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IT’S A BEAUTIFUL DAY UNTIL IT ISN’T 

-FIRST PERSPECTIVE-
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Reo and Sana Ito rarely got to go out on dates. Time was the culprit with money also to blame. Work was life consuming and the family as a whole was more important than the relationship between husband and wife. The couple knew that was not supposed to be the way. Still, if they were honest with themselves they acted like it was gospel. In spite of this they somehow managed to keep the spark of love alive—much to the disgust of their two teenage sons. On a positive note, the absence of frequent romantic outings somehow made the dates they did go on all the more special.

On this fine day they were going to the zoo. The sun was bright but a pleasant breeze existed that made the temperature bearable. They had been to the zoo before ages ago but this time was different. This time it was just the two of them. They would hold hands. They would sneak kisses. They would laugh at the look of the anteater’s nose. The way it flicked out its super long tongue in order to lick up ants and termites really grossed Sana out.

The animals were parading around like it was their job to be seen. Last time the Ito’s had come to the zoo with their kids most of the animals had hid behind rocks or trees within their enclosures as if they were allergic to human eyeballs. But today the animals were in rare form. Perhaps they were trying their best to make sure this date was memorable for the couple. While they stared through the thick, scratched-up glass of the primate enclosure a massive gorilla jumped out from behind a rock and slapped the glass right in front of their faces. His large chest slammed into the enclosure like he was giving it a chest bump. The place shook and the glass cracked into a spiderwebbed pattern. Reo tumbled backward onto his butt and Sana yelped. Every muscle in her body constricted. The thought of a gorilla emerging through the shattered glass and using gigantic primate fists to pound her into a paste overtook her thoughts.

Who would take care of the boys? 

With hearts still pounding inside their chests the Ito’s noticed that the gorilla was pointing at them with a slightly curved finger. His huge frame bounced as he laughed.

“Everything is okay folks!” A zoo employee exclaimed. She strode up to the glass and put her palm on it. The gorilla touched the other side of the glass at the same spot. “Old Sheriki here likes to have fun scaring people.” Under her breath she added, “Never thought the glass would actually crack, though.” She leaned her face nearer to the enclosure. Her lips almost touched it. “Sheriki!” She said in a tone that was part playful and part scolding. “You broke the glass! And you scared these people to death!” 

The woman motioned toward Sana who was frozen in place. Reo was still sitting on his butt. “Say sorry to them!” She commanded.

The gorilla put his knuckles on the ground for a moment. He looked as if he was considering if he should obey the command. He then shrugged and made a fist with his right hand and moved it in a circular motion over his chest.

“That’s American Sign Language for I’m sorry.” The employee stated. There was more than a bit of condescension in her voice. She wasn’t exactly being mean, but she was acting superior. “You two speak English, right?”

They got this question a lot. Being Japanese and living in America they had to come to terms with the fact that they would be asked insulting questions from time to time. Sana reached her hand out and helped her husband to his feet. Reo exaggeratedly patted the dirt off his pants while looking right into the employee’s eyes.

“Sor-ri.” He said. “Me no speak the Eng-rish.”

Sana slapped her husband on the shoulder. “Hello.” She said to the woman. “My name is S-A-N-A. Nice to meet you.”

“What?” The zoo employee asked, her face scrunched up in obvious confusion. “Crap. I’m sorry. I don’t know that much sign language.”

Sana had communicated with the woman not in English or her native tongue of Japanese. She had used sign language.

“Whatever.” The woman continued. “I’m gonna need you both to clear out of here. Sheriki is gentle but he’s still an animal and could be dangerous.” She waved the couple away with big hand gestures. “Leave now.” She pointed at the exit and spoke louder as if that would make the couple understand better. “LEAVE.”

Reo and Sana left. They eventually found a bench outside the hippo holding area and sat down to relax. Reo’s favorite animal had always been the hippopotamus. They were his favorite because he thought they looked like baked potatoes. Baked potatoes were his favorite food.

“I think we should make potatoes for dinner tonight.” He suggested as he lovingly floated his arm around his wife’s shoulders. About the time his arm was firmly in place the big hippo in the enclosure in front of them started crapping. Excrement rocketed out of his tiny hippo butthole at an astonishing rate. As this was taking place, in a true display of nature’s wonder, the hippo moved its tiny tail rapidly back and forth like a windshield wiper blade on its fastest setting. Runny, brown feces flew this way and that way. There was a watery quality to it. The hippopotamus droppings that flew to the hippo’s left splattered and stuck onto a nearby stone wall. Gravity caused it to streak downwards in thin brown lines like smelly graffiti. The odor was near unbearable. For some couples this would have ruined the moment. For Reo and Sana it felt sublime. They could not wait until tonight when they could tell their boys the story. 

It had been their kids’ idea for them to go out on this date. The boys had even gone as far as letting them borrow their bikes for the day. It was probably just a ploy to get their parents away so that they could do whatever teenage boys do all alone on a Saturday until it was time for them to train at the dojo, but that was okay. Chap and Billy were good kids.

Having had enough of the animal kingdom for one day they peddled the bikes home at a leisurely pace. They rode as close to each other as possible. Sometimes they held hands as they rode. The sun that had shone so brightly earlier in the day was now an orange blur on the horizon.

“We need to pick up the pace.” Reo said to his wife.

Sana agreed. “There’s no way we’ll get home in time to have dinner ready for the boys at this rate. They’re probably at the dojo now. You know how hungry they are after training.”

Reo stood on his bike pedals and looked around.

“What are you thinking?” Sana asked.

“We should cut through Specter City.” He answered.

Sana thought about it. They had taken this route a few times before. It was not actually that dangerous. It was only rumored to be dangerous. The area was run down. Most of the shops and stores had gone out of business. There were a few places that remained open. Among them was the dojo the kids regularly attended. Many of the businesses that had closed had done so due to alleged hauntings. Specter City was supposedly a literal ghost town.

Sana shrugged. “Master Takanashi said the place is safe. I trust him.”

“And the boys say they’ve never seen anything spooky.” Reo said. “Maybe we can even peek in at the boys through the dojo window.”

A few blocks later they slowed their pace as they passed by the dojo. They peeked in through the front window. A few children including their boys were performing martial arts.

“Look at Chap!” Reo cried out. “He just did a flip! I didn’t know he could do a flip.”

“And did you see Billy?” Sana exclaimed. “He was using nunchucks!” 

The parents felt immense pride. A few years ago they would have never believed their kids capable of such physical skills. Truth be told the boys had always been hard workers and smart. They were good kids with big hearts. They also had had big bellies. American food had become a little too dominant on the kid’s menus. But ever since meeting Master Takanashi the kids had changed. They were healthier than they had ever been. The Ito’s smiled as they peddled past the dojo and headed home. 

They were less than a mile down the road from the dojo when bright headlights flashed into existence in front of them. A car engine roared to life.

“That’s strange.” Reo said.

“That’s the first car I’ve seen since we’ve been in this ghost town.” Sana responded.

The headlights moved, advancing toward them.

“Get off the road!” Reo shouted.

They swerved off the road and steered into an abandoned grocery store parking lot. The car altered course. It veered just enough to follow them. The couple quickly moved the bikes back onto the street. They peddled faster. The car once again copied their movement. The car was so close now that its headlights appeared to be merging into one bright beam of light like a spotlight following an actor across a stage. Reo and Sana reached for each other, but before their hands could touch their lives were over.

Being run over by a car was a horrible ending to an otherwise perfect day. The vehicle sped away as quickly as it had appeared. The incident was loud enough that the people inside the only operating business in the area came rushing outside to see what had caused the commotion. Chap and Billy Ito were among those people. The first thing the brothers noticed were two destroyed but extremely familiar bikes. The second thing they noticed were two destroyed but intimately familiar parents.
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OCTOBER 31, 1989 

A NINJA HORROR STORY 
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Moths dancing within the lamplight threatened to pull Ninja Number Five’s attention away.

I must locate the betrayer.

Costumed monsters roamed the streets. The excited trick-or-treaters traversed from home to home. Candy jostled inside of bright orange plastic pumpkins.

From atop a rusty water tower older than he was, Steven, otherwise known as Ninja Number Five, observed. A Ghostbuster merrily skipped across the street. Directly behind the Ghostbuster was a Ninja Turtle. Ninja Number Five realized he must move quickly if he was going to save the child.

A red car raced into the entrance of the residential neighborhood traveling at least twenty-five miles per hour above the posted speed limit. Rock and Roll music screamed out of the car’s open windows and was accompanied by white cigarette smoke. Within the toxic vapors Ninja Number Five spotted his target. A ninja he did not know was riding on top of the car. Also atop the vehicle was an illuminated car topper sign that read, MONDO’S PIZZA.

Ninja Number Five swiftly descended the water tower. When his feet made impact with the ground his knees employed the language of pain to remind him that he wasn’t as young as he used to be. Exiting from between two houses that looked almost identical he sprinted onto the black asphalt and picked up the Ninja Turtle. With no time to spare he and the kid rolled out of the way of the speeding vehicle. The delivery driver had been mere inches away from delivering death instead of pizza.

Unfortunately, in saving the child he had revealed himself to the betrayer. Almost immediately a group of kids encircled him.

“That was sick!” A kid dressed like a Jawa exclaimed.

A few high-fives and a couple fist-bumps later, Ninja Number Five retreated into the shadows. He climbed up onto the shingled roof of a two-story home. The sandpaper texture of the shingles scraped against his exposed fingertips. The pizza delivery driver’s car was parked in the driveway of a house across the street. His target was no where to be seen. The driver was no longer in the vehicle. He now stood on the front porch of the home with a pizza box balanced perfectly on his palm. A cigarette dangled loosely between his lips. With his free hand he rung the doorbell. 

As if summoned by the tone of the bell, Ninja Number Five’s target, the unknown ninja, reappeared. What the ninja did happened so fast that to the untrained eye it would have likely looked as if nothing had happened at all, that is, until the pizza guy’s head hit the ground right between his black and white Converse shoes. Blood squirted out of the man’s sliced open neck like a geyser. The headless body took an awkward step backward before it collapsed to the ground. It hit the wood porch with a thump at the same time the pizza box did.

Seconds later the front door of the home opened. The baseplate of the door pressed into the fresh corpse. A heavyset man Ninja Number Five recognized as a former client of his master’s weight loss business was smiling within the doorframe, a bowl of candy was clutched tightly within his left hand and cash money was held within his right. Looking down he took in the gruesome scene. His smile vanished and he dropped the money. Two ten-dollar bills and a few ones floated down to land gingerly in an expanding puddle of crimson liquid.

What is that guy’s name? Ninja Number Five thought to himself.

The former client’s name came to him. Ryan Lopez. A few years ago Ryan had briefly been assigned to Ninja Number Five’s jurisdiction. When the master’s weight loss company had grown, Ninja Number Five had been promoted and moved off Ryan’s case. Ryan was a good hearted person. Like many clients of the weight loss company he lacked a certain amount of self-control but he was self aware. That was the very reason he had sought out the master’s help.

A throwing star thunked into the wood of the door frame. The star rested just inches away from Ryan’s head and a small note was attached to it. Even from Ninja Number Five’s current location on top of the roof he could plainly see a drawing on the note. The drawing was intimately familiar to him.

Ninja Number Five observed as Ryan reached a hand up and used his pointer finger to touch the tip of one of the star’s blades. His hand jerked back quickly and he shook it as if it had just been bitten by a snake. Taking a step backward Ryan accidentally tripped on the severed head. The head shot out from under him like a bowling ball shooting down a lane. It rolled off the porch, hitting each step on the way down, slinging bodily fluid everywhere as it did so. The head then disappeared into some green shrubbery like a rabbit darting quickly into a hiding place. Ryan’s back hit the wooden deck, hard. He lay prone next to the dead body like he was sharing a death bed with it. Ryan’s eyes looked directly into the empty space where a face should have been. Blood still gushed out of the pizza delivery guy’s open neck hole in rhythmic squirts. The remaining flesh of the severed neck itself looked kind of like roast beef with a bit of bone stuck in the middle. Ryan grabbed at his chest.

A crowd of concerned trick-or-treaters cautiously approached the house. They were probably trying to decide if the scene was genuine or if this was just the most realistically decorated house on the block. A kid dressed as a Transformer climbed the steps. The child high-stepped over the decapitated body. They quickly grabbed a handful of candy out of the bowl Ryan was still clutching. The child giggled and hopped back over the human remains. The Transformer then jumped down the stairs to the sidewalk and high-fived the other kids. They all raced away. A few concerned parents remained and approached the house.

Good. Ninja Number Five thought. They will help Ryan.

He needed to leave immediately and speak with Master Chap. His master’s greatest fear had just come true in a most grisly way. One or possibly more of his ninjas had gone rogue. Ninjas were killing clients.

But why?
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COMMERCIAL BREAK MY HEART 


[image: ]




The moon was full in the sky. Out the bedroom window it was just about all that could be seen. The bed was occupied by a sleeping couple. The place had all the appropriate furniture. There was a dresser with a mirror attached to it. There were two nightstands, one on each side of a king sized bed. Unlit lamps sat atop the nightstands, and a digital alarm clock with big red numbers on it that indicated it was midnight. The bed was smothered with heavy blankets and pillows. The partners slept soundly, buried beneath the covers.

As if awoken from a nightmare, one of them shot up. It was a heavyset man with a messy, dark beard and even messier hair. He tossed the covers aside and threw his legs over the side of the bed. When his feet made contact with the floor a loud thump was heard that probably should have woke his partner. His hairy belly was visible between a pair of stretchy pajama pants and a tight-fitting t-shirt.

“I need something to eat.” He grumbled to himself while wiping sleep away from his eyes. There was a large yawn. “A midnight snack sure would do the trick.”

He exited the moonlit bedroom and clumsily made his way downstairs, unaware that an intruder clad in all black had crawled out from under his bed to follow him. The intruder was a ninja and it slowly shook its head from side to side in seeming disappointment.

Soon after, a refrigerator door opened. The soft glow of a tiny lightbulb within the fridge illuminated the hungry man’s round, bearded face. Clinking sounds filled the kitchen as jars and food containers were shuffled around inside the fridge. The ninja observer remained unnoticed, perched on top of the refrigerator like a gargoyle.

Unsatisfied with his refrigerated options the hungry man slammed the refrigerator doors shut and shuffled over to the food pantry. After some deliberation he selected a family size bag of off brand chips and ripped them open with unnecessary gusto. A smile teetering on the edge of maniacal spread across his face. He lifted one, perfect looking chip out of the bag and threw it up into the air. The thin slice of potato climbed toward the kitchen ceiling. For a split second the snack seemed to float in the air. It then slow-motion descended toward the man’s wide-open gullet. Just before the snack would have landed on his tongue a black-gloved hand karate chopped the chip out of existence.

Terror overtook the late night snacker. His knees comically knocked together while his eyes widened. The ninja was revealed. A sword now clasped in its hands and close enough for a killing blow. But death did not come, instead, the sword was sheathed. The ninja raised one finger into the air and wagged it.

“No more midnight snacks for you.” The finger still wagged. “Understand?”

The man nodded his understanding.

One puff of white smoke later and the ninja had vanished. The terrified look on the man’s face disappeared as well and was replaced with a grin.

“Thanks, ninja dude!” He exclaimed while looking straight ahead and giving a thumbs up to someone who was not present. Just below the thumbs up an eleven-digit phone number faded in. The scene then faded to black while the phone number remained and the calorie-killing ninja nonchalantly wandered back into view. His black mask had been removed, revealing an older, Asian man with a head full of dark hair that contained just a touch of gray.

“Hello. My name is Master Chap Ito. You probably recognize me as the creator of The Ninja Diet, the best weight loss program on the market. What you don’t know is that I’m not just the owner. I’m also a client.”  

Black and white photos dissolved onto the screen displaying a much younger and somewhat heavier version of the master.

“Our facilities are fully stocked. Our ninjitsu certified personal trainers are specially equipped to help you transform into your healthiest self. Are you ready to be on The Ninja Diet? Call now!”
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