to. It seemed like a peaceful place to him.

	“Good news, Mr. Williams,” said a portly, balding doctor. “Miss Gray is going to be fine. We had to insert a steel rod in her arm to keep the bone in place but it should heal in six to eight weeks. Her leg, on the other hand, will heal a lot faster than that; she’ll be up and walking in no time.”

	The news was a welcome relief for Andy.

	“Thank you, doctor,” he said as the doctor headed off to see about his other patients.

	This section details the rapid degeneration of Beth's mental and emotional state following her accident. I've broken down the text to clearly mark the timeline, the shifts in her behavior, and the increasing impact on Andy and Connor.

	Andy’s medical insurance plan from work was generous so he wouldn’t be out of pocket from the incident and, more importantly, Beth wasn’t badly hurt, so he was pretty optimistic overall. However, no one could have foreseen the events that would unfold after this.

	It all started two days after Beth arrived home. Andy took a little time off work and brought everything to her in bed. After a week her leg healed up and she regained mobility. She couldn’t wait to get up and about again.

	The first two weeks were mind-numbing for her—nothing to do but lay in bed watching daytime drivel on television, being waited on like the temporary invalid she was. For a woman so proud and strong, this was hell.

	Because her arm was far from healing, Beth was unable to return to work. When she informed Sally, her boss, she would not be available for another couple of months, Sally had no choice but to replace her. “A busy salon could not afford to be understaffed,” she said. Beth was hurt; she felt let down, years of loyal service unrewarded; she was not even able to give services from home due to her arm being sore all the time.

	As the days turned to weeks, she sat at home self-medicating. Alone most of the time while Andy had to work and Connor had school, she began to convince herself she wasn’t worth anything. Being cut from her job after so long brought up feelings she had suppressed from years ago. Issues of abandonment stemming from her own father leaving her as a child started to creep out from her subconscious. With Andy out working, earning money to pay the bills, she started to feel like she was being abandoned again.

	Left alone in the house all day with nothing but movies and the internet to keep her company, she became disillusioned with the outside world. Initially she took meds to stop the pain in her arm, but after a while she simply enjoyed the feeling the pain killers gave her and took them more often. Alone all day she would snack, gaining weight as she sat doing nothing all day long. Andy noticed the weight gain but it didn’t bother him.

	What did bother him was the arguing. Andy was not a confrontational man, generally mild-mannered and soft-spoken even while drunk. As Beth sat alone all day long, dwelling on her past, she would start looking for arguments instead of dealing with her resentment. This manifested itself in constant nitpicking and one-way squabbling which Andy did not know how to deal with.

	Things were never okay for her. She started finding things wrong even when no one else did. Since he was never one for confrontation, Andy would convince himself this constant negative attitude was simply a side effect of her being temporarily house-bound.

	He would never understand why she degenerated so quickly because she never told him of her past. Deep secrets about her family history that she would never bring to light haunted her, but instead of dealing with it she took out her pain on those closest to her. Andy had never pried too deeply into her past after she politely asked him not to once before, and now he would have no reason to associate her behaviour with her past. He simply believed all of it would go away once she got a new job.

	Six weeks came and went but Beth still hadn’t found work. She sent out a few résumés to high-end salons, refusing to reapply at her old job and refusing to apply to be anything else except an aesthetician. For the few weeks she was looking for work she was still medicating herself.

	Whenever Andy was brave enough to voice concern she told him she was “in pain” and if he dared question her further he was in for a long night of bitching. Andy gave up hassling her after a few months; he couldn’t handle arguing every single night so he starting accepting her behaviour in any way he could, justifying it so he would feel more of a man. Since her accident she had gained thirty-two pounds and practically stopped her job hunt altogether. The issues in her head, coupled with the fact Andy made a comfortable living for her, meant she was content to do nothing but sit at home, high on pain killers. “Inventing” phantom ailments, she would be in and out of the hospital. Each time she would have new medication to enjoy at her leisure.

	It was when she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder that Connor really started to notice her behaviour. He heard the constant arguing, watched his father get verbally abused time and time again but for the most part he would stay in his room, playing with his dolls and ignoring the situation as much as possible.

	Beth was unpredictable; sometimes she would spend a few days extremely happy, and the simple gestures she made would fill Andy with hope. Gestures like making dinner, or buying him something nice from the store on the rare occasions she left the house. These were Connor’s favourite days. Then other days she would stay in bed all afternoon and then stay awake all night watching television. Connor didn’t mind those days.

	What he did mind were the days where nothing made her happy. Constantly angry, she would find the slightest thing wrong with anything and jump on it, deliberately starting arguments with Andy. She knew she would always win these arguments thanks largely to Andy’s passive nature. Most times she would simply berate him for no other reason than she was bored.

	Like the one day he bought a washing powder she wasn’t used to and she screamed at him for (what seemed to Connor) half an hour, eventually making him go back to the supermarket and change it. She tried to justify this by saying she was allergic to certain types of washing powder and if Andy loved her he would have known that. Although there was absolutely no truth to this claim it didn’t matter; Andy didn’t argue with her and Beth felt an element of control she desperately wanted.

	Sitting in his room, Connor listened to the constant yelling, all one-way. He tried to drown it out by playing with his toys but it was impossible. He heard every word and even at a young age he could see right through her. He would sit in his room stewing; he wanted to intervene but didn’t think it would do much good. On the days he did try he would ask:

	“Why does she yell at you, dad?”

	The response was always the same:

	“Beth is sick, son, she can’t help it.”

	Connor was never satisfied with this answer. She didn’t look very sick to him. She looked like she enjoyed yelling at his father, taking lots of medication, sleeping all day and watching rubbish on television. He always admired how strong his father was, able to take all this after working hard all day even if he couldn’t understand why he did.

	Even though he thought it would be in vain he had tried to talk to her. However, just like his father, she had what seemed like a pre-rehearsed response.

	“This is between me and your father; it has nothing to do with you. Now go to your room and leave me alone!”

	She had covered all her bases, closing down any avenue of discussion in one sentence. Connor was not impressed; he would go to his room but his mind could not leave her alone. She was all he could think about. He would wonder why this woman thought she was his mother. She was not.

	After months of systematic mental abuse on Andy and Connor, Beth was still not satisfied with her work so she decided to up the ante. She started drinking. Although not heavily, she always mixed it with taking pills which created a much more terrible monster in her. Not content anymore with simply yelling at Andy when she was displeased with him, she evolved to throwing things like candy bars she had in her hand or knocking glasses off counters in the kitchen.

	Also, not content with just Andy, she would start making comments to Connor.

	“Where’s your friends?” she would ask him. “Going to go play all by yourself again?”

	She would laugh and mock him until he left for his bedroom. He could still hear her laughing from the couch as he went upstairs. That laugh was extremely irritating to him, like a grain of sand in his brain, giving him no rest.

	Andy had become a subservient being, controlled at his every turn, and any attempt to step out of line met with an evening of yelling. All he wanted was calm. He still loved Beth and made every excuse for her behaviour; he stuck by her regardless of how awful she was to him.


Chapter 6

	When Connor came home from school he would move upstairs as quietly as possible to avoid her. She was always sprawled across the couch watching television. More often than not he would make it upstairs out of her way, however, sometimes she would find herself coming up the stairs to go into his room just so she could be mean to him.

	Abusing Connor was something else that made her feel in control of her life. This ten-year-old boy would do his best to ignore her but she pushed and prodded at him with jibes and insults until he finally had to physically close the door on her. Taking this as a sign of victory she would amble downstairs to sit on the couch to wait for her next target to get home from work.

	As Connor listened to the fat thighs causing creaks on the staircase he knew his father was never aware of the mental abuse he endured at Beth’s hands because Connor never told him. Connor didn’t want to add to his dad’s burdens but mainly he wasn’t sure if his father was strong enough to do anything about it. This was something Connor did not want to test; the boy would have been crushed if his dad didn’t protect him and so instead of trying he just kept quiet.
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