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  Alvin leaned in closer as he sat on his plush couch, eyes glued to the tube TV screen in front of him.  He reached down to the coffee table, grabbed his bud light, and took a hard toss back, downing the rest of it.  He squished the can in his hands and dropped in onto the table, with two others. 




  He wiped his mouth on his sleeve, still staring at the TV with bug eyes. 




  "Bernice!" he shouted, buckling back up one of the straps of his denim overalls.  He unfastened the cuffs on each of the sleeves of his plaid shirt and rolled them back.  "Get your wrinkled behind in here, you gotta' see this!"




  Alvin scooted to the edge of the couch and leaned in closer still to the TV.




  "What's all the hub-bub?" Bernice asked, leaning against the kitchen doorway as she took a drag of a Virginia Slim cigarette.  She planted her hand on her hip, annoyed, and stared at the back of Alvin's head.  "Al?" she asked when he didn't respond.




  She blew out the smoke and sighed, more annoyed.




  "Look, I got Kathy on the phone in here.  She's dating a black person," she said, tip-toeing around the work black.  "If you got-" she said, interrupted.




  Alvin turned around, looking at her with wide-eyes and pointed back at the TV.




  She took a few steps forward and leaned over the back of the couch, looking at the TV screen.




  "What is all this?" she asked, confused.




  Alvin didn't answer, focused on the TV screen.




  On the TV, the logo CNN hung in the bottom left hand corner while text scrawled across the bottom of the screen in different languages.  The English version hadn't appeared yet.  First German, then Spanish.




  On screen, a cameraman in a helicopter was filming four men on horseback as the chopper circled around them from above.  The camera bounced and wobbled, trying to stay on its subject as the chopper veered back and forth.  In the background the Great Pyramid at Giza stood amidst the smaller ones beside the Sphinx.




  The four men on horseback stood in a row, motionless, and staring forward.  A dark mist swirled around the feet of their horses. 




  "This must be some sort of hoax, right, Al?" Bernice asked, trying to convince herself.  "Those can't be..."




  The camera zoomed in on the farthest rider to the left.  His skin was pale and clung to bone, eyes empty and filled with darkness.  A long, scraggly and coarse beard hung down to his belly and his long, thinning hair dangled down his back.  He tilted his head back, as if alerted, then looked directly into the camera...and grinned.  Roaches and spiders crawled out from within his grinning lips, tumbling to the ground.




  Bernice gasped, covering her mouth and dropping her cigarette.




  Alvin took a deep breath and pulled away from the TV screen.  His blood went cold, and he'd never been stricken with such immense, overpowering fear.  He massaged his chin, worried at what he was looking at.  He tapped his knee with his fingers while he rocked it back and forth.




  Bernice hobbled around the couch and sat beside her husband then wrapped herself around his arm.




  The other riders, now all staring into the camera, began moving their mouths, speaking but the camera was too far to pick up the audio. 




  Bernice squeezed Alvin's hand.




  "What are they saying?" she asked.  Her lips quivered with worry.  She lifted her other hand to her mouth and chewed on her nails as she stared at the screen.




  Alvin shook his head but forgot to say 'I don't know'.  Shock had his voice box in a death grip.




  Thunder rolled over the house, building to a loud explosion then dying out to a quiet grumble.  Bernice scooted in closer to Alvin who followed the sound with his eyes, watching the ceiling as it passed overhead.  The china cabinet on the far side of the living room rattled and clinked.  A plate tipped out of its holder and knocked a glass to the floor, smashing it into a dozens of pieces with a CRASH!




  Bernice jumped in her seat with a yip.




  On the screen, the pale rider raised his bony hand into the air, palm open.  The camera, bouncing around, zoomed in on the open hand as the air around it distorted and blurred.




  Lightning flickered through the drawn curtains in the window behind the TV set.  Another bang and ripple of thunder erupted, pulling Alvin's attention to the window.  He stood, ripping his arm free from Bernice and took a step toward the window, curious. 




  On screen, the air above the rider began ripping, tearing itself apart.  Charred ashes and smoke began pluming up through the rips.  An enormous, black and smoldering arm the size of a redwood reached up through the smoke.  The camera flopped to the floor of the chopper while the cameraman screamed.  The screen cut to black and a cartoon cat appeared, holding a sign that said 'Technical Difficulties' over a toppled over bowl of spilled milk.   




  The daylight behind the curtains dimmed and darkened while another bolt of lightning flashed along with a slash of thunder.




  Bernice looked up at Alvin, her fingers shaking as they held on to her lip.  Her eyes glazed over with tears of fright.




  "Al?  What's happening?" she asked, her voice shivering.




  Alvin looked at her for a moment, watched her shake with worry.  His eyes wandered back to the window and he walked to the drawn curtains, silent and not sure what to say. 




  He reached out with his pointer finger and hooked it through the folds of the curtain and peeled it back.  He bent down and dipped his head to peak through the window.  Alvin almost laughed from the awe of what he saw. 




  High in the cloudless sky, the sun was blotted out, eclipsed by pulsating ball of darkness.  A bolt of red lighting arced over their suburban neighborhood, striking and blasting a tree across the street in half, leaving a burning mass of wood.  Alvin recoiled as fiery leaves shook free from the tree, landing on the roof of the one story home beneath it.     




  Overhead, a piercing shriek made Alvin look up.  He gasped as he watched a tiny black creature flap its veiny and scaly wings, bobbing up and down while scanning the neighborhood with its bright yellow eyes.




  The creature dive-bombed a passing station wagon and slammed into its roof, denting it inward.  The station wagon screeched to a halt and the driver poked his head up and out of the window. 




  The creature screamed at the man's face, sounding like a woman in labor, as it crawled to its feet while flapping its wings.




  The driver, scared shitless, dipped his head back into the car while the creature looped around the roof of the car and through the open window, tearing at the driver's neck with its claws and rending the skin off his cheeks with its mouth.




  Across the street, the roof was now completely ablaze, roaring with harsh flames and smoke.  Alvin's neighbors fled the burning home, a middle-aged man and his wife with their two very young children.  The woman carried a crying baby, blubbering with tears herself.  The man, struggling to keep it together, held both of his children's hands as they raced for the street. 




  Another black creature, flying overhead, drooped from the sky, plucking the baby from the woman's arms and dashing back upward.  She chased after it, reaching up as she ran screaming something Alvin couldn't hear.  A larger, grotesque and drooling flying creature dipped down and grabbed the woman by the hair and pulled her up into the air, taking her with it into the distance.  The man picked up both of his children and ran up the block, weeping.       




  A group of the tiny creatures gathered outside the front door of the house next door to the one in flames.  One spoke while the others nodded, as if taking orders.  They started crawling up the siding, splitting up and breaking through windows to get inside.  One opened the front door from the inside and a large one landed on the front sidewalk and vaulted through the doorway. 




  Alvin leaned back from the window, staring out, past Bernice and into the kitchen, stunned and unable to comprehend what he'd just watched. 




  "Al?" Bernice asked, trying to catch his attention by leaning forward. 




  Alvin looked at Bernice with his mouth hanging open. 




  "Grab my gun, Bernie," Alvin said with resolve. 




  "Why?" Bernice asked, confused.




  "Just do it, Bernie," Alvin ordered while he charged past the couch.  He opened the closet door beside the kitchen doorway and kneeled into it, looking for something. 




  "You're scaring me, Al," Bernice said, looking over the back of the couch.  "What's goin' on out there?"




  "It's the end," Alvin said, tossing Bernice's trench coat from the floor of the closet.  He moved their dirt devil to the side and found his tool box.  He scooted out of the closet, still on his knees, and opened it.  He sifted through loose wrenches and screwdrivers.  He grabbed a handful of nails with one hand and a hammer with the other.  He dropped the nails into the front pocket of his overalls and squeezed the handle of the hammer in his hands a few times. 




  "The end?" Bernice asked.




  "Armag-" Alvin said, interrupted by the front door blowing inward.  He readied the hammer to wail into whatever crawled inside while Bernice screamed again and again. 




  A cool, refreshing breeze drifted inside, knocking over pictures on the nightstand by the door, ruffling the curtains, and tussling what little hair was on Alvin's head.  It began pulling at the straps of Alvin's overalls, first playfully, then tugging harder.




  "Al!" Bernice said, reaching out to her husband from the couch. 




  The breeze pulled Alvin from his knees onto his butt, dragging him backward toward the front door.  He reached out for something to grab on to. 




  Bernice crawled across the couch and reached out to him.




  "Alvin!" she screamed.




  Their hands entwined and he held on for dear life.




  "Don't let go!" she cried while tears trickled down her cheeks.




  "Grab the gun, woman!" Alvin shouted.  "I need to-"




  The wind gave Alvin a great yank and ripped him backward, through the front door and up into the quiet and calm air almost instantly.  It pulled him higher and higher. 




  He looked down and saw a group of creatures scrambling through the front door of his house.  Two larger ones landed on his front lawn and leapt through the side of the house, ramming their way through it.  As the group of smaller creatures dragged Bernice, kicking and screaming, out onto the front sidewalk, Alvin looked away, crying and broken.




  As he wept, he looked around and saw other people flying upward beside him, pulled into the sky by the wind. 




  A warm and welcoming voice whispered in Alvin's ear.




  "Don't be afraid..."
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  It was a pleasant dream, there were soft, strong hands kneading at the tension in my shoulders.  A soft steady rolling of waves was barely audible off in the distance and the air was filled with the gentle soothing aroma of vanilla.  I knew that somewhere nearby a warm bath awaited me, just waiting for when the massage was finished.  The thought made me relax deeper under the tender ministrations of the figure above me. 




  “Mom.”




  The squeaky voice nagged at my ear, disturbing the serenity of the world around me.  It spoke again, louder.  The pleasant dream disappeared, dumping me back into the real world where I was left with the familiar ache in my shoulders that comes from the throbbing knots of frustration and tension that only a mother can experience when her child has done something wrong.  Slowly I realized I had been daydreaming.




  I was standing at the kitchen sink drying off a plate with the moss and pale ochre colored towels.  They were from Italy and I had spent hours deciding on just the right color and texture of the cloth to accentuate the new granite countertops and cabinets.  It was no surprise that I adored the beautiful towels, nor was it a surprise that my eight year-old, Danny, who was now sitting at the antique wooden table absently drawing circles with one short stubby finger through a spilled droplet of milk from his cereal, told me the towels looked like “booger-colored” rags.  Staring down at the towel in my hand I could no longer take any enjoyment in them.




  I looked away, my teeth grinding loudly, and swallowed the frustration.  I tried to grasp the remnants of my dream, at least those brief moments of relaxation.  It was a vain attempt.  The kitchen was lit up by another bright Arizona summer day.  It came pouring through our kitchen window with no intention of relenting to my desire for a return to my pleasant daydream.




  A long sigh escaped my lips as I glanced over my shoulder at Danny.  I saw him still drawing in his milk.   It would have been nice if his father had been around to be the authoritarian just once.   That too was a daydream I wouldn’t be experiencing.  It had been apparent this morning that he barely had time to say ‘good bye’.   My husband, Danny’s father and the newest partner at Hein, Line and Adams had much more important things on his mind than either his wife or son this morning.  Another groundbreaking case was about to close.




  It was nothing new; Paul had always chosen to be a provider over being a comforter.  It was for the best I knew.  Honestly, there was nothing left in me that craved the partner I thought I would have when he courted me during college.  I didn’t even resent his success anymore.  There was still a part of me angry at the unfulfilled promises that he would help me go back to school after he graduated, but staring at Danny I knew that chance was gone. 




  After all, we had found out that I was pregnant at the end of his final year.  Even after our rushed summer honeymoon, the workaholic and his new internship had replaced that boy I had fallen in love with almost immediately.  I understood then, just as I did now, that there were things I would miss out on as a person.  Not just because I had become a mother, but also because of the man I had married.  This was not the life I had dreamt of. 




  Sometime between Danny’s sixth and seventh birthdays, both of which Paul had missed because of a high profile case at his firm, I realized our relationship had changed.  It came during a party and to be fair to Paul, his diligent work on those early cases were the foundation that had eventually lead to him being named the youngest partner in the firms fifty-six year history.  During the post-ceremony party I had been forced to leave early when the babysitter called and said Danny was sick.  Paul said he couldn’t leave and had his secretary call me a cab.   It was then that I knew I did not have a partner.  I had a provider.
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