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“Ben? Do you want to go next?” 

Ben looked around the circle of curious faces, “No, I’ll go last.”

Dan was on the opposite side of the therapy circle. “Surprise, surprise, what else is new?”

Dr. Stevens frowned at Dan, “Dan, that’s unnecessary. We are here to support each other, not be critics.”

“Fine, fine. If Ben needs to go last, again, I’ll go next.” 

The balding middle-aged doctor of psychiatry smiled, “Thank you, Dan. Darla, you can go after Dan if that’s okay.” 

The woman with dirty blonde hair nodded and looked at Dan. 

“Well, let’s see...” Dan scratched his chin, trying to recall how well he had slept during the previous week. 

Finch, who was the longest-tenured patient of the group therapy session, thought Dan was, as usual, full of shit. Dan didn’t need to think about whether he had slept, he needed to make a show of it. 

Dan held up a pudgy hand, assigning a day of the week to each finger. “Monday, Tuesday ...”

Finch rolled his eyes, “Jesus, get on with it.”

Dan paused and looked to Dr. Stevens, “Why do you always call me out for speaking out of turn? You never say anything to Finch for being rude.” 

Outside of their meeting room, Ben could hear the wind picking up steam. With the snow blowing, it would be a tough night ahead. 

Dr. Stevens stared at Dan, “Because he is right. You know exactly what nights you slept. Why do you feel the need to convince everyone that you don’t remember? It’s as though you want to elevate yourself above your problem, almost as though you’re detaching yourself from your insomnia. Deflection will not resolve the issue.” 

Dan responded, “I slept most of the night on Wednesday and Saturday. Almost none the rest of the nights. It’s hard to function at work when that happens. I even feel like... this is only once in a great while, mind you, but it’s like I hallucinate things. It’s scary.” 

Darla sat back in her chair, arms folded over her chest, measuring Dan. She pointed a finger at him and asked, “Do you ever tell the truth about anything?”

“What?” Dan leaned forward. 

Finch interrupted, “As I said many times, he’s full of shit.” 

Dr. Stevens raised his eyebrows and Finish quieted. 

“Listen, Dan, hallucinations can happen because of sleep loss. However, this is the first I’ve heard about this from you. I would like to give you a chance to think about your statement regarding hallucinations, to ensure that you aren’t simply trying to entertain us all.” 

“I’m not! Seriously, it’s happened a few times.” 

Darla spoke up, “What did you hallucinate?” 

Dan clamped his mouth shut. 

She shook her head. “Uh-huh, that’s what I thought.”

Darla continued to speak, filling the group in on her week of sleepless nights. She explained that while she had slept no better than usual; she did experience progress related to understanding the source of her stress. She felt that stress was a large factor in her insomnia. When she finished, Dr. Stevens congratulated her on her breakthrough and her honesty, making eye contact with Dan as he did. 

Dr. Stevens gestured to Ben, “Mr. Mallen, we are nearing the end of our session and everyone else has spoken.” The doctor looked at Dan, “Mostly, anyway.” 

To Ben, he said, “This is your third session. Tonight, I would like you to share with us what you believe causes your insomnia. Please go ahead.” 

Ben pushed away the sinking, tired feeling that had plagued him his entire life. “Well, as you all know, I’m Ben Mallen.” He smiled at the others in the circle. Only Darla returned his friendliness. “Anyway, you all have related your sleeplessness to stress, it sounds like anyway. For me, it’s different.” 

“How so?” Dr. Stevens leaned forward on his chair; his notebook perched on one knee. 

“Well, I’ve had insomnia my entire life. I think I mentioned that before. It started when I was a little kid, the first time I...” Ben looked at the others. This was where he had stopped talking in each of his previous sessions. 

Darla smiled at him again and said, “Keep pushing forward until you get it all out. It really feels better to share your burdens.” 

Ben looked at Finch and Dan. They would both jump his ass as soon as he told them his truth, but he was tired and no longer cared what they thought. 

“I saw him for the first time when I was eight years old.” He paused. He could tell at a minimum he had Dr. Stevens’ attention. 

“You saw who, Ben?” The doctor had his pen perched on the pad of paper in his lap. 

“None of you will believe me, but I’m tired, so, so tired of the endless torture.” Ben took a sip from the bottle of water he kept on the floor next to his chair. He had been nervous to speak about it in his previous two sessions, but now, he wanted to confess. 

“The Boogie Man, I saw the Boogie Man when I was eight years old. It was the night he killed my parents and brother.” 

Dan sat still, only blinking his eyes. Darla looked at him with sympathy. She looked like she wanted to hug him. 

“Oh, Jesus Christ on a crutch. Are you serious with this shit?” Finch erupted. 

Dr. Stevens removed his glasses from their perch on his nose, “Ben, I want you to stop and think about why you choose to blame a fictitious character for your sleep issues.”

Ben snickered and said, “I knew you’d say that, but I don’t need to consider anything. I was there that night, and I know what I saw. It’s the only time I ever saw him, but he’s always with me. He comes to me to torture me, to keep me awake, always with his devious games.”  

Darla placed a hand on Ben’s arm. “Ben, I have been a shitty person at times in my life, but I have never come to one of these sessions and lied about anything.” She patted him. “It will take complete honesty for you to feel better. With that said, if you insist that happened, I will support you.” 

Dan pointed at Dr. Stevens, “And you’re on me? This is crazy.” 

Dr. Stevens tapped his pen on his notepad. “You understand how that sounds to everyone, don’t you, Ben?” 

Ben looked around the circle of faces and stared into his past. He said, “He had been leaving brief notes around the house. Little jokes, minor threats at times, always implying some danger. Every note was initialed, B.M., always in the same handwriting. Things would come up missing. I remember putting my baseball and glove on my bed after practice one day. I changed my shirt, turned back to the bed, and they were gone. I blamed Charlie, my brother. Of course, he denied it and he even let me search his room. They were nowhere to be found, the ball and glove were gone.” 

“Oh, come on dude.” Finch appealed to Dr. Stevens, “Are you seriously going to let him go on like this?” 

Dr. Stevens held up a finger, shushing Finch. Outside, the wind rose and the office building creaked and groaned. Darla found herself looking around the room and rubbing the goosebumps from her arms. 

Ben lowered his gaze to Dr. Stevens, “I couldn’t find the ball and glove for two weeks. Then one night, I was in the shower. I heard a thud on the bathroom floor. I pulled the shower curtain aside and the ball fell on me. It hit me on the head and plopped on the shower floor by my feet. It scared the piss out of me.” Ben shivered, withdrawing back into his memories, “I got out of the shower as fast as I could. The glove was on the bathroom floor with a note on it. The note said - tonight’s the night.”

Darla held a hand to her mouth, “Was that the night that...” 

Ben nodded his head, “He killed them, that night.” 

“Dude, I believe your family was murdered, but you probably created this entire story to deal with the trauma. I’m sorry for what happened to you, bro, I am, but there is no Boogie Man. I think you created a, uh, how do you say it, Doc? A psychosis, that’s right, isn’t it? He created himself a psychosis.” Finch seemed pleased with his diagnosis. 

Dan raised a hand as though seeking permission to speak. “Ben, you realize of course that the initials B.M. are yours, right? Your last name is Mallen.”

“Dude! You’re right.” Finch glared at Ben. “The initials B.M. stand for the Boogie Man.”

Dan added, “I believe the legend surrounding the Boogie Man is that he only comes for bad children. Isn’t that how it goes?”

Finch nodded and sat on the edge of his chair, “That’s right. He only comes for bad kids. You must be a bad apple, Bennie boy.” 

Ben shook his head and insisted, “No. That’s not right. Anyway, since then, he’s always been with me. If I move, he follows. I never sleep. He makes noises at night, writes notes, and hides my stuff from me. I can’t have animals, because he kills them. After he killed my family, I lived with my cousins for a while. I thought I had escaped him, but he found me. For my cousin’s safety, I misbehaved until my aunt gave up on me. She sent me to a home for abandoned boys. It was an orphanage. I was only there for a week when he showed up again. After two of the boys died, the orphanage was closed, and I ended up in a series of foster homes until I was eighteen.” Ben paused and inhaled, “It feels good to get all this off my chest.” 

“The Boogie Man is at your house still?” Darla asked him. She looked more concerned for Ben than she did worried about what he had said. 

“Yes, he is, so when I have to get some sleep, I don’t go home.” 

Dan asked, “Where do you sleep?” 

Finch looked at Dan, “You’re not buying this, are you?” 

Ben ignored Finch, “I park somewhere and sleep in my car, which is what I will do tonight after this meeting. I’m exhausted.” 

“No, you need to go home. It’s snowing and blowing out there. You’ll freeze to death.” Darla’s look of concern only increased. 

“Freezing is better than what he does at night, believe me.” 

“Ben, what does the Boogie Man look like?” Dr. Stevens asked Ben the question while finishing his hand-written notes. 

Ben stared Dr. Stevens in the eyes, “Me. He looks like me.” 

***
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As Ben walked out of the office building into the snowstorm, Darla grabbed his arm from behind. 

“Ben, listen, I already don’t get enough sleep. I won’t be able to sleep at all if I know you’re out there somewhere in this storm, sleeping in your car. If you won’t go home, then I want you to come to my house. You can sleep on my couch.” 

Ben smiled and said, “Thank you so much for the kind offer, Darla, but what if he finds me at your house? I couldn’t do that to you.”  

“I will be straight with you Ben. I don’t think the Boogie Man is real, but what is real is that you’ve experienced some tough times in your life. Even if he were real though, I still wouldn’t feel good about you freezing through the night in your car. So, I insist. I want you to follow me to my apartment.” 

Ben asked, “Aren’t you worried that I’m crazy? Finch thinks I am.” 

“You’re traumatized, but no, I don’t think you’re a crazy person. Anyway, I can lock my bedroom door, so no worries.” She smiled, “That was a joke, I’m kidding. Now, get moving, it’s cold out here.”

Darla turned away from him and made her way across the parking lot, not waiting for a response. 

***
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Darla’s home was much larger than Ben thought. It was on the third floor of an older downtown warehouse building that had been converted into a series of apartments. 

“I would offer you one of the spare bedrooms, but I don’t have beds in them. I never use them, but you can sleep on the couch.” Darla sat on a chair in the living room and clicked off a lamp next to her. “Do you mind if we keep the lights off? I have a pretty good headache. Sometimes I get them after the group therapy. It can be hard to remember all the trauma from my past.”

Ben sat on the couch opposite of her and agreed, “There’s enough moonlight coming in the windows, anyway. It’s relaxing without the lights on, and it is much better than the backseat of my car.” 

“You shouldn’t sleep in your car anyway, even if we didn’t have the storm, it’s not safe.” 

Outside, the wind battered the old building. A continual wave of snow blew past the living room windows. 

Ben leaned back into the comfort of the sofa, “Darla, why did you choose to trust me enough to let me stay here?” 

Darla crossed one leg over the other and massaged her thigh, “Going with my gut, I guess. Like I said, there are demons in this world, but they’re not supernatural, they’re human. I don’t believe in the Boogie Man, and I don’t see evil in you.”

“Thank you for trusting me.” 

“You trusted me too, you know. You could have slept in your car, but here you are.” 

Ben nodded, “True, and beyond that, I’m so tired, and it’s freezing out there. I couldn’t resist the chance to get some sleep. Can I ask you another question?” 

“Sure.” 

“It’s a little personal so if you don’t want to answer, no biggie. I figured since I’m the newbie in the group that maybe I missed you sharing your story in the past. You referred to your trauma and the causes of your stress. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

Darla sat on her chair; her face covered in shadow. She rubbed at her leg. 

Ben offered, “If you don’t want to tell me, I understand.” 

Darla stopped pushing at the top of her leg, “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you, it’s just that it’s so hard to speak about. The truth is that I’ve never shared it at group. I told Dr. Stevens that I wouldn’t attend the sessions if he expected me to share about my past. My stress and trauma are not related to anything that happened to me, it’s what I have done to others.”

“I see. I’ve screwed up my share of relationships too, or at least I should have known better than to get into a relationship because of... him.” 

Darla stood up, “Yeah, well we all have our issues, don’t we? Let me grab you some blankets.” 

She wandered away into a dark hallway. Ben gazed out the window. It was framed by a layer of frost. The building across the street was coated in a layer of white. He imagined laying in the backseat of his car, shaking and freezing. He would still have been grateful to have escaped his monster for a night, but the warmth of Darla’s apartment was much better. Darla was nice. She was different, but much more level-headed than either Finch or Dan. 

“Here you go. If you need the bathroom, it’s the first door in the hallway on the left. My bedroom is the last door on the right. I uh...” She hesitated as she stood before him, “I don’t want to be rude, but you understand this isn’t anything like a date, right?” 

Ben was grateful that she couldn’t see the embarrassment spread across his face in the dark. “Oh yeah. Yes, I didn’t think that at all. I’m grateful for a chance to get some sleep.” 

Darla laughed, “I mean it’s not that you aren’t attractive and all, I just don’t know you is what I mean, so, my room is the last door in the hallway if there’s an emergency. That’s what I was getting at. Sorry for that awkward moment.” 

Ben waved a hand, “No, I understand and wasn’t thinking about that, anyway. Not that you also are not attractive, but I can hardly keep my eyes open.” 

Darla patted him on the shoulder, “Goodnight, Ben. Get some sleep.”

He could hear her make her way down the hall. A door opened and closed. Ben kicked off his shoes and laid on the sofa. As soon as he pulled the blankets over himself, he was asleep. 

***

[image: ]


At midnight, Darla woke. She sat up in her bed, shaking away a dream and one of the voices that so often pulled her from sleep. 

Why are you doing this to me? Please don’t! 

The only way to sleep was to quiet the voices from her dreams. 

I’m sorry, there’s no other way...

It was a never-ending cycle. The act satisfied the craving. Afterward, she could sleep for days, weeks, and sometimes months, but the voices always returned. In time they always came back. They haunted her. It was her eternal punishment. 

No, no, no... Please don’t do this, let me go...

Darla swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. She picked her phone up from the charger and made her way down the hallway to the kitchen. The butcher block that housed the knives sat before her on the counter. She pulled a long knife from its wood case. Moonlight reflected off the metal blade. She drew the blade across the backside of one hand. Blood rose in a line. 

You killed me. I’ll be with you always, Darla. I trusted you and in return; you ended me. 

She smeared the seeping blood across the back of her hand. The pain wasn’t enough to push the voices away. 

You’ll never sleep, Darla. We’ll be here forever. 

She clutched the knife to her side and made her way to the living room. 

Blanket’s half hung on the couch, draping onto the floor. Ben’s shoes sat near the windows. The sofa was empty. 

Darla turned to face the hallway. 

“Ben?” 

The apartment was silent. 

She stepped forward. The wood floor creaked under her shifting weight. 

“Where are you?” 

A giggle greeted her from the darkness before her. 

She pulled her phone from the pocket on her shorts and shined a light down the hallway. 

“Ben, this isn’t funny.” 

The hallway was empty. She stepped into the darkness and moved to the closed bathroom door. Writing scrawled on the door in black marker greeted her. 

Let’s play–B.M.

“Ben, there is no Boogie Man. There are only evil people, people who hear the voices of those who haunt them.” 

She tested the bathroom door handle. It turned in her hand. 

“Did I misjudge you as you did me, Ben? Are you evil?” 

She pushed the door open. It swung into the bathroom. The phone’s light showed an empty room. The shower curtain was pulled closed around the bathtub. She never left it closed. 

“Are you hiding, Ben? Did you know about me before you came over tonight, or did you figure it out here?” 

She stepped into the bathroom to stand before the curtain. 

Darla pushed the phone into her pocket and pulled the curtain open while holding the knife in her right hand. The tub was empty. As she turned toward the hallway, the bathroom door slammed in her face. 

“Damn you, Ben!” 

Beyond the closed door, laughter and footsteps receded down the hall. She flung the door open and stepped out of the bathroom. 

She listened to the sounds of the apartment. A clattering noise drew her attention away from the bedrooms. She made her way toward the living room and heard the sound again. 

“Ben, I know you’re in the kitchen.” 

She got no response.

Pulling the phone from her pocket, she turned the corner into the kitchen. 

The counter had become a display for her cookware. Every pot and pan she owned sat on the counter. A knife handle stuck out the top of each of them. The butcher block knife rack sat empty. She shined the light into a pan. A steak knife lay inside. Next to it, the handle of a butcher knife stuck out the top of her wok. Next to it, a sticky note lay on the counter.

Come find me-B.M.

She turned away from the kitchen, “So you know huh, Ben? Interesting that you aren’t scared. You’re different, Ben, I’ll say that, but I’ll still find you. I have to Ben, it’s the only way I can sleep.” 

Stepping back into the living room, she noticed the position of the blankets had changed. They were positioned in the shape of a man, stretching from the floor to the top of the couch. 

She approached them, knife in hand. 

“Are you going to make this easy on me, Ben?” 

She grabbed the top of the blankets and yanked them down. 

The cushions from her chair sprang loose from the blankets and tumbled down on top of her feet. 

“Cute, Ben.”

At the far end of the hallway, she heard laughter. A door slammed. She recognized the squeak of her bedroom door. 

She passed the bathroom door in the hallway. Two more steps brought her to the first bedroom door. Written across it was a simple message. 

You are Close-B.M. 

Another three steps brought her to the second bedroom door. 

Closer-B.M.

She twirled the knife in her hand and turned her attention to her bedroom door further down the hall. Using the light from her phone, she could already see a message written there. She stepped to her bedroom door, wondering why Ben didn’t fear her. Everyone else had been terrified of her, but Ben was making a game of it. She considered maybe Ben had come to her house with designs on killing her. It would certainly explain his strange reaction if he was also a murderer. It also explained all the talk of the Boogie Man. 

Come on in pookie-B.M.

She staggered backward from the door. 

Pookie

How could Ben know? 

She flashed back twelve years. It had been the first time. Her husband, David, was laying in their bed. She was in the bathroom, staring into the mirror. She hadn’t slept for three nights. After taking melatonin the first night, and a sleep aid after the second sleepless night, she still had not rested. Reality had frayed around the edges. She dreamed on her feet, not entirely awake, but not asleep either. She caught herself hallucinating, seeing strange and horrible things. Her face had looked so wrung out that David had asked her if she felt alright. 

“You look exhausted, Pookie, are you okay?” 

Pookie. David’s nickname for her. 

Darla had stared into the bathroom mirror and envisioned herself stabbing David. It had come out of nowhere. She had stabbed him over and over in another strange vision of madness. She watched the blood fly across their bed, spraying the walls. It was as though the skies had opened in their bedroom and rained red down upon them. She had wondered why she was hallucinating their bedroom when she had been standing in the master bathroom. 

She had fallen off her bed in a sudden panic and thrown up all over the floor. The tears had flowed, and she had cried, screaming David’s name. She had cried until she had fallen asleep on the floor. Eighteen hours later she had woken up, David shredded, dead on their bed, stinking. 

Darla had cleaned up the mess and had gotten rid of David’s body. Thereafter, sleep had come for the next five months with no problem. She had never felt better, and then one night, David began haunting her dreams. The sleepless nights had returned. 

You killed me...

She had known there was only one way to quiet his voice so she could finally sleep. 

She met a man at a bar who had been hitting on her and brought him home. When she was done with him, she had disposed of his body in the same way she had David. Killing soothed her restless soul. David’s voice had gone away for almost a year that time. 

She read the message on her door again and then flung it open. 

“Hi Ben. How do you know about Pookie?” 

The room was quiet. A small amount of light bled through her bedroom curtains. The room was empty. She stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind her. She couldn’t afford to let him get away. 

Something shifted in the room. She heard a small laugh. Her mattress bounced for a moment and then was still. 

He was under the bed. 

Darla bent down and turned on the phone light. She lifted the bed skirt up and peeked underneath. Ben stared back at her. His eyes were wide, but not surprised to see her. 

“Come out, Ben.”

He raised a finger to his lips and then pointed past her at the closed closet doors. 

“Ben, I told you, there is no Boogie Man. Get out.” 

She raised the knife into his view and pointed it at him. 

He inched forward toward her. She stood and backed up a step. 

Ben crawled out from under the bed and looked at the closed closet doors. He moved away from Darla and wriggled across the surface of the mattress to the opposite side. 

“That’s not going to help you.” 

Ben cringed when she spoke, “He’s in the closet. He came in right before you. We need to leave.”

She laughed and Ben winced. “Nice try buddy, but you see, I like to sleep. I like it a lot, and the only way I’m going to get any sleep is to kill you. I know that sounds harsh, but it’s true.”

Ben’s eyes widened. He made a little choking sound and scrambled to the far side of the room. 

“Ben, you...”

The floor creaked behind her. Before she could glance behind her, she heard a giggle. Ben had pushed himself as far back as he could go against the bedroom wall.  

She turned all the way around. The closet doors were open. Red eyes glared at her from inside. 

“What the hell?” She stepped back until she felt her legs touch the bed. 

The red eyes moved forward from the closet. Two horns grew twisting from the top of a head.  Moonlight washed across its face. 

Ben. The red eyes were set deeply into Ben’s face. 

“But how?” 

She sat back onto the bed and peered over her shoulder. Ben sat shaking on her bedroom floor beneath the window. His face was pale. He stared past her at the demon who had emerged from her closet. She pivoted back to the red-eyed Ben before her. He laughed at her. His smile exposed rows of jagged teeth. 

“Are you the...” 

He licked his lips. 

“I’m the Boogie Man.” 

She raised her knife before her and screamed.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Come Get Me



[image: ]




The closet door was slightly open upon his waking. He closed it each night before lights out, so he knew that something had happened while he slept. It was unlikely that one of the guards had entered his room. The guards patrolled the hallways, shining their lights through the small windows at the top of the room doors. They only looked to make sure each inmate was in his or her bed, and then they moved on to the next door and the next. That was their routine, night after night, beyond ten o’clock, all night. 

Their routine made it nearly impossible that one of the guards had entered his small prison, and even if one of them had cause to enter, they would not have messed with his closet door. Anyway, the door made a lot of noise when opened which would have woken him. 

He sat up on the edge of his bed and stared at the open crack, gaining a glimpse into the black depths of the closet. So afraid of the closet was he, that he refused to put anything in it. His clothes were crammed into his small dresser. Doctor Nalen said his belief about what hid in the closet were a symptom of his paranoia and a large part of the reason he found himself imprisoned at Mason Hospital of Psychiatry. The other reason was the murder of his younger sister, for which a jury had found him guilty, by reason of insanity. Of course, he knew the bunch of sniveling, judgmental jury members would find him guilty before the trial had even begun. It had all been set up to make him look guilty of killing Breanne from the beginning. The little devils were nothing if not creative. 

He stared into the closet wondering if they were staring back, out of his eyesight. It was only a matter of time before they would strike against him in an attempt to end his life. Like Breanne’s death, it would be made to look like anything but what had really happened. He and Breanne had seen them, and because he and his sister knew of their existence, they had both been marked for death. It was only a matter of time, which was why he didn’t mind sharing details of them with the Doctors and nurses. The more people who knew of them, the better off he would be in the long run. The problem was getting people to believe him about their existence. Proof was difficult to come by, and the one photo of them Breanne had taken had come up missing when she met her untimely end. 

He placed his feet on the cold floor, half expecting to feel the jagged slash of a claw across the back of his leg. When no such attack came, he leaned forward on his elbows and stared further into the depths of the closet. If he were going to die in the miserable, sterile environment of the mentally incompetent he would do so facing the little monsters, searching for their yellow eyes. 

At first, the closet remained only an empty, dark space behind a partially closed door. He waited, watching the opening knowing that soon, Rolph, the giant, muscled guard would be on his ass about getting dressed for breakfast. He stood and began to turn away from the closet when he caught the slightest bit of movement out of the corner of his eye. He watched peripherally as he crossed the room, pretending to check the hallway through the viewing glass. 

A small talon hooked around the edge of the door.
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