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​Solipsism in the Switchgrass


Ryan C. Thomas

It was the stupid backpack that did it. Slung over his right side, it was full of books, heavy, and when he’d steered his bike to the edge of the road it had shifted sideways just enough to tip him into shoulder of the road. He wasn’t even going fast, but the front wheel got caught up and the bike spilled sideways, and he went over the shoulder and somersaulted down the outside embankment, right into a small boulder. He slammed into it hip-first and felt something go instantly wrong with his legs.

“Fuck,” he winced, noticing now that his left leg was toe-up but his right leg was heel-up. As he tried to elbow himself up from his supine position agonizing pain sailed out of some biological nether and raced up his entire body. “FUUUCKK!”

The intensity of it immobilized him. He lay back down and started breathing through gritted teeth.

“No no no,” he muttered. “It’s broken. Definitely broken. Holy fuck is it broken.”

For a few seconds he closed his eyes, willing away the panic. He opened them again and stared up through four-foot-high switchgrass at the baby-blue sky above. It was so bright it hurt his eyes. Where were his sunglasses?

He reached up to his head and screamed again. Every movement was debilitating. His chest constricted and he gulped air to steady his nerves. Steeling himself, he ran his fingers around his ribs. Something was bulging out in ways it hadn’t just minutes earlier. A broken rib? Had to be. So not just his leg but his ribs too. Fucking awesome. Fucking wonderful. The boulder was off to his right. Not very large. No bigger than a basketball, but hard enough and angled enough to do damage.

He was only forty years old. This shit didn’t happen to forty-year-olds. It happened to octogenarians in convalescent homes.

​​​​“Phone,” he muttered, realizing he had to call for help. First a friend, then an ambulance. But first a friend. He had plenty of friends, and they had to be close by. The hotel with the writer’s convention was only a few miles away, and even though the event had ended at noon, he knew people would still be hanging out in the bar area. Who’d still be there? 

Bryan? Izzy? Someone.

At first he couldn’t find his back pack, then spotted it several feet away in the switchgrass. When he reached for it, his whole body went rigid with agonizing pain. This was beyond anything he’d ever felt before. He let loose with a scream that momentarily shut up all the buzzing insects around him. When it passed, he looked at the backpack again. So close but a yard too far away. How the hell was he going to reach it?  

“Just breathe. Just fucking breathe, dude.” His calming mantra did nothing to alleviate the aches that were now swimming up his leg. Even though he knew it was stupid, he wanted to test just how much he could move his leg. Maybe he could get into a less painful position and drag himself to the bag that held his phone.

Again, he looked at his right leg. The heel up, the toes down. He’d either broken the hip or completely dislocated it. He took his watch off and placed the band in his mouth, bit down. Holding his breath, he moved his right foot.

He wailed, saw blackness before his eyes, fought to stay conscious.

Without warning, he began to cry.

“Help!” he yelled, but then stopped because that rib was barking back, and he wasn’t strong enough to fight through the agony.

He cried some more.

***
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A half hour passed. The bright blue sky was beginning to turn gray. Would it rain? Probably would, knowing his luck.

The insects were chittering so loud it was like lying in the middle of table saws. Bzzzzz. Bzzzzz. Bzzzz. Just shut the fuck up, he thought. Occasionally a bird would squawk overhead, and they’d go silent for a second or two, but then they’d resume buzzing.

Perhaps because he was thinking of this, he glanced down at the ground around him and focused on the dirt. It moved with tiny beetles and ants and other leggy things, but nothing major. No snakes, no rats. Just bugs doing what bugs do. He was aware that the mosquitos would be out at some point, but he figured it was only four or five o’clock at this point.

He also realized the pain hadn’t abated at all. If he shifted anything below his waist even a millimeter, the pain nearly knocked him out.

“OK, phone phone phone.”

He stretched out an arm toward the bag. It hurt like hell, but he was prepared for it this time. He groaned and cried and pushed the switchgrass aside as if that would bring the bag closer. But it didn’t. He stopped, waited for the pain to ebb. How could he get the bag? The grass? Could he make some kind of grappling hook? Was he fucking Batman now?    He grabbed the roots of the switchgrass and yanked, hoping to pull out a large bundle. Instead, he pulled himself half an inch closer to the bag. But there was a cost, and his hip reminded him. He screamed and screamed, and the bugs shut up in awe of the show.

He let go of the grass, weeping.

“Where the fuck is anyone?!”

Where the fuck indeed. Thing is, he didn’t even know where he was. The state road leading into town, toward the hotel. Nothing but empty land and some farms from there to the next town. He figured he was halfway between them. Who owned this land? Someone had to. It was a state road, someone had to drive by. Cops had to patrol it eventually, right? He’d hear them coming and scream no matter how much it hurt. Or he’d throw a rock. Could he even do that? Maybe they’d see his bike. It had to still be on the side of the road. Please God or Satan or whatever entity that can hear me, let someone see my bike.

He kept still, starting at his backward leg, listening for cars. 

Nothing. Just bugs.

***
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If he didn’t move the pain was tolerable. If he moved, he screamed. But he needed hIis phone. He grabbed at the roots again and yanked, dragging himself another half-inch closer. The pain was immeasurable, and he wailed for the hundredth time. This time, however, he saw his home screen light up for a second, revealing the picture of his latest book, 

Blood Cock Death Orgy Part II: Oozing Fuck Farm of Cum Chunks by Ed Lordge. It was his most disgusting book yet, full of the type of depravity that would cause the Marque De Sade to wince. He’d reveled in reading a passage at the author convention, beamed when people in the audience grimaced and walked out. Knowing he could affect people like that was a powerful feeling. He was too intense for them, too hard. Besides, if they didn’t like graphic rape and incest and necrophilia and bestiality that was their problem. He pushed limits because that’s what artists did. Those people were all pussies who couldn’t handle the darkness. Just like the book bloggers who called out his syntax and grammar. Screw them. You didn’t need to know the rules of writing when you had the ability to create images so disturbing, they made people puke.

He watched the screen go dark again, wondering why it had lit up in the first place. Then it hit him. His voice had turned it on. Yes! He forgot the latest update of the phone would respond to his voice commands even if it was locked.

“Siri, call 911!”

The phone screen lit up, showing his book cover again, but it did not dial. A blue wheel spun in a circle. In the upper corner he saw just one bar of service.

“Oh c’mon! You’re gotta be fucking kidding me!”

He waited for the phone to reset and tried again. “Siri, call 911.”  Again, the blue circle spinning. He closed his eyes and waited. 

Nothing happened. This was all some kind of cruel joke.

“Um, are you ok?”

He lifted his head, grit his teeth in pain. Who’s voice was that? It wasn’t on the phone. Who’d said it?

“Hello?” he mumbled.

“Are you ok?”

The voice was weak, frail, tinny.

“Please help me,” he begged. “Please, I broke my leg or my hip or something. I’m in so much pain. Please help me.”

The switchgrass swayed in front of him and he heard footsteps. With a rush of air the grass parted and a teenage girl emerged. “Oh man, you don’t look good,” she said.

“Yes! Thank you thank you thank you. Please call 911. I need an ambulance.”

She tilted her head and stared at his leg. “Your leg is backwards. 

You know that?”

“Hell yes I know. S’why I need an ambulance. Hurry.”

“Hurry what?”

“Hurry and call! I’m in so much pain. I need to get out of this field.”

“Oh, I can’t do that.”

Her words stunned him. Had he heard her correctly? “What’d you say?”

“I said ‘I can’t do that.’”

“What? Why? I need an ambulance.”

“I can’t have anyone come to this field.”

“What’re you talking about? Why?”

“Because this is the field where my daddy buries his bodies.”    Her words froze him. His thoughts swam in circles like fish schooling together to avoid a predator. “The fuck are you talking about?” 

“My daddy doesn’t even allow me to come without him. It’s a bad field.”

“Yeah, no shit. And I hope you’re just fucking with me. Funny joke. Now can you go call please.”

“Like I said, I can’t. This is daddy’s body field. He said no one’s allowed. You fell in the wrong field, mister.”

Ed’s whole body shivered, and pain throbbed in his hip. He tried a new tactic. “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t care. I don’t even know where the hell I am. I couldn’t point this out on a map if you put a gun to my head. Just get me out of here and your daddy’s field remains a secret.”

“Hmmm. Lemme ask him.” She stood up and poked her head above the switchgrass. “Hey, Dad!”    Ed’s eyes went wide.

From far away came a deep voice: “Yes, Scarlet?”  Ed’s eyes went wider.

“Daddy, there’s a man here says he needs help and if we help him, he won’t tell where your special field is.

“Jesus Christ, Scarlet, why is there a man here?”

“I dunno, but I saw a bike out near the road. Might be his.”

“Hang on, I’m coming over.”

She leaned down into Ed’s face again. “My daddy is coming to talk to you. Hang on.”

Heavy footfalls grew louder, and the tall grasses all swished in unison. Ed could hear a man’s labored breathing approaching and held his breath, wondering if he’d just made a huge mistake.

The footsteps were close. A man was huffing and puffing. Over the top of the grass a shovel appeared, getting closer. Then the grass was folded down and a large overweight man was suddenly there. Slung over his shoulder was another man whose clothes were awash in blood. Ed could immediately tell that person was dead.

The large man dropped the corpse right next to Ed. The head bounced with a loud thunk, then lolled toward Ed, revealing a dark cavity where its nose and mouth should have been. Buck shot had ripped up most of the eyes.

For the first time since the fall, Ed screamed out of fear instead of pain.

“Oh shut up,” the man said. “No one’s out here but us. What happened? You take a fall?”

Ed nodded but kept on yelling.

The large man raised his foot up over Ed’s head. “Shut up or I’m gonna stomp your teeth out. Can you walk?”

Ed managed to stop the screaming. His mouth trembled and he felt a coldness overtake his body. “No,” he managed to say.

“What do we do, Daddy?” Scarlet asked.

“Well, we can’t just leave him here in this state, I suppose. Get his phone and turn it off.”

Scarlet did as instructed, then handed the phone to her father.

Ed began to cry. That phone was his lifeline and now it was gone. 

And here he was lying next to a faceless corpse.

“Please, I won’t tell anyone.”

“None of that now. You certainly won’t tell anyone because you are hell and gone from anyone who gives a fuck. And truth be told if you would have just rode by I wouldn’t have given a fuck neither. But here you are and I got work to do. So just hang tight.”

Daddy took a second to scope out the field around him, then hefted his shovel. “Yeah, this is as good a place as any, I guess.”    “I feel like we’ve been in this spot before,” Scarlet said.

“I feel like you think the whole field is the same spot, girl.”

“I remember this grass.”

“Sure you do.”

With that, the large man started shoveling a few feet away from Ed. 

With each drive of the shovel into the dirt, Ed whimpered.

Scarlet bent down and touched his face. “You have nice lips.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

“Well, I’m not.”

For the briefest of seconds Ed had hope he might get out of this alive, but then the sound of the shovel snapped him out of it.

Scarlet moved around him and opened his bag, took out his book. 

“Hey Daddy, I found a book. Can I keep it?”

Daddy grunted and kept on shoveling. Dirt flew up over everyone and scattered in the air. Some of it rained down on both Ed and Scarlet but she didn’t seem to mind.

Scarlet read the title of the book and wrinkled up her nose. “Ew, that’s gross. Who writes this kind of stuff?” She turned the book over and noticed Ed’s picture on the back. “Oh my God, it’s you! You wrote this? Hey, Daddy, this man wrote this book! How cool is that. A real-life author right in your field.”

If the large man was impressed he didn’t show it.

“What’s it about?” she asked.

Ed muttered through chattering teeth. “It’s just a horror story.”  

“Will you sign it for me? I love books. Sometimes Daddy brings me some but I don’t think he’s ever brought me a horror one before. Mostly just regular stuff and books about God. Can you make it out to me?”

“Um...”

“I see a pen in your bag.” She took it out and handed it to him.

“If I sign it, will you help me?”

“Oh, I can’t help you now. But I sure would like a signed copy of your book.”

Daddy’s voice came booming over the grass: “Sign the book, boy, or I’ll make you sign it.”

Ed signed it, his hands shaking so badly the signature was nothing but a tiny squiggle.

“Thanks!” Scarlet said, bounding off to show her daddy.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck,” Ed murmured, tears welling up in his eyes again.

***
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An hour passed. The sky was striated in deep orange and pink. Bugs had crawled up his pants and found their way to his crotch. He itched them but touching anything near his hips was so painful he found it easier to just let them explore. So far, none of them had bitten him.

Daddy finally returned, his face red and covered in sweat and dirt. Like some poor man’s psychologist, Ed figured maybe he could appeal to the man’s paternal senses. After all, he seemed to care for Scarlet. He must have a modicum of mercy in him somewhere. Or maybe, thought Ed, I could show him we’re simpatico. I mean, he’s burying a dead body, and I write really dark stuff. We’re practically the same.    

“Hey, mister, I don’t blame you for what you did to this guy. I mean, did he try to rob you or something? Hey, I’m a supporter of the Second Amendment. I get it. Home invasions are no joke. Looks like he had it coming, right? You call me an ambulance, hell, I’ll come back and help you take care of any future trespassers. At the very least I could help you dig some holes. Seriously, so many people deserve a bullet to the head. I get it. You gotta protect your family. So whatdya say? Help me out and I promise I’ll come back and help you. Might even be good research for a book. I’ve never dug a grave before. That’s hardcore, man. I like it.”    

Daddy took a faded red bandana from his back pocket and wiped sweat from the back of his neck. “Oh, I’m not digging the hole to put that body in. No, I’m digging that hole to let something come up from underneath. Bit of a doorway, if you will. Like the holes mice and voles make. The whole tunnel system under the field. But it’s down a couple feet. Sometimes it’s hard to find the veins. But I found one, so it won’t be long now.”

“What...what’s in the holes?”

“I wish I knew what they were. All I know is many years ago when my own father built our house down the road here, we had a bit of a scuffle with some things that wanted us to leave. They came into our house and attacked my mother and father. They took my sister, though I don’t remember that bit because I was only a baby. They took her here and fed on her and we never found the body. They came back a few months later and took the dog. Then later they took some motorist who’d broken down and came to stay with us while the tow truck came out—in those days there was no twenty-four-hour service, so the man had to wait until morning. He slept on our couch, until those things came and got him and dragged him back here. My father figured out two things by then. One: when their bellies were full, they slept for a bit. Same way an animal does, you know. Two: dead people leave behind goods, like wallets and watches and stuff. You can sell that stuff and it sure does beat working at some deadbeat job in the rain and heat all day. Of course, people don’t really carry cash that much anymore. But they all carry something. Like your phone, that watch beside you. That looks fashionable. Usually, people have them smart watches nowadays.”

Ed had bought the Fender watch at a Hot Topic years ago because he thought it looked cool and he planned to pick up girls by telling them he was a lead guitarist in a punk band. He couldn’t play guitar but what did they know. Stupid stupid stupid.

Ed quickly realized his Stockholm Syndrome ruse had failed miserably. He needed a new tactic. “The cops can ping my phone. Trust me, I’ve researched it. They can get within fifty feet of the last ping.” This wasn’t entirely true. It was a one-star review of his last book that taught him the police can ping phone signals. It had pretty much nullified the entire plot of that book. But he pressed on. “They’ll know I was here. 

They’ll check this field. They’ll check your house.”

“Doubtful. There’s not much service here. Oh, sure if the wind blows right maybe you’ll get a bar, but no more than that. I took a trip to the library way out in town. I learned how to erase a phone. I opened some online seller accounts. Sell those phones for good money. Sell anything I find for money. Those books in your bag. Your bike, even, once I get the serial number off it and stamp a new one in. What else you got? That shirt looks in good shape. Some kind of movie? Someone’ll buy that. Yessir, I’d say you brought me a few hundred dollars easily. Enough to keep the lights on, put some gas in the car. Out here things are not so expensive. And all I gotta do is keep the field fed.”

“No. No the cops will come. They’ll find me somehow. Just let me go and save yourself the hassle.”

“Cops ain’t coming, boy. I don’t know if you’ve noticed lately but cops ain’t working too hard to stop crime these days. They ain’t saving anyone from anything.”

“Please just let me go.”

“Where you gonna go anyway? You can’t walk. Probably got lots of internal bleeding going on. Your leg is fuckside up. Looks like some mad scientist attached it wrong. Nah, you’re not going anywhere. This field wants you. Probably already smells you.”

Ed stammered, fighting back tears. “Are you going to kill me?”

“You want me too? I can go get the gun.”

“No. Please.”

“Alright then. Figure you ain’t moving so I won’t waste the ammo.”

The man inhaled long and hard, held the air in his lungs for a couple seconds before blowing it out. “You smell that?”

Ed did smell it. The scent of compost. Hot, burning soil rife with decomposition.

“The field knows it’s getting fed.”

The man patted Ed on the leg, which sent shockwaves of agony through his body. Ed screamed and tried to jerk away but it just made the pain worse. The man stood up and said, “Shit. I gotta go. I think I pulled something in my back a minute ago. I need to go lay down. Not as young as I used to be. Out here digging these holes. Probably need to hand over the job to Scarlet but she’s all...” He made bird-flapping motions with his hands to insinuate Scarlet was flighty. He stopped and rubbed his lower back. “Ow, that hurts. Anyway, you just sit tight, it won’t be long now.”    Scarlet poked her head out from the switchgrass. “Should I get his bag?”

“Hell yes, get his bag. And the watch. Get his bike too. He drop anything else?”

“No. I didn’t see anything.”

“Ok, grab all that and get on back to the house.” With that, Daddy turned and walked into the tall grass, which closed behind him like curtains.

Scarlet held up Ed’s book. “Thanks again for signing it. I’m gonna read it before Daddy sells it.”

Ed reached a hand toward her. “Please don’t do this. Just call an ambulance. I won’t tell. I promise.”

“I can’t. It’s the field, see? You fell in Daddy’s field. You shouldn’t have done that. Bye.”

She shouldered his bag and disappeared through the same curtain of grass as her father.

Ed was all alone. Swimming in pain and lost in terror.  Beside him lay the corpse with its missing face. He could see chunks of bone and gristle and ichor inside the skull. Beetles were scurrying over the wetness of it all. It glistened like prime rib and chicken wings smothered in cherry juice, all mashed up in a bowl. It stank like trash and sweat and piss. Who had this man been? How had he ended up near Scarlet and her dad’s place?

The stench of death was once again overtaken by the ripe, pungent aroma of compost.

Ed stared at the darkening sky and frantically thought about how to save himself. He couldn’t move, couldn’t crawl, his screams reached no one. There had to be a way. Maybe the pain would subside and he’d be able to move. He’d written that once in a story. A character had his arms cut off and waited for the numbness to set in before fighting his way to safety. It could happen, right? He could go numb and then find the upper body strength to move.

He shifted his hip just to check and howled in pain. Tears flowed down his cheeks, realizing he had no chance of moving at all. He was trapped, suffering, scared out of his mind. The corpse next to him moved.  

He yelped in fright. “Oh God!”  

Was it alive?

The corpse moved again. But this time he knew it wasn’t alive. Something underneath it was trying to free itself. It jumped a third time and went still.

“Jesus Christ what is that?”

The switchgrass rustled louder. He could hear things moving near the floor of the field. It sounded like animals. Rats? Squirrels? Opossums? 

What was out here?

There was a squeak as a small animal climbed up onto the dead man’s back and stood staring at Ed. No, it wasn’t an animal. It was something different. Something about a foot tall, hairless, with red and pink skin, the hues of a ripe peach. It was humanoid, if humans could be so little. Two arms, two legs, no tail. Long, black claws arced out of its fingers and toes. Its eyes were off-white with stitches of red veins. Its nose was bulbous, and its face resembled an elder Jimmy Durante (who Ed only knew of from old Loony Tunes cartoons). Between its legs a tiny, wrinkled penis hung down like a dead meal worm. It lifted its head and sniffed the air.

“Ahh! What the fuck are you!” Ed was hyperventilating, a new fear overtaking him.

The small creature opened its mouth, revealing human teeth, with the exception of oversized, sharp canines, like vampires and werewolves had in bad horror films.

“Dear fucking God, go away.”

The creature raised its arms and squeaked again, only this time its squeak morphed into the blare of a child’s toy trumpet. A second later more of the naked humanoid creatures appeared overtop the corpse’s body. Some brushed dirt off their skin, others didn’t care. Their body types were slightly different from one another. Some had bloated bellies, some were so thin their ribs protruded, some were taller, some had large penises and longer nails.

The first one that had arrived sat down, felt along the shirt of the corpse, and dug its nails through the fabric into the dead man’s hide. It yanked on the skin, pulling and using its claws to cleave the subcutaneous fat. It tore loose a piece of flesh and greedily ate it. The sallow fat globbed through its teeth like gelatin until the creature sucked it back in. It swallowed, squeaked, and trumpeted again. With a sudden frenzy that seemed to come out of nowhere the other creatures began digging into the flesh. They frantically yanked off chunks of skin and scooped out bloody flesh, gnashing it all in their teeth.

Ed screamed. None of this could be real!

The creatures shredded the dead man’s clothes in a frenzy and began to carry all the tatters back through the grass toward the smell of compost. Toward whatever hole they’d emerged from. Back and forth they went like worker ants. For a brief second, Ed wondered why they’d bothered taking the swatches of clothes. Did they use it to make nests? Did they eat it?

With the faceless corpse now completely bare the creatures were able to just bite into the flesh and tear out chunks of meat. Their pink and red faces were smeared in blood and gore and Ed now saw that their penises were erect and undulating. Just like living mealworms.

One by one the monsters fell to their bellies and began to spear the corpse’s gaping wounds with their dicks, humping up and down.

Jesus Christ, Ed thought, they’re fucking it!

The tiny monsters pounded away at the dead man, jabbing their dicks in an out, an orgy of blood and flesh and dirt and grass and tiny little dicks fucking fucking fucking hard and fast. The corpse was completely engulfed in hairless pink and red humanoid monsters thrusting so fast it created the wet popping sounds of suction cups on glass.

One of the tiny monsters let loose with a tinny roar and shot backwards, cumming a stream of dark yellow goo into the corpse’s torso. 

It wiped its forehead in exhaustion and smiled at Ed.
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The other creatures followed suit, each one roaring and then ejaculating thick monster semen. The pressure of each demonic orgasm caused the monsters to recoil up off the body for a moment, landing in exertion.

For a few minutes nothing happened. The little monsters just sat staring at the corpse and at Ed. Occasionally they’d itch their dicks or lick their blood-stained lips. Ed thought maybe they’d fall asleep and he’d have a chance to get rid of them, pick them up and snap their necks.

Then the corpse started to bubble like it was being boiled in a searing stew. The skin started to slough off right in front of Ed’s eyes. He heard the bones snapping inside the body, sharp cracks like the nunchucks effects in the Kung Fu movies he liked. The skull caved in on itself, the gaping hole in the face crumbling as if it were made of plaster. Blood oozed out of the body’s pores and swam underneath Ed’s body. It was cold and thick and flowed incredibly slowly. The monsters now stood up, growling, getting to work, pulling the body apart. The hands came off at the wrists. The feet came off at the ankles. They peeled the skin off in slick ribbons that no longer seemed to adhere to the fat underneath. The fat washed off the muscle and bones like bacon grease.

The creatures started taking all of this away, dragging it through the grass back toward the hole they’d emerged from.

Soon Ed was staring at nothing but striated muscles and pink organs. The pectoral muscles were particularly tough for the creatures to rip apart so again they used their nails to create a gash which they then shoved their tiny dicks in and fucked until they popped into the air with glee.

Ed watched as the gooey semen began to melt the muscle. He got it now; the creature cum was some kind of acid that broke down the body parts. Even the ribs underneath began to crack in half. The creatures then stripped all the muscle and bone and took it away to their hovel.    

Over the course of the next hour, as the moon floated above him like a cataract, the creatures finished carrying the pieces of the dead man into the hole in the ground. Ed could only imagine where it went. He imagined a network of tunnels and nests under the earth filled with the bones of every human that went missing and was never found.

Finally, the last creature jumped up on his chest and looked him in the eye.

“Please don’t,” he begged. “Please don’t eat me and fuck my corpse. Please.”

The tiny bald thing smiled wide, showing sharp teeth and black gums. Bits of flesh were lodged in its diastemas.

“I don’t want to die,” Ed murmured.

The creature turned away, leapt to the ground and scurried off into the tall grass.

Ed was alone. The night air had turned cold. He shivered and it made the pain in his hip flare up so he forced himself to stop.

What felt like an eternity went by and he started screaming again.

“Help! Help me!”

He screamed until he was hoarse, and his lower half was nothing but white-hot agony.

He gave up and stared at the night sky. Tiny bugs were crawling all over him now, attracted to the congealed blood on the ground all around him. He swatted at them, but they bit anyway. The mosquitoes were particularly brutal, buzzing in his ears and stabbing at his face.

The night went on forever. At some point he fell asleep.

***
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He awoke to the sound of footfalls. I’m saved, he thought. But his heart fell to his stomach when the grass parted, and Daddy and Scarlet reappeared.

“Still alive, huh?” Daddy said. He was rubbing his back and groaning.

Ed tried to plead with them but the bug-bite welts on his face seared and his throat cracked with dryness. All her could get out was, 

“Buhh...”

“Why didn’t they take him, Dad?” Scarlet asked.

“They got their full of the other guy, I suppose. Even an alligator rests after a big meal.”

Scarlet bent down into Ed’s face. “I started reading your book last night. It was real gross. Do you really like that stuff? Cutting people up and having gross sex and just all around being nasty?”  Ed just stared back at her. It hurt too much to nod.

“Stop reading that trash,” Daddy said. “Put that book back in the bag so I can sell it. See what this guy is worth. Go on back to the house.”    

Scarlet gave a wink to Ed and made her way back into the depths of the field. Daddy scanned the environment around him, all the while caressing his lumbar area.

“Shit. The little guys go back in their hole they cover it all up. Just like gophers. I’d dig you a new one but as you know I wrenched my back yesterday with that shovel. I suppose I could get my gun though. You want me to do that? At least you wouldn’t feel no more pain. I’m sure I’ll be ok again in a day or two. Dig a new hole then.”

Ed had never wanted to wake up from a dream so much in his life. Of course he didn’t want to die. Who just gives up that easy? There’s always hope, right? He shook his head no

“I figured. Ok, I’m gonna go lay down.” Daddy started back through the switchgrass then stopped, faced Ed one last time. “You know, it’s too bad you won’t die the way you think is cool. All that butchery in your books and Satan stuff. You ask me, this is much worse. Worse than getting hacked up. Worse than getting death-fucked by tiny monsters. Yeah, this is a way worse way to die, just lying here in pain reflecting on it all, knowing it’s coming. Coming real slow. Dehydration, starvation, can’t move, can’t talk, pissing yourself, nothing but pain if you move. Maybe you’ll get lucky and a coyote will show up and go for your throat. I doubt it though. Haven’t seen them around here in a while. Then again, maybe the little rascals will figure out how to come up on their own. Who knows.”

Daddy left the field.

Ed listened to the grass swishing and tried several times to move but just ended up squinting in enormous amounts of pain.

He lost time. At some point his belly ached so bad it overshadowed the pain of his broken hip. Then eventually he choked on the dryness of his own throat and his head hurt and he shook and saw lights behind his eyes.

This is truly worse, he thought.
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The blondie, now? She looked like a screamer.

Nineteen, maybe twenty. What Simon’s gran would have described as “pleasantly plump,” and right proud of it. Dressed to show it off, even, in snug pre-ripped jeans and a low-cut sleeveless top with a push-up bra what did wonders for her cleavage. Real gift of God, there, and if God were feeling particularly generous on this fine summer night, that bounteous bosom might leap spang out of its confinement to give them all a fine show. She’d love it, too, the blondie would. Oh, she’d fuss, and act all mortified, but underneath, she’d be soaking up the attention. Basking in it, luxuriating, like a cat in the sun.

A screamer, for sure. Loud and theatrical-like.

Good. Always good for business, that.

Her brownette friend? Not so much a screamer. More the fainter type, if Simon Bodean were any judge. Which, after forty-plus years doing this, since he’d been a mere scrap of a lad, he prided himself on being.    The brownette had a more bookish, quiet way about her. Pretty, but too serious to make the most of it. Taller and slimmer than the blondie, she wore a pair of them calf-length cottony pants and a not-too-tight tee-shirt with the blue phonebooth/port-a-potty box from that doctor show on it.  

A fainter, yeah. Her big eyes would go even bigger, bright with terror, then roll up as her head lolled and her limbs flop-flailed around all boneless. He’d seen it a million times, and it always struck him amazing how none of their necks broke from whiplash.

They waited in line, the blondie clutching the brownette’s arm and squealing with excited anticipation as each pair ahead of them took their turn. It wasn’t the quickest process on the midway, and other rides ran far more customers through, but the Cosmic Catapult was by far the star of the show, and everyone knew it.

Oh, the Hypercoaster was a popular draw, right enough, and the great pendulum swing of the Ghost Ship. There was always something to be said for the nostalgia factor of the good ol’ Ferris Wheel and Tilt-A Whirl. But, for sheer daredevil spectacle, nothing beat the towering twin spires and the two-seater carriage suspended between them on super-long bungees.

That in itself made for an impressive enough sight, but, just lately, Simon had consented to his daughter’s urgings to amp it up some. Before, it’d only been the Catapult, plain and simple, nothing fancy, got the job done. Now. After quite a bit of work and even more expense, it was a genuine showpiece. The spires were strung with color-changing bulbs, revolving gadgets sprayed displays of laser beams into the sky, the lights were synchronized to space-age music from a complicated computerized speaker system Simon didn’t half understand, and a high mural-painted backdrop curved partway around the whole works.

The mural had been Marco’s doing, yet another example of how Simon could hardly deny Ava anything once she had her heart set. He’d had his doubts at first, but even he had to admit, the boy’d done a hell of a job. Swirling galaxies against a star-shot expanse, alien landscapes with planetary rings and strange moons, not quite psychedelic and not quite realistic while having aspects of both. More than eye-catching ... mind catching, somehow. As if there were hidden symbols or messages worked in it that you could sense, if not actually see.

Yes, indeed, the Cosmic Catapult!

Which, technically he supposed, should more properly be called a slingshot, but Cosmic Slingshot—or (anything) Slingshot—just didn’t have the same ring to it. A slingshot was what a little kid used to ping pebbles at stray dogs or passing cars. A catapult, well, that sounded dang near epic.

Ava, having buckled in and secured the current riders—a dad-and-son duo—stepped back and gave him the thumbs-up. The dad was all beer gut and hearty bluster, joshing his boy about how this’d put some hair on his chest. The son, elevenish, who’d just hit the height restriction by a fraction of an inch, appeared equal parts exhilarated and scared shitless.

A pisser? Quite likely. A puker? Simon hoped not. Pukers were the worst, hardest to clean up after, caused the most delay.

The mom, watching from the sidelines, leaned over the waist-high metal fence right quick to snap a picture of the two of them, as Simon gave his customary brief spiel. Everyone in line, as well as passing crowds of fair-goers laden with cotton candy and cheap carnival-game prizes, paused, craning to watch.

He did the three-two-one countdown, yanked the lever, and - KA-SPROOOOIIIIIIIIING away they went, hurtling skyward! 

The hearty-bluster dad shrieked like a teakettle. The son stayed silent; the Catapult-Cam video screen on Simon’s control console showed him clenched tight as a miser’s buttcheeks, everything about his grim expression suggesting here he was fully expecting to die before he’d so much as touched a girl’s titty.

Unlike the other midway rides, the Cosmic Catapult didn’t take tickets from the booklets bought at booths around the fairgrounds. It was cash-in-hand, fifteen bucks a head. For an extra fiver, Lottie would print them out a souvenir pic from the video; for an extra twenty, they could have a copy of the whole thing on one of those minicomputer-widget things. The ‘I Survived the Cosmic Catapult!’ stickers were free, dispensed by Ava when she unlatched them after. The tee shirts ran eight bucks’ kid size and standard, ten for the larger sizes.

Good money. Kept him and Ava right nice, paid Lottie and Jess a decent wage, even let Simon put some away for some theoretical eventual retirement. Yes, the upgrade remodel had been something of a pinch—even with Marco just about offering to do the mural for free; if Ava so much as batted her eyes, he’d jump through hoops of fire—but the results were already proving worth it.

The dad-and-son duo pogoed around, up and down, back and forth, in slowing increments against the darkening sky. As was often the case, after that initial teakettle shriek, the dad overcompensated with a lot of whoops, hoots, and hollers; such fun, a real blast, and nope, he hadn’t been scared, not a bit! The son remained grimly silent; whether he’d pissed or not remained to be seen, but as far as Simon could tell, he’d at least not done a puker.

His expression, on the Catapult-Cam, had changed, though. Gone slack and distant. He stared blankly off at nothing, with a hollow emptiness downright disconcerting. His face was ashen. Simon couldn’t be sure, but he might even have bitten through his lip so’s it bled thin trickles across his chin.

The dad finally noticed, once Jess was winching the seat-carriage back to its starting point at the launch pad. He left off the bluff heartiness in favor of concern—“Buddy? Hey, bud, you okay? It’s over. Bud?”—and the mom rushed forth as soon as Ava moved to unbuckle them, maternal instinct being a powerful force.

“Charlie? Charlie, what’s the matter?”

“Come on, bud, don’t scare your mother.”

“Is he all right? Is he all right? Charlie, look at me, talk to me!”

Ava glanced from the kid to Simon, with a warning-worried wince. He sighed inwardly and cussed under his breath. The parents had signed the release forms, their boy had eked past the height requirement ... legally, all should be in the clear ... but you never knew when someone might cause a stink.

It took the dad and Jess to hoist the kid out of the seat; he was inert as a mannequin but stayed upright when they set him on his feet. His pants were dry, which was a plus. His empty gaze went right through his mother as if she weren’t there, which was a minus.

“Charlie!” She grabbed him and shook him.

Everyone waiting in line and watching from the midway blatantly rubbernecked, going up on tiptoes, jockeying for position to get a better view.

Ava winced toward Simon again. He gestured for her to stay cool, just stay cool, play it normal. After a subtle nod of acknowledgment, she put on a cheery smile and pasted a sticker to his chest.

“Awesome job, you did it! Hey, Lottie, I think this guy deserves a free tee-shirt!”

“What’s wrong with him?” The mom shook Charlie again, and the dad settled a big hand on his shoulder.  

At that, the kid gasped and twitched and did a whole-body shudder, blinking up at them with the shock of someone jolted from a bad dream.

“It almost got me,” he said.

The various other adults exchanged puzzled frowns as Charlie’s mom swept him into a hug and patted him and fussed over him and told him it was fine, he was safe, nothing was going to get him ... all while glaring this-is-your-fault daggers at the dad.

“Well, now, there we go, let’s move it along,” Jess said, raising his voice, his tone jovial, as if this was nothing new.

He herded the family in the direction of the exit, and they went along willingly enough, the mom suggesting maybe they’d had enough carnival rides for now and the dad agreeing, saying how he, at least, sure could go for a corn dog or a big ice cream sundae. Charlie brightened, then turned to Ava as she rushed up with the child-sized tee-shirt Lottie had brought over from the booth.

“Something’s up there,” he told her, soft and solemn. “I saw it. It saw me, too. It almost got me.”

Ava’s cheery smile wavered. He’d spoken too quietly for most of the onlookers to catch his words, but those closest whispered and muttered amongst themselves. The kid looked at the sticker on his chest and the folded tee-shirt in his hand, tracing his fingertips over the ‘I Survived the Cosmic Catapult!’ logos. A shaky little laugh, not a happy kid laugh, escaped him.

“It’s up there,” he said to Ava. “I think it’s hungry.”

Then he went along with his parents as Jess ushered them to the gate, taking only a single haunted look back at the rising twin spires.

Dubious, Ava raised her eyebrows at Simon. She looked so like her mother when she did that, it about broke his heart all over again. He gave a half-shrug—what can you do?—and she grinned, before facing the line of paying customers with a brisk clap and amiable, “Who’s next?”    He’d despaired, at first ... him, raising up a girl by himself? But damned if Ava hadn’t grown into a fine young lady, hard-working and capable, sweet and kind. If her falling for Marco proved the worst of it, well, could a doting father truly complain? Marco may have been a mite peculiar—a dreamer, an artist, a head-in-the-clouds type—yet, what with his parents, he at least came by it honestly. Maggie Zuri, as Madame Magdalena, read palms and cards and crystals out of a burgundy velvet tent with gold fringe, while Tomas Zuri did stage magic under the moniker 

Mister Mystic. Fine folks, carnies of long standing. And, whatever else, Marco was clearly smitten with Ava, smitten to the core.

He let go those musings as Ava got the next pair of paying customers secured in. Grown men, the both of them, near Simon’s own age. Biker-toughs in heavy denims and black leather vests, one sporting longish hair and a greying ponytail, the other bald as an egg, both liberally tattooed. He kept an eye on them, because sometimes fellas took rude at having a pretty thing like Ava fastening harness buckles between their legs, but these two behaved themselves nice and polite.

The bikers bumped fists as the countdown began, then gripped the padded lap-bar the way they might’ve gripped motorcycle handlebars.  

KA-SPROOOOIIIIIIIIING! Up, up, and away, the men voicing 

wild shouts more befitting the war-cries of Vikings charging into battle. They had themselves a textbook-perfect ride, returned to earth safe-and-sound, tipped Ava a twenty when she gave them their stickers, and headed off toward Rusty’s Beer-BQ tent while loudly declaring the experience 

“Fuckin’ EPIC!”

Which was all fine-and-dandy far as Simon was concerned. The kid, Charlie, he really shouldn’t have gone on it in despite being just barely tall enough. Too much for him. Hopefully, it’d only leave him shook for a while, not traumatized for life or anything.

The blondie and the brownette he’d noticed earlier were up next, the blondie sashaying out to some encouraging wolf-whistles she ate right up. The brownette showed some reluctance, casting her gaze toward the height of the spires ... a height the bungee cords would exceed by almost as much again, at the apogee of the initial launch. She might have backed out, but her friend implored and wheedled and reminded her they’d already paid, the NO REFUNDS sign quite visible on Lottie’s booth. With a resigned-seeming grimace, the brownette set her spine straight, squared her shoulders, and let Ava buckle her into the seat-harness.

Whenever young women, especially attractive ones, rode the Catapult, the watching crowd always increased, hosts of teen boys and men of all ages eager to get a glimpse ... and if the blondie’s bounteous bosom did bounce free from confinement, so much the better! Simon himself, old as he was, faithful to his wife’s memory as he was, still knew he’d be having a gander same as anyone else.

A gander and then some, thanks to the Catapult-Cam, though 

Lottie would be quick to delete or blur over any inappropriate content. She’d gotten into that habit once she’d realized how many guys thought whipping out their works on video would add to the thrill.

The sky had gone a deep periwinkle, shading indigo to the east and magenta to the west, already shining with the diamond-specks of a few stars. Shadows masked the grubbier daytime aspects of the midway, and the rainbows of lights dazzled magically as a wonderland, transforming everyone and everything into beauty.
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