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Story Number 1

THE COCKROACH
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—
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On an early evening hike, I discovered fall foliage—yellow, red, orange, and purple leaves scattered everywhere like the colorful lies people tell themselves to get through another season. I ventured off the trail to hunt for chanterelle mushrooms for supper. My bitch-ass boss had laid me off the day before, so I had to find a meal whenever and wherever I could. Dead leaves carpeted the forest floor. They turned to wet mulch that clung to my boots. The woodland was littered with fallen timber.

I spotted an enormous cockroach sunning on an old rotten pine log, gleaming like a decaying fig in the dappled light. Several varieties of grotesque mushrooms—brain fungus and dead man’s fingers—grew on the same log. Beyond this scene lay my patch of golden chanterelles.

My heart went cold. I resented the roach for existing so close to what I planned to eat—its filthy presence tainting the air. I lifted my boot and brought it down, hearing a satisfying pop. I rubbed my boot on the leaves and stepped over the log toward the chanterelles.

I put on my earbuds, cranked up my beats, pulled off my knapsack, and knelt to harvest. Roaches began to swamp my work space after several minutes. They maneuvered toward me in a combative manner, antennas twitching. The vermin continuously appeared from the mulch in the surrounding area and I quit after twenty minutes and stood.

A single cockroach skittered across my boot. Then another. Then dozens more appeared. I slung my bag over my back and turned. Millions of cockroaches covered the forest floor. As if waiting on cue, they spiraled toward me in a black whirlpool, cutting off my exit. I ran. I sprinted deep into the unfamiliar woods as darkness closed in, continually looking back. They stayed no less than twenty feet behind, like a surging tide.

I dashed through thick bushes, heedless of the thorns scratching my face, legs, and hands. When I exited the hedge, my right foot was airborne. I toppled head first off a cliff.

I fell hundreds of feet and landed on my back on sharp river rocks. My last vision before succumbing to my fatal injuries was a massive shower of huge cockroaches, raining down upon me.

— ■ —
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Story Number 2

DESCEND, MY DARLINGS
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Revised from the original 2024 version entitled “Catfish Halloween”

—
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My name is Darren, and I was twenty years old, profoundly lonely, and operating almost entirely below the neck the night I nearly didn’t make it home.

Amid the dreariness of my existence as a Starbucks barista, I sought solace in the digital realm while dwelling in my parents’ basement—despite paying rent diligently and adulting just fine, thank you. I grappled with both boredom and an unfulfilled desire for excitement. The kind of excitement that a streaming subscription and a bag of chips could not adequately address.

One autumn evening I stumbled upon the enigmatic Emily Lamb in an online chat room. Drawn to her captivating profile photos—dark hair, steady eyes, a smile that seemed to hold something back—an infatuation blossomed with the particular intensity that only the terminally bored can generate. Although our interactions were confined to text, an unexpectedly strong connection flourished, mostly inside my own mind, which I was too young to recognize as a warning sign.

She claimed to be twenty-one, on a break from college, caring for her ailing wealthy grandmother in a town just over from mine. The story had the slightly rehearsed quality of something told many times before, but I was not in a position to notice that either. As our online bond deepened, Emily—in a delicious and weird twist—invited me to her grandmother’s mansion on All Hallow’s Eve.
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