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Friday afternoon, Juliana Marshall stood in front of Bradley High School, hugged her books, and waited for her late father. The buses were long gone but kids still roamed inside the school’s front wide windows. She didn’t feel safe at all. He wasn’t in the school anymore and no one knew it was she. Yet one day with all the press and gossip going around they might find out. Definitely after the trial.

She readjusted the book bag on her back, sighed, and cursed her father’s lateness.

**
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Mrs. Romano and Mr. Romano sat in the rented van down the street from Bradley High and watched the slight teenager. The school was the only building on the barren road. Mr. Romano bit his manicured nails and wrung his hand around the steering wheel.

“Is he sure that she’s the one?” he asked.

Mrs. Romano rolled her eyes, backhanded his shoulder, and readjusted the diamond on her finger.

“Jesus, Charles. Not now.”

He sighed and widened his tie. “Okay, okay.”

“Let’s get this over with,” she said. “You have to pick up Russell from Boy Scouts later.”

**
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Juliana woke up on the concrete floor of a closet with a ball gag in her mouth, a blindfold over her eyes, her legs bound with string, and handcuffs behind her back. She burst out kicking and squirming until the residue of the drug eased her down. He took her. He’s going to kill her so she can’t speak against him at the trial. Then she heard the laughing and talking children in the distance. He doesn’t have children.

**
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That night, Mr. and Mrs. Romano stood in their furnished basement with Mr. Anton, a man in his late thirties with highlighted hair and manicured features that couldn’t hide the worry he revealed to the couple. Upstairs, their kids watched television.

Anton studied Mr. Romano’s fresh black eye and said, “I don’t understand why you called me here.”

Mrs. Romano poked his chest. “We need you to confirm it’s the girl. Everything must be one hundred percent, darling.”

Anton dazed off and said, “This is insane.”

Mr. Romano, behind his wife, lit a cigar, nodded his head, and sighed.

“Yes, this is insane,” Mrs. Romano said. “But if you kept your pants closed then we wouldn’t have to do any of this now would we.” 

“I didn’t touch her,” Anton said through gritted teeth.

Mrs. Romano gleamed. “I could care less if you had sex with the whole class. You’re school productions bring money and awards. Bradley is a respectable township. Rated top three in New Jersey. The last thing we need is a scandal about a fifteen-year-old slut. Now, go make sure we have the right girl.”

**
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Anton opened the closet door. Juliana was perfect. He should have had her like that the night of the cast party after the play then maybe he wouldn’t be in this mess. He stepped forward, licked his upper lip, and felt the swelling in his Dockers.

**
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Juliana heard the door open. His scent rushed up her nose. Her breath caught. He did take her! She screamed through the ball gag. The door slammed shut.

**
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“It’s her,” Anton said. “What is she bound up with?”

“The bondage equipment I use on Charles.”

Mr. Romano blushed and stomped. “Too much information, lamb chop!”

“Aren’t those rigged so the wearer can remove them?” Anton asked.

“She just a child,” Mrs. Romano said. “She won’t figure it out.”

**
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The door opened. Juliana woke up. Her head was clear and her stomach rumbled with hunger. Someone removed the ball gag.

“Do you want to live?” a woman asked.

Juliana shivered and nodded.

“We will let you go if you promise to drop the charges against Mr. Anton,” the woman said.

“I’m...”

“Don’t speak. I know what you’re going to say. I’m a woman too. I know the fun and games, the control,” she said. “You have twelve hours to think about it. Drop the charges or die.”

**

[image: ]


The ball-gag back in her mouth, Juliana cried and screamed as she kicked and pounded at the wall. It was not her fault. She didn’t do anything wrong. And she was definitely not in control.

Calm and on her side, she noticed that the cuffs felt looser than before on one wrist. Were they broken?

Juliana jerked her hands up. Bit by bit the cuffs clicked wider. She sobbed in relief.

**
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Saturday evening, Mrs. Romano placed the tray of wieners and mozzarella bites on the coffee table. The women from the book club sitting on the couch and chairs hovered around the food and snatched their share. They all complimented her snacks and home. She flattened her blouse and beamed.

When housewives settled down, she held up The Catcher in the Rye. “So did everyone finish this week’s book?”

Everyone turned to Mr. Romano and Juliana, embraced, falling out of the kitchen and landing on the floor. Mrs. Romano gasped. The women screamed. Juliana kneed the man in the apron between the legs, sending him off and moaning. 

The teen stood and faced the stunned mothers.

“Isn’t that the missing Marshall girl?” someone asked.

Juliana sprinted across the room and out the front door.

**
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She ran down the dark wooded road, knowing there was a Wawa a mile ahead.

From behind, Mr. Romano grabbed Juliana’s shoulder and pulled. They stumbled to the sidewalk. His panic-filled face stared into her enraged eyes as he straddled her.

“Please, stop?” he asked. “Don’t do this.”

Juliana screamed and pressed her thumbs into his eyes. Mr. Romano howled and rolled off her. She scrambled back onto her feet, kicked him in the side, and ran.

By the time she reached the WaWa, she didn’t have to ask for a phone. A police car pulled up and two officers came out to buy chilidogs.
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The Beacon
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I sat on the front steps of my apartment building when I first saw him. An old man wearing shiny black and white shoes and an old suit he must have bought in the sixties. A bit unusual for a Spring day and the middle of the week. Old people usually dressed up for Sunday church, or the Jehovah’s Witnesses on Saturday. This guy, I learned, dressed this way every day. He had no job. He was too old for one like a lot of the people who lived in our building. It was rent-control so the landlord couldn’t jack up the rent to force people out and replace them with rich young couples. 

My dad and I weren’t old. We were one of the few younger people who lived there. The ones that received knocks on the door and requests to help replace light bulbs in their apartment ceilings or to move heavy furniture. My dad never went. He hated doing things for people. He often sent his scrawny fifteen-year-old son to do it. Me. I wanted to help. They were kind and always gave me five dollars or cookies. I never told Dad about it. He would take the cash and eat the cookies.

What set this man apart from the other old people was his cane. Not one of those sturdy metal medical ones that sometimes had three prongs. This one had long sleek, dark wood with a metal tip at the bottom and a silver wolf’s head for a handle. It had to be silver. It looked like the one from the black and white Wolf Man movie. Classy. For rich people. Polished and reflective. Like a beacon of hope. 

I waited outside after school every day unless it was pouring rain. Wearing my school clothes and my backpack stuffed with an insane amount of homework, I was in no rush to go upstairs. Dad was always home. Watching the rest of the kids pass by and the traffic build up because of the stopping school buses clogging the city street soothed my anxiety. Anxiety during school and at home. It sandwiched me. I slept little at night.

“Good afternoon,” the man said as he climbed the stairs to the outer door. His accent seemed foreign. Not British. Maybe French. Languages weren’t my strong point. I was failing Spanish in school.

I watched him from the corner of my eye. He went inside and that was that.

The next day, everything the same, I followed him inside. No fussing. He didn’t ask if I lived in the building as I caught the heavy inner door before it closed. Maybe because I held keys in my hand to prove that I belonged. He stopped at the mailboxes, paying me no mind, and took his mail out. When he climbed up the stairs, I approached the boxes and pretended to open them. Dad had the only mailbox key. I read the name on the box that he opened.

	Helm Apt 3B.


**
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The monster exploded and punched me in the stomach. The surprise hurt more than his fist. He’d done it before. Punched my back, my kidneys. For a while, I pissed blood. Never went to the doctor. Never told anyone. It went away on its own.

Tonight, I messed up the canned meat ravioli, again. I placed the bowl in front of him sitting at the kitchen table. He wore his usual jeans and one of his concert T-shirts from the nineties. Third Eye Blind today. The food was microwaved for 3 minutes. Usually, that was enough. 

Dad forked one of the red doughy pouches and shoved it in his mouth. His stubbly face chewed a few times, then spat it out. He changed. It was that easy. That quick. His brown enraged eyes under brown uncombed bangs filled with rage. I should have jumped back. I should have known better. The monster could have still punched me but maybe it wouldn’t have been so deep.

“Fucking cold,” he screamed.

I fell to the floor. The monster jumped out of its chair and knocked it over. It stood over me and shook its fists. Spit flew from its mouth. Its face fully formed into the beast. Maybe it won’t smash the chair on me again.

“You cook like your mother,” it spat. “She was useless, too.”

She was smart, though. Mom left. She abandoned us to live. I had no idea where she was at. I could leave too but where would I go? Killing myself seemed like a safer choice. At least, I knew God would take care of me.

It released a howl, the pressure in its head. For a second, I thought it was going to kick my body. It had done it before. Instead, it said:

“Heat it up. Go!”

The monster stepped back and paced, throwing its hands and shaking his head. Like an animal. A wild one.

I groaned and slowly picked up the bowl. The chewed ravioli on top. Should I take it out before reheating it? It had hit me for wasting food. Unemployment barely bought us any after paying the bills.

“What are you waiting for?” the monster growled. “Can’t you see I’m hungry?”

Without thinking, I placed the bowl into the microwave and cooked it for a minute. When I took it out, the bowl burned my fingers. I rushed it back to the table at the monster’s spot. It released another growl and sat down.

I stood back and waited. This time smart enough to keep a bit of distance but still close enough for it to release its anger.

It forked the spat ravioli, now steaming, some of the tomato sauce crusting the rim of the bowl, and shoved it in his mouth. It chewed and panted through its nose, not at all bothered by the heat or that it was burning the roof of its mouth. Pain had little effect on it. Scars covered its hands from when it worked as a garbage man. It never complained about coming home with deep, dirty cuts. Not even when it came home from the bar and mumbled how it beat the crap out of some poor guy. Based on the scars I saw on its torso, puckered bullet holes and slashes, it probably felt no pain from those wounds, too.

Maybe the monster lived for pain. Fed on mine like a meat-filled ravioli.

But the monster could die. I knew what could kill it and where to find it.

**
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Back on the stoop. The sky clear and the sun strong. Today, my hoodie was packed in my bag. The sun always pressed the sweat out from my pores in front of my building on days like these. I craved sunglasses to stop my squinting. Maybe I’d go in sooner. Maybe Dad would be asleep.

Right after the old man went in, though. Like clockwork, he came home. But that time, he stopped and lightly tapped his cane on the concrete step. I glanced up at him. His finely dressed body blocked the sun.

“You are Alfred?” he asked. “The boy in 6A?”

I nodded, squinting from the sun that outlined him.

“I am Gustav Helm. I live in 3B. I have heard about you, Alfred.”

“Alfie,” I said. “I like to be called Alfie.”

Mom always called me that name. I couldn’t recall what Dad called me. Probably shithead. Was useless a name? It wasn’t a noun.

“Alfie,” Helm said. “As you wish.” He glanced around and took a breath. “I heard from Mrs. Von Harbou in 2D that you are helpful to those that have trouble helping themselves.”

I nodded. He smiled, a little overjoyed.

“Might I ask you to help me with a chore,” he asked. “To move some boxes from one room to another? I would be glad to pay you for your time.”

“Okay,” I said, eyeing his cane.

“Excellent,” he said. “I do not want to interrupt your studies. When should I expect you.”

“Uh, I can come by tonight. Around 8?”

“Perfect,” he said. “I shall see you then.”

I waited a few minutes for him to go inside, up the stairs. With a sheen of sweat and ideas swirling in my brain, I followed.

**
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That night, Mr. Helm opened the door. He still wore the suit pants, white shirt, and tie but minus the jacket that revealed his black suspenders. His smile dropped like a rock from his face.

“Alfie, what is wrong? Are you sick?”

A half-hour ago, the monster punched me in the side again, below the ribs. I failed to wash the table after dinner. I excelled in cleaning the dishes and laying them out on the rack to dry. How stupid could I be to forget?

“I’m fine,” I said. “I ate before I left. I shouldn’t have run up here. It’s just a cramp.”

“We can reschedule,” he said, sighing. His eyes saddened. He recognized my lie. “The boxes are heavy and I wouldn’t want you to harm yourself even more.”

“No. I’m fine,” I said. And I was. The pain dulled and felt more like a pulled muscle. “I want to help.”

Mr. Helm showed me into his apartment. It was a one-bedroom. The furniture appeared as old as his wardrobe. Polished wood carved into swirls. Plastic covered cushions to protect the ancient material with stitch designs. A few pictures hung in silver and gold frames shaped like water. Black and white photos of a young couple in the city. Based on one where the man held the same wolf’s head cane, I assumed it was Mr. Helm and his wife. They looked nice together. Holding hands or his arm around her. They loved each other. Fascinating. I wondered where she was at. Did she eventually grow tired and abandoned him, too?

“That is my wife Thea,” he said, standing behind me, supporting himself on the cane. “She is not with us anymore.”

I turned and looked around.

“She left you?” I asked.

He chuckled.

“In a matter of speaking,” he said. “She died five years ago.”

I nodded, having no idea what to say.

Mr. Helm pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of his pocket and held it out.

“I hope this will be sufficient.”

My eyes widened. Way more than five dollars and cookies.

“You don’t have to give me that much,” I said.

“There are two boxes but they are very heavy. Well, heavy for this old man. Probably not for a strong young man like you.”

Smiling, he urged me to take the money. I did. 

The boxes were in his bedroom closet. Two of them about 2 feet all around. He was right, they were heavy.

“I told the movers to put them up there,” he said as I worked. “Stupid of me. But at the time, I did not think I would want to open them again. I thought I had placed memories behind me. Or, I thought that they would be too heavy for me to take down and I should leave the memories where I can’t find them. Now, perhaps I am weak for the past. Perhaps, God has sent you here so I can indulge in the past.”

Placing both boxes on the dining table as he directed, I had no idea what he was talking about. He then opened the flaps and peered inside. Whatever was there brightened his face. I stood and waited, eyeing the cane leaning against the table.

“You like it?” he asked.

He held a holstered gun. It looked old. The leather cracked with age. I couldn’t use the gun. Unless he had silver bullets.

“Excuse me?” I asked, frowning at the gun.

“Oh, don’t worry about this.” He placed it on the table. “I have no bullets. I stole it when I left the army. Fought in the Korean war.”

“You’re American?”

“I’m German. A Jew. My parents came here during World War II. To show my appreciation, I joined the army. I escaped dead bodies to make more dead bodies.” Sadness filled his face. “Perhaps that was a mistake. Misguided. But what’s done is done.”

I nodded and shrugged.

“I meant my cane,” he said. “It always has your attention.”

“It’s interesting.”

He picked it up and passed it to me. I held the wood, aching to touch the finely sculpted head. The detail of the fur, eyes, and teeth squeezed my heart, swelled my eyes. I had never seen anything so beautiful. It was a beacon of hope.

“It belonged to my father,” Mr. Helm said. “While we were in Germany, when I was a little boy, he used it on a Nazi Officer who grabbed my mother in our home. He bashed the evil monster’s skull in.” A giddy smile stretched across his face. “It was then that we escaped Germany.”

“What’s it made of?”

“Silver. It is worth some money. But the history and past ownership alone make it much more valuable,” he said. “It’s all I have left of my father. All I have left of his strength. Perhaps your father gave you something of importance to him?”

Stupidly, I thought about it for a moment. I couldn’t come up with anything so sentimental. Not even from my mom. Maybe one day my father would pass on the curse, make me into a monster.

“It kills monsters,” I mumbled to myself.

“Hm. Yes. They were monsters. Many of them. Fine, respectable people who believed in wiping out the Jews and the disabled and anyone who disagreed with them or attempted to stop them. It was a horrible time. I had many childhood friends who died. Imagine that. They killed children. Even you would have been sent to the showers or grouped for a firing squad.”

“Showers?” I asked, breaking my attention from the cane and looking at him.

“Yes, they brought us to death camps. Stripped us naked, shaved our heads to reuse our hair, pulled out our gold fillings. The Nazis were resourceful. They wasted nothing. They kept some of us around to serve their officers at the camps. The rest of us were herded to the showers. Like pigs or cows to slaughter. Hundreds of people at a time. No one fought or cried about it. By then their souls were dead from being beaten and starved and left outside naked in the cold. They had no family to cling to so they huddled with strangers. Comforted each other minutes before their deaths. Locked in a large tiled room with sealed and barred windows, gas leaked from the shower nozzles and drains. Zyklon B. It killed over 5,000 people a day. Like I said, the Nazis were efficient. Then they used us to carry the bodies out and pile them into a grave.”
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