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Out of Focus
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Phineas Tyson was a high school math teacher. He’d made peace long ago with the fact that his chosen profession wouldn’t make him rich. However, he had a passion for numbers. He wanted to do his part to imbue this love in the future generations. Very little progress had been made.

“Mr. Goodson, please take your seat,” Phineas said.

Michael Goodson sat in his seat with a huff. He was trying to get a word in with Yvonne who sat two rows over. He felt he was making progress, but Mr. Tyson had to fuck this up for him.

Glancing over at Yvonne, Michael winked in her direction. She giggled and looked away.

Phineas turned to face the whiteboard and asked the class if they had any questions from the previous night’s homework. He waited for the inevitable excuses as he wrote down the equations that were to be covered in the homework.

In his periphery there was a quick movement. Phineas turned quickly, stopping mid-sentence to see if there was something to his right. He frowned when he saw nothing.

After he’d completed writing the equations, Phineas turned to face the class. The looks on their faces showed who’d done the homework and who hadn’t. Quickly, there was something that moved in his periphery. Phineas turned quickly towards the wall and saw nothing.

Several of the students frowned as they considered the sanity of their teacher. Phineas returned his attention to the students and began to review the homework. Once class was over he yelled to them to make sure they did the homework this time.

As he turned away from the door, Phineas noticed the movement from his periphery again. He stood still and tried to focus on it without turning his head. What he could see was a young child, a female. She looked to be about 10 or 11 years old. Her clothes were dingy and tattered. Water dripped from her soaked body. Her face was twisted with bulbous eyes and wrinkled flesh like when someone stayed in the pool too long.

Phineas felt his breath catch in his throat as his body remained frozen. Suddenly he turned to face the child and she was gone. A cold breath flowed over his neck and sent chills down his spine. A small wet hand caressed him and he jerked his hand away. He swung in the direction of the commotion and saw nothing.

“What the fuck is this? One of you kids had better not be pranking me or extra homework will be the least of your worries.”

“Phineas is a teacher now? Who would’ve thought that. You were never a good student and an even worse friend,” a disembodied voice called out.

Phineas ran out of his class and towards the front office. Beside him the young girl ran as well. She maintained the same speed as Phineas.

“Oh, I guess you’re going to the school nurse,” the girl said with an evil laugh.

“Get away from me,” Phineas yelled.

Students and teachers frowned at Phineas as he ran. They could not see the little girl, so it appeared as if Phineas had reached his breaking point when it came to teaching.

The girl slowed down and got behind Phineas and pushed him. The teacher hit the floor hard. Several individuals came to help him up. In the crowd, Phineas saw the little girl. She smiled with decayed teeth. There was a small scar on her chin and one of her front teeth was missing.

“Zora?” Phineas called.

One of the teachers helping Phineas looked where he was looking and saw no one. As Phineas got to his feet the little girl was gone.

He’d convinced the principal that he needed to take the rest of the day off. Phineas went home and tossed around every book in his apartment. Finally he found it, a yearbook from when he was in elementary school. He flipped the pages until he found the fifth grade. There she was Zora Kyle. She was a friend of his when he was in school. However, he couldn’t remember what had become of her.

“That’s me,” Zora said as she appeared in Phineas’ periphery. 

“What do you want from me?” Phineas asked.

“Nothing,” Zora said with a laugh. “Oh I’m lying. I want you to feel pain. It’s taken me a long time to work myself back here and I want to make the most of my efforts.”

Phineas turned towards Zora and she was gone.

Going into his kitchen, Phineas grabbed a glass and took two pills he’d been prescribed by his therapist into his hand. As he tried to take the pills they fell from his shaking hands. He tried to pick them up, but Zora appeared and stepped on them.

“I need you with a clear head Phineas,” Zora said. “Those pills help you block out what you did.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, I didn’t do anything.”

“It’ll come back.”

Slowly the memory returned to Phineas. He felt Zora’s hand take his and tears began to fall from his eyes as he thought back to that day. He and Zora were at Whitaker's Pond. Zora didn’t want to go because she couldn’t swim. Phineas promised he’d help her learn and she believed him.

When several other kids arrived and began to tease Zora, Phineas kept his distance, not wanting to become a target. He’d left Zora in the pond. As the kids laughed at Zora, Phineas kept his feet planted. By the time they all realized she was drowning it was too late.

“I’m sorry Zora,” Phineas said with tears in his eyes.

“I know,” Zora said as she handed Phineas a glass of water.

Phineas drank the water and noticed that there was more water in the glass than was possible. As Phineas tried to take the glass away, he realized this wasn’t possible. 

The police found Phineas two days later, he’d drowned in his kitchen. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Finders Keepers
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The old SUV rattled down the country road, dust curling up behind it as music blasted from the speakers. Six voices rose and fell in laughter, the kind that only came when all of them were finally together again.

They hadn’t had a trip like this since college ended. Between long shifts, new jobs, and schedules that never seemed to match, the idea of the whole crew spending a weekend at the lake felt almost impossible. But here they were—packed in tight, teasing one another like no time had passed at all.

“Do you even know where you’re going?” Riley leaned forward from the backseat, narrowing her eyes at Bo.

Bo shot her a grin in the rearview. “Yes, I know. It’s a lake, Riley. Big body of water, surrounded by trees. Hard to miss.”

“Which is exactly what you said last time,” Peyton chimed in, smirking. “And we ended up at some farmer’s goat pond.”

“Hey, that was still technically water,” Bo defended, throwing up a hand.

Addison laughed and nudged him from the passenger seat. “You’re lucky the goats liked you.”

“That goat kissed you,” Sherman teased from the middle row, earning a round of howls.

“Jealous?” Bo shot back.

Sherman slung an arm over Wanda’s shoulder. “Please. I get the real thing.” Wanda rolled her eyes but didn’t move his arm, a faint blush creeping up her cheeks.

“Ugh, couples,” Peyton groaned dramatically. “Can we make a rule? No gross couple stuff this weekend.”

Addison smirked. “That’s fine. You and Riley can just pine from opposite corners like usual.”

Both Peyton and Riley snapped their heads toward her at the same time. “What?!” they said in unison, which only set the whole SUV into another round of laughter loud enough to drown out the radio.

Minutes later, Bo pulled the SUV to a stop in front of a sprawling log cabin tucked between towering pines. The place was gorgeous—stained wood gleaming in the late afternoon sun, stone chimney puffing faint smoke, wraparound porch with rocking chairs that creaked in the breeze.

“Holy shit,” Peyton said, leaning over Addison to peer out the window. “That’s not a cabin. That’s a lodge.”

“Rustic, but classy,” Riley jokingly added with a fake British accent, eyebrows raised. “Wanda, you undersold this.”

Bo was already out of the SUV, stretching his arms wide as though he owned the whole forest. He took a deep, exaggerated inhale. “Shit, man, I missed this. Data entry fucking sucks. If I never see another spreadsheet again, it’ll be too soon.”

“At least your job lets you sit down,” Riley shot back as she slammed her door shut. “I’m up and down all day running errands for the VP. My legs aren’t built for corporate servitude.”

Sherman snorted, grabbing a cooler from the trunk. “Yeah, yeah. We’re all suffering, Riley. Let’s toast to adulthood ruining everything.”

Before anyone could answer, the cabin door creaked open. An elderly man stepped out, tall and weathered, with the kind of smile that instantly softened the hard lines of his face.

“Daddy!” Wanda squealed, dashing forward. She threw her arms around him, and the old man chuckled as he hugged her tight.

“Thanks for letting us use the cabin,” she said against his shoulder.

“No problem at all,” he replied warmly. “I’m proud of all of you for graduating and working so hard. You need time to rest before the world wrings you out.” He kissed Wanda’s cheek, waved at the group, then slipped into a sleek black sedan that looked wildly out of place against the dirt driveway. The engine purred to life, and he rolled away with a final nod.

“Jesus,” Peyton muttered. “I expected like...a rusty pickup. Not Bruce Wayne’s weekend car.”

“Don’t question it,” Sherman said, grinning. “Just appreciate it.”

Inside, Wanda beamed as she led them through the cabin. The place was decked out like a dream—walls lined with hunting prints, leather couches that begged to be collapsed into, the smell of cedar and old wood filling the air. The kitchen counter sagged under the weight of snacks, sodas, and beer her dad had stocked. A brand-new flat screen dominated the living room wall, already set up with streaming accounts.

“Shit,” Sherman muttered, dropping his bag with a thud. “I fucking love your dad, Wanda.”

“Get in line,” Addison teased, cracking open a soda. “Clearly, he loves her the most.”

“He should,” Wanda said smugly, tossing her hair back. “I am the favorite girl.”

They laughed, bickered over room choices, and finally settled in. Soon, the cabin pulsed with the chaos of their reunion: music blaring, empty bottles clinking on tables, wild dancing that shook the floorboards. Someone belted out old college fight songs off-key while Bo attempted to two-step with a broom.

Hours later, breathless and drunk, they collapsed into beds and couches, the forest quiet pressing against the windows.

The four-day weekend that followed passed in a blur. Long mornings on the porch, hungover jokes over greasy breakfasts, afternoons spent swimming in the lake and daring each other to jump from the dock. Evenings with card games and arguments that dissolved into laughter.

It was perfect—too perfect.

And before they knew it, the time had come to load up the SUV again, the cabin standing tall and silent as if it had been waiting for them all along.

The last morning came too quickly. Suitcases thudded down the stairs, the refrigerator emptied of the last sodas and beers, the living room stripped of its chaos.

Bo whistled as he carried bags to the SUV. “Damn. Four days gone just like that. Felt like we just got here.”

“Speak for yourself,” Riley groaned, shouldering her duffel. “My liver needs a month of detox.”

“You said that last time,” Peyton said, smirking as he taped a box of leftover snacks shut.

They joked, moved, bickered in the way old friends do—but under it all there was a strange heaviness. Each of them felt it but none dared say it aloud. Maybe it was just the end-of-vacation blues. Maybe.

Sherman slammed the SUV trunk closed. “Alright, everybody in! Next stop, real life.”

But as Wanda turned the key in the cabin door to lock it, something caught her eye.

On the porch railing, just by her hand, sat a small rusted tin box. It hadn’t been there before.

“What the hell...” she murmured.

“Forget something?” Addison asked, leaning past her.

“No,” Wanda said, frowning. She picked it up carefully, the metal cold against her skin. It was dented, stained, the lid bent slightly at one corner. “This isn’t mine.”

“Probably my dad’s junk,” Wanda said quickly, setting it back on the railing. But when she turned, Peyton had already picked it up.

“Dude,” he said, prying at the lid. “Feels like a time capsule or something. Bet there’s cash inside. Finders keepers.”

The others groaned, rolling their eyes.
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