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Horrid Tales of Wister Town
Matthew Sawyer
These are stories from Wister Town. As Wister Town is a small ingrown toenail in southern Wisconsin, the characters are intertwined - but everyone has a creepy, and often noxious, story. Three stories reveal the Cult of Hathor in Wister Town. All the other stories begin once the demon, Baphomet, visits Darren in the short story “Truthful Consequence."
Darren's social life and career are limited because his is obsessed with honesty, telling the truth and revealing the secrets of others. The only high point of Darren Peters life is seeing his truthful niece and nephews. Otherwise, his obsessive-compulsive disorder makes him a depressed single man in a dead-end job, living in a nondescript apartment.
Devon Kolbenstecker reveals blood in the water pan beneath the Christmas tree. His father instantly accuses him of playing a prank, but they have to hurry to pick up Devon's sister, Jan, from high school basketball practice.
Terry Bringer returns to Wister Town to fulfill a vow; to spit on the graves of the committee members of the restaurant that fired him. The president of the Ratskeller's operation committee, Mr. Brodman, has just died. Convenient, as Terry also needs to pick up his W2 from to do his taxes.
Terry Bringer had returned to his hometown to pick up a W2 form from an old employer, only to be chased from town by a cult trying to kill him. In his flight, Terry remembers he left his mother behind. He now returns, in the snow and cold of a brewing winter storm, to rescue his mother from cultists.
Teenage friends, Jamie and Tiffany, look for a turkey Jamie spotted yesterday. They hunt in the woods, next to a suburban subdivision. Instead of turkeys, the girls find puppies. The black dogs are attentive and attracted to the girls, but they stink and won't eat or drink. Before Jamie and Tiff can sell the puppies at a pet store, on consignment, the animals first need a bath.
Devon and Lee have a fleeting opportunity to see the inside of the abandoned house the boys have nicknamed the "Witch's house." The boys go inside and despite the mysterious cold they go straight to the widow's watch on top of the house.
The middle-aged Richard Reichberger takes his crew of teenagers to cut down trees in the woods adjacent to a subdivision west of Wister Town, Wisconsin. He is unintentionally badgered by an old grammar schoolmate, Jon Oldendick.
Frustrated, because she is teased at school, Karen posts a “hit list” on a social media web site. Karen's online friends scold the girl, but the post of a new friend catches her attention. Apparently, her dead father has made contact – and has given instructions to cast a spell.
The topic of April's ecumenical meeting, between the local churches of Wister Town, is the supposed manifestation of the Egyptian goddess Hathor Cult members have bred a mutated calf for the body of the goddess.
A deformed stranger, Mr. Moth, stops at Ted Stephansky's farm to ask for directions. Missy, Ted's daughter, inquires about Mr. Moth's deformities. They resemble basketballs stuck beneath the emaciated man's wind jacket.
Kenny, a busboy, argues with the waitress, Tracey, about the hundred dollar tip the friends of a violently ill old woman gave the waitress when they paid the bill. Kenny feels entitled to the money, because he has to clean away the vomit.
Jean, a junior in high school, fends off her oversexed boyfriend, Aaron, and convinces him to visit Wister Springs, a mile out of town. The young woman plans to break-up with her childhood friend after announcing she will go to an out-of-state college.
Patty's got a great job, making deliveries for a wealthy cryptozoologist. There are only a couple things she doesn't like; her turnover of partners and the unseen animals she picks up for her employer. Doyle, Patty's current and retiring partner, seems to resolve both of her issues.
A not-wholly-true story illustrating the experience of trick-or-treat in the “wild,” opposed against kids, corralled and celebrating Halloween in parking lots or the basements of churches. “The Best Halloween, Ever” is a short story about the hidden spirit of Halloween – bring a black light!
"The Best Halloween, Ever, Again" is the sequel to the tale begun in the short story "Best Halloween, Ever." After a disappointing evening of trick-or-treat, Stan and Max continue their Halloween festivities with a monster hunt!
“All right, Darren. It's good to see you again,” said Rich, Darren's brother-in-law. Darren knew the man lied.
If not for his sister, Jessica, Darren would never have seen his niece and nephews today.
“Bye-bye, Darren,” Jessica said hugging her older brother. “Hey, I just want to say, telling your other niece she is adopted was not cool.”
“I didn't know it's still a family secret. She's twenty-five years old and just had a girl of her own,” Darren justified. “She needs to know her heredity, because color blindness doesn't run on our side of the family.”
“Her mother promised to tell her when she needs to know,” Jessica stated. Darren's sister, both sisters actually, didn't understand secrets and white lies are always revealed at the worst times. The best policy is honesty, now matter how brutal and immediate. Hoping secrets stayed buried only taunts fate to deliver consequences, with untimely and tardy revelations.
“Yeah, I know,” Darren said in defense then softened his tone. “I told her by mistake, a slip of the tongue. The girl is going to pay out-of-pocket for more vision tests, her mother only has to tell her.”
“You know those two fight,” Jessica reminded Darren as she stepped out the door Her kids followed the young woman out of the dingy, first-floor studio apartment.
The kids, Tammy, Nicholas and Jimmy, joined their parents in the parking lot, right outside Darren's front door. The kids said goodbye to their only, and consequently, favorite uncle. Jessica expressed to her brother “I'm less leery about bringing the kids to see their uncle.”
Darren told her “At least, you come right out and tell me, instead of skirting around the issue.” That kind of silent evasiveness automatically turned Darren into a crusader for truth.
She said “Something like that must run in the family.”
As a teenager, twenty years ago, Darren received his clinical diagnosis. The psychologist said the boy suffered an obsessive-compulsive disorder - Darren always told the truth. Although, way back then, Darren himself insisted he was not obsessed or compelled. He simply grew up honest. A few years later, he felt everyone should be truthful. That's when Darren lost all his lying and unrepentant friends.
Honesty became a real problem and people got mad. Darren lacked discretion when he revealed secrets and lies. His nagging impulse to uncover truth made finding friends and holding a job impossible. Darren's integrity became a burden, one he could not willfully drop with any ease .
There was so much deceit in the world that Darren seriously thought about carrying signs and hanging revelations outside his apartment. He controlled himself, despite the dictates of his common sense and ethics. Causing trouble would only get him evicted from his apartment, not that he particularly cared about losing his hovel.
Listening with his heart made Darren keenly aware of other people's violations and misjudgments. A perfect example was Rich, Darren's brother-in-law. Darren ignored the stench of the man's rotting soul - buried beneath fibs, exaggerations and half-truths - every time they spoke.
Jessica called from the mini-van carrying her family today. “And thanks for not teaching our kids anymore dirty words.”
The vehicle passed slowly, with all the windows down. Rich grunted a chuckle, but no one had to be psychic to see the man pretended his wife's comment was funny. Darren waved farewell to his sister and her family. The mini-van disappeared once it turned down a driveway that lead to the street in front of more apartment buildings.
The profanity had nothing to do with Darren's erroneous OCD diagnosis- he had just gotten used not watching his language. If his sister wanted Darren to stop swearing, she just needed to visit with the kids more often. A little practice and live drills would only improve his vocabulary. He would appreciate the company too. Darren's nephews and niece were honest kids.
Standing outside his apartment, Darren watched storm clouds roll in fast. The weather on the news and the Web reported another killer-tornado on the way, thanks to global warming. Darren decided he would ride-out the wind again. The apartment complex contained no underground shelters - everyone worried for their own neck must go to the community center a couple blocks away. As far as Darren was concerned, the apartment complex had never been hit and stood a good mile from the street recently nicknamed “tornado highway.” Tornadoes weren't like lightning, and their habitual paths were mapped once they struck.
If Darren did make the wrong assumption about the sanctuary of his apartment building, then he only will pay the cost. He has never been married, nor had a girlfriend. His “compulsive honesty” usually subverted any chance of starting a relationship, right at the moment Darren invited the poor woman on a date.
The same perception, a sense of desolation in the ethics and morals of others, also prevented Darren from ever finding a roommate. Darren has, so far, lived his entire adult life alone. His job as a janitor, at a nearby nursing home, paid for rent, food and utilities. Everything else was scrounged together month to month. His poor soul had always believed something waited for him when he got older. So far, he has only faced disappointment.
The hope and delusional promise of deliverance into an abundant life seemed shared by a lot of people. Darren occasionally joined a fellow that cried into a beer at the bars. The drunks repeated the same dreams aloud and Darren mourned. Their dreary self-loathing eventually drove him to drink alone at home, which was actually better for everyone. A little alcohol turned patrons into raving liars and loosened Darren's self-control.
Though storm clouds spared the late afternoon sun, Darren closed the vertical blinds on the picture window facing a sparse parking lot. He touched a burning match to the wick of a candle - because he enjoyed the ambiance. The feeble and flickering illumination made him feel as if he sat in an eighteenth century courtroom. Darren had no idea how his mind manufactured the connection between courtrooms and candlelight, but his brain honestly did and that's why he lit the candle. If he was not so much a righteous Christian man, Darren might have merited the vision was a memory from a past life.
As a single man, he never kept much of anything edible. Corn chips and booze became his supper tonight. Darren knew the moment he got drunk - when he believed his brother-in-law was right for not bringing the kids around more often. A clear conscious was not enough to justify a moral life, scraped out alone. Darren knew he presented a horrible role model.
Outside, the wind blew fierce. Sunlight engulfed the glow cast by the candle as the vertical slats on the blinds swung open and closed like unsynchronized pendulums. A draft forced itself between the window's glass and wooden frame. The blinds swung as the sky outside darkened, leaving only the candlelight inside Darren's apartment.
Darren tried the light switch, but the bulb refused to glow. The computer, television and microwave were also uncooperative. He thought the winds appeared to have already claimed power lines. Darren hoped Jessica and her family got home safe. They probably drove along tornado highway after leaving his apartment.
The city would not restore electricity until after the storm, so Darren sat down with his bottle for a game of solitaire. He anticipated the night would be monotonous, filled with the dull company of himself. Darren anxiously listened for the sound of rain to overtake the howling wind.
As soon as the storm passed and the power was fixed, Darren planned to turn on the TV and enjoy the scripted lies of virtual guests. Plays, movies, sitcoms and dramas were okay. The media seldom made Darren anxious because he recognized the characters and events were pretend. Still, sports, documentaries and the Evening News drove him mad.
The door rattled as if caught by the wind. He believed the storm must have passed, because Darren heard nothing else blowing around. The rattling continued as if the door held a hurricane at bay. Someone knocked with mad urgency, like Emergency Medical Technicians responding to a medical crisis at the wrong apartment number. That's happened before. The exterior of all the apartments in the building looked alike. The apartment numbers can be difficult to find, unless a visitor knew where to find them.
Anyone standing outside his front door was visible from the picture window. Darren pulled a single slat aside and spied his visitor. A huge man stood in front of the closed door. Either water wet his shining black hair or the man had used some grease to slick his coif flat against his skull. Only the man's big head remained unconcealed. An enormous black raincoat engulfed the rest of him. Its cut, as discerned on the visitor's immense and rounded shoulders, made the garment appear from a military surplus store.
Darren could never imagine the military enlisted someone so obese, let alone provide the unconventional wardrobe. The raincoat covered the man's feet, hovering an inch above the ground. The coat cast darkness, as impenetrable as the concrete its shadow painted. The man noticed Darren lurking behind the window. He thrust his big head toward the gap in the blinds.
“Darren Peters,” the man said. The glass muffled his low voice. In turn, the window vibrated with the growl. “Darren!”
Whoever the stranger was, the shrouded man knew Darren. He obviously knew where Darren lived. Darren briefly worried a repo man came for something else, though there was nothing the man could take. Everything in the apartment and the car outside belonged wholly to Darren. Anything else he once owned had been already repossessed.
Now that the man saw Darren at home, he obviously would not go away. Darren dropped the slat and let the blind rock itself back in place. His refusing to answer the door did not discourage the man either. Darren saw his visitor's unmoving shadow cast by the setting sun against the back of blinds inside the apartment.
After several minutes, Darren pulled open the slat and looked out the window again. The man still stood there, grinning. Feeling a little frightened, Darren opened his door.
“Yes?” Darren asked the humongous man.
The visitor dwarfed Darren, not a small feat. Besides fear, Darren instantly became suspicious of the stranger. He automatically knew every word the man would say was a lie, but that was harsh criticism. The man merely uttered Darren's name, which felt like a “white lie” when the stranger said it.
“I knew you were inside,” the smiling stranger said as he stepped into the apartment. The man had perfect, if not overly large teeth.
The man never asked Darren for permission to enter, he just walked into the apartment. Darren stepped backwards to avoid the man's huge belly pressed against him. The cascading raincoat momentarily snagged on a screw in the door jamb. The stranger leaned against the frame, wrapping either side of the doorway in his raincoat-shrouded shape, before he suddenly became free. The monstrous man forced entry with his sheer bulk.
“Now, who in Hell are you?” Darren shouted.
“Certainly not in Hell,” the man answered.
“Now what's that supposed to mean?” Darren asked, wondering if the answer was an evasion or a lie. He perceived nothing, other than a general distrust and dislike of the man.
With the stranger in the room, filling a quarter of it, Darren spotted the sunset through the open door. A big red orb sunk between two waves of storm clouds. The wind pushed the clouds along in gale force. More wind and rain were coming this way.
Darren wanted to watch this storm come in, now that he had poured himself a nice buzz this evening. But the stranger, who had barged into Darren's home, spoiled the show and the mellow feeling Darren had conjured on occasion and in the midst of storms. Regrettably, the mellowness devolved into depression.
“Well?” Darren prompted his unwelcome visitor for an answer. “What's your name?”
“I am an elemental, but that means nothing to you,” the man said. “I am Baphomet.”
“What is that, a superhero?”
“I can't lie to you, Darren, or hide any malevolence. I know that,” the man answered Darren. “That skill makes you valuable to me.”
“What are you talking about?” Darren asked confused. He could not distinguish if Baphomet told a lie. Darren thought the man might be lying, but he felt honesty in the stranger's answers.
Darren suddenly knew the man's name was indeed Baphomet – now - but the name seemed false in the past. The sharp clarity and definition of the impression were unusual. Yet certainty energized Darren.
“I see you've set the mood. It feels like old days, like the eighteenth century, inside during a tornado,” Baphomet described.
“The electricity is out,” Darren stated.
“That is alright,” Baphomet said. “I think the atmosphere is fine.”
“What's this about?”
“I've told you, your skill to know and divine honesty.”
“Are you some kind of door-to-door recruiter or something?” asked Darren. “I'm a janitor, because I don't get along with people and you want me to be like a salesman?”
“The job isn't so personable and really only entails telling me who you see as liars,” Baphomet explained. “I am confronted by endless lies.”
“Well, I can do that,” Darren asserted in confidence. “How much is the pay?”
“Boundless, although you will travel with me,” stated Baphomet.
“No, I mean money. The travel is fine. I'm OK with that because a tent is better than this garbage heap - there will be beds, right?”
“You'll have no need of money when you're with me,” Baphomet promised.
“That sounds like a blast, but obviously a temporary scenario. I'm better off keeping the job I have now. They put up with me,” Darren replied.
“After tonight, that won't be a concern of yours,” Baphomet said. “You won't survive this storm.”
“What are you talking about?” Darren asked, disturbed by the truth in the man's voice.
“I'm telling you that I am your salvation,” Baphomet said believing every word. “There is no Heaven for you Darren. You are left with Hell or oblivion. I offer you preservation from the tornado, sent here for you.”
“Me?” Darren asked surprised, although he perceived the truth in the statement. “I'm going to die here in a tornado.”
“In seven minutes,” Baphomet said not looking at a clock or a watch. His hands remained buried in his pockets the entire discussion. In fact, Darren had never glimpsed his visitor's hands and feet.
“I'm going to die in seven minutes,” Darren stated. He knew the revelation as true. When Baphomet was near, Darren felt so sure of his perceptions, as if the man amplified every telltale sign.
“Or you can come with me,” Baphomet proposed.
“What if I run someplace like the community center? I can make that in three minutes even in my bad shape,” Darren asked Baphomet. Despite his plan to seek safety, Darren lingered with his visitor.
“If you try, I will hold you here,” Baphomet threatened, pulling his hands from the pockets of his raincoat. The man's arms ended in three-toed hooves. The three hooves curved toward each other like crossed sabers.
“Christ!” Darren shouted shocked.
“He is gone, Darren. There are only the New Gods. They are not from our world. Now you've got a minute to outrun a tornado. I will hold you no longer.”
“You'll die too,” Darren predicted.
Baphomet only smiled at the overweight man. His stare gave Darren a headache. If Darren believed his visitor, and he absolutely knew Baphomet told the truth, time ran out.
“Fuh, man!” Darren shouted. “All right, I'll work for you. What happens, does my apartment get crushed?”
“Yes,” Baphomet said. He thrust his hooves back into the pockets of the raincoat.
“Then let's go!” Darren implored walking toward the front door.
“Wait a second,” Baphomet said. He stood a moment before the open door. The screen door had shut but the latch failed to catch. The wind swung the meshed frame wide open. The girth of the man seemed to have sealed the apartment.
“All right,” said Baphomet.
“What was that about?” Darren asked. The visitor had done nothing.
“Your death,” Baphomet revealed. “We have an agreement.”
“What?” Darren asked feeling fine. He sensed his visitor was not lying to him, but his own perceptions disputed the claim. “Are you the devil?”
“Some believe so, but think of me as a saint. Your death here will have been slow and miserable. I've spared you that dire fate.”
“What are you then, a demon?”
“No, Darren. I told you when I introduced myself.”
“Alien?” Darren asked, playing-along with the game.
“This is tedious,” said Baphomet.
“Well, I'm sorry,” Darren apologized. “I've never talked with priests about this sorta stuff. I got a problem talking with people.”
“It's hard to speak to you,” answered Baphomet. “Your mind is open, but you are watchful. You are not the sort of mortal that hides behind closed doors.”
“Thanks, I guess. But I don't know what you're talking about.”
“None of it matters,” Baphomet said. That statement allowed Darren to forget his caution and worry, his burdens were automatically lifted.
Baphomet stepped toward Darren. The floor sagged beneath Darren's new master. The walls and ceiling seemed to bend toward Baphomet until he became the only thing to see. Given the enormity of the man, the interior of Darren's apartment warped very little. Darren backed from the ominous figure.
“Wait, I'm dead?” Darren asked when he realized they no longer stood in his apartment. The child's bedroom looked familiar. Darren then realized they were in his niece's yellow-dotted room. Tammy was not there. Darren heard his sister, Jessica, and her boys downstairs.
“That is how you are able to travel with me,” Baphomet said. “Mortal conveyance is not suitable to this shape.”
“You are a demon,” Darren decided, but he knew his statement was a lie. The giant man with hoofed hands was certainly fiendish, but didn't quite fit into Christian mythology. This Baphomet was something that existed before creation.
“Ask your niece if she serves Pazuzu, the betrayer and renegade,” Baphomet commanded. “If she is a follower, then your nephews are as well.”
“What are you going to do to them if they are?”
“Nothing,” the demon promised.
Darren's conscience told him the demon lied, but his heart believed the promise without doubt. The disparate impressions refused resolution. Darren went with his heart. He had been raised to follow his feelings and they unerringly pursued the truth.
Baphomet vanished when Tammy entered her bedroom. She did not seem to notice her uncle standing in front of the dressing table the girl had inherited from her grandmother, Darren's mom. The furniture looked old was he was a kid. Tammy jumped on her neatly made bed, oblivious to her uncle standing over her.
“Tammy, I'm right here,” Darren said to his niece. “It's your uncle. We just saw each other this afternoon.”
Tammy propped herself up on her elbows. The girl looked in Darren's direction and still saw no one in her bedroom. Darren shouted her name loud enough to bring the entire family upstairs.
“Uncle Darren?” the girl finally asked. Tammy looked around as if she still did not see her uncle. She looked as if she doubted hearing him shout for her.
Darren pranced everywhere in the room, trying to stay in the girl's field of vision as she gazed at the walls and into corners. Tammy rolled off her bed and looked in her closet. That was when Darren noticed he cast no reflection in the mirror mounted on the old dressing table.
He could not help but accept the fact he had died. Baphomet had lied to him. The demon said Darren will be preserved. Darren wasn't certain how he might accept the grim realization he was now a ghost. Merciful, his death had been painless - personally unnoticed, in fact, and he had escaped a burning lake of fire.
“Uncle Darren?” Tammy asked her uncle directly to his face. The girl saw him! “You're dead, the sheriff just called.”
“I figured that out,” Darren said.
Tammy wasn't listening to her uncle, she instead summoned her parents upstairs. Darren felt compelled to ask Baphomet's question before his sister and her husband arrived.
“Tammy, have you heard anything about Pazuzu?” Darren asked hurried - his quick sister would soon arrive at her daughter's room.
“Uncle Darren, you died in the tornado. Didn't you hear the warning sirens?” Tammy asked. She heard her uncle and ignored him as usual, though he still liked the kid.
“Tammy, do you know Pa-zu-zu?” Darren yelled. She only seemed to hear him when he shouted.
“Yeah,” Tammy said looking guilty and a little ashamed.
“It's a demon,” he told her. “Stop talking to it and tell Nicholas and Jimmy. There is another demon looking for you.”
Darren and Baphomet suddenly appeared back at his demolished apartment building. The entire police force, fire trucks and ambulances lit the dark parking lot with strobes of red and blue light. Darren's apartment lay squashed flat. The top half of the building must have blown away.
The center of the building, about where Darren had lived, appeared charred and burned. The tornado had blown most of the apartment buildings off the block and decimated the tenant's vehicles. The wreckage trailed down the street toward the south - the tornado had unobstructed the view.
“You said I'd survive!” Darren shouted at Baphomet.
“I said nothing of the sort,” Baphomet countered. “I can only transport your soul anyway. A physical body is impossible, the costs are too great.”
“What do you mean?” Darren continued to yell at the demon.
“Taking my shape alone is expensive. The creation of my body birthed monsters in the place I took shape. They now die with the wild animals in the woods.”
“You let me die!” cried Darren.
“So you will give yourself to me,” Baphomet stated and grimaced. “Tell me what your treacherous niece said.”
“She never heard of the thing,” Darren lied and Baphomet knew it.
“I can see that treason also runs in your blood,” Baphomet said. “The children must be killed.”
“What? No! Why?” Darren shouted.
“They die for your deception and their congress with the enemy and deceiver. All threats to the New Gods will be scoured from this world,” Baphomet recited.
“I don't like that,” Darren said helpless.
“We have an agreement, Darren. You are bound to me and are but a ghost, a groundless soul in the refuse of winds,” Baphomet said before the pair vanished again.
Devon Kolbenstecker would rather not water the Christmas tree. Every time he did something for Mom or Dad, he screwed it up or got into trouble. At ten years old, the kid imagined his parents constantly tested him. At twelve, Devon believed they purposely tricked him into traps. He couldn't wait to attend high school, then graduate, so that he could move away from home. Devon anticipated never seeing his parents again once he got away.
“Come on, Devon,” Dad shouted. “Water the damn tree! We have to pick up your sister from her basketball game.”
“Yeah,” Devon yelled back. He carried the pitcher of water from the kitchen into the living room.
Upon crawling under the tree, the boy spotted something unusual. The water in the pan attached to the tree stand looked discolored. Devon thought the discoloration might be rust, but could not be certain. The dim illumination of colored bulbs distorted the hue of anything beneath the short needled tree branches. No white light shone under the branches. Still, Devon had no time to fetch a flashlight or even unplug the lights on the tree.
He used his hands and cupped his palm a couple red bulbs closest the green plastic water pan. He looked again, but the contents of the pan still appeared reddish. The discolored water looked so dark that the severed trunk of the tree disappeared into the murky stagnation. Devon stuck his hand in the suspect water then wiggled from beneath the tree. Slick and sticky blood covered his hand.
“There's blood in the pan,” Devon shouted for his parents.
His Dad impatiently paced between the kitchen and attached two-car garage. Devon didn't know where his mother had gone, either upstairs or the basement.
“What the hell?” Devon's Dad grumbled before he entered the living room.
Devon showed his wet hand to his father.
“Dammit, Devon,” cursed Dad. His Dad dropped onto his hands and knees and crawled under the tree. The grown man backed out on all-fours and stood on his knees. He matched the height of his son. Blood also covered his hand.
“Is this one of your pranks?”
“No, Dad,” Devon denied. “You told me to water the tree.”
“Wash your hands, we gotta go,” said Dad. His knees popped when he stood up.
“I didn't do nothing,” Devon protested.
“Exactly,” Devon,” Dad answered, although the sarcasm went wasted on his son.
Devon raced out of the room, primarily so he might spend less time alone with his father - the ride to the high school was already long enough. At least, Jan will be in the car for the ride home. Dad will undoubtedly focus his curses and criticism upon her.
While Devon washed his hands he heard his Dad tell his mother “Check the water beneath the tree.”
His Dad went further. “You can blame out only son.”
The possibility never occurred to either parent that Jan might have messed around with the water before she left with Devon for school that morning.
“I think the tree is bleeding,” Devon said when he joined his father in the garage. The boy rode in the backseat, diagonal his father in the driver's seat.
“Shut up,” Dad said and backed-out of the garage. After pulling from the driveway, Dad steered toward the high school.
The silent ride to the school felt much longer than the trip actually took. Jan waited outside bundled in her winter jacket, but wore satin sweat pants. The cold wind tonight froze her legs numbs. Her teeth chattered as she jumped into the rear seat with her little brother. Devon leaned over so he could speak with his sister privately.
“Did you put blood in the pan under the tree?” the boy asked his older sister.
“What? No, why?” Jan answered. Her normally pale face had faded to a tint even more white.
“There's blood coming out of the Christmas Tree and Dad thinks I did it,” Devon reported.
“Did you?”
“No!”
“Don't try and talk your sister into taking the blame for the tree,” the father of the two kids said from the lonely front seat.
“I see what you mean,” Jan told her brother.
Their father brought Jan and Devon home. Jan ran to her room so she could change her clothes, and Dad caught Devon before the boy got away. Dad directed his son into the living room.
He told the boy “We will assess the damage to the tree.” Mom waited on the couch, watching shirtless guys on television.
“Well, Helen,” Dad said to Devon's mother. “Did you find out what he did?”
“Dennis, the tree is bleeding,” Devon's mother repeated.
“What did he do to it?”
Helen answered “Nothing, I think it's the sap. I think the tree we got this year is just too young.”
“I've never heard of such a thing,” Dennis argued. “Are you sure Devon didn't inject it with something?”
“Hardly, Dennis, look for yourself,” Helen said. “Stop thinking of reasons that make you want to punish your son. He's going to grow up and hate us.”
“All right,” Dennis relented. “Did you put new water in the pan?”
“Yes, and don't start with me,” answered Helen.
Devon stood next to his father the entire conversation. The three of them stared at the decorated tree, not so much admiring the ornaments of paper crosses, angels and clothe orbs printed with more crosses, but rather ruling out anything else they might blame on the poor boy. Having found nothing more, Dennis sent his son upstairs.
“Go,” he said and pointed upward. Devon went upstairs and straight to his sister's bedroom.
“How was your practice?” he asked his sister while he stood in the doorway of her bedroom. The whole room, including the ceiling, had been painted a girlish pink. The color was the principle reason why Devon refused to enter. The room felt as if it dulled his fledgling sense of manhood.
Jan told him “It was a game.”
“Oh, sorry,” Devon apologized. “Did Mom and Dad know?”
“I stopped telling them,” Jan said. “They don't come anyways.”
“Well, I would have come if I knew you had a game tonight,” Devon said. “And we didn't live out here with the farmers.”
“Thanks, I know,” Jan told her brother. “What's happened to the tree?”
“Mom told Dad it wasn't my fault. The tree oozed sap.”
“Is that what it really is?” Jan asked as if she shared a secret with her brother.
“I told you, it wasn't me. That's why I thought you did it.”
“I don't do jokes and pranks,” Jan replied. She stuck her nose into the air and posed aloof.
“I believe you,” Devon said. “As much as nobody believes me.”
“Oh, Dev, I believe you,” Jan added before her little brother left her doorway. Devon went to his room.
That night, everybody fell asleep soon after the house went dark, including the Christmas tree. A screeching smoke alarm somewhere downstairs woke everyone up. Dennis raced into the hall from the master bedroom, opposite of the rooms that belonged to his children.
Jan and Devon followed in their pajamas. Jan took a moment and put on padded slippers and a flannel bathrobe. She came down the stairs behind Devon, after their father shouted her brother's name.
The lamps in the living room snapped on and spilled light throughout the lower floor. A tail of smoke waved beneath the doorway. Dev smelled burned paper and automatically assumed his father summoned him to cast blame upon. The boy was correct.
“This is just stupid, Devon,” Dennis shouted, holding the scant remains of a paper tree ornament. Ashes blackened his fingers.
All the paper angels on the tree appeared burned. The other ornaments made of paper looked fine, but they were coated in paint and glue. The decorative angels were made out of paper as thin as tissue, but stiffer.
“What did I do?” Devon asked sleepy, but quickly woke. For a moment, the boy thought he dreamed he got blamed for something he didn't do.
“Do?” Dennis asked indignant, principally because he happened to be the boy's father. “You burned all of your mother's angels!”
“I was sleeping,” Dev shouted at his father.
“Yeah, you were,” Dennis said calming himself. He still shot his son a stern look.
Helen joined the rest of her family in the living room. She gasped when she saw what had triggered the smoke alarm. Dennis shut off the screech and waved a pillow around the smoky room.
“My angels!” Helen finally hissed. The shock appeared to hold her again immediately and she froze.
“The kid didn't do it,” Dennis told his wife.
“Those cheap Christmas lights,” Helen spit at her husband. “Are you happy? You save some money and destroy my heirlooms!”
“The lights were off,” protested Dennis.
“I don't care,” shouted Helen. “Take them off!”
“All right, I'm not going to argue with you,” Dennis surrendered. “I'll put on the old ones.”
“Don't put any lights on the tree.”
“But your angels are burned already,” Dennis attempted to explain. His wife interrupted him.
“Dammit, Dennis,” she shouted before she turned around and stomped back up toward the master bedroom.
“That can wait until morning,” Dennis said to his kids and pointed at the dark tree.
Their father ducked behind the tree and verified he had removed the light plug from the wall socket. Satisfied, he followed Jan upstairs. Devon lingered downstairs and turned the lights on again in the living room. Nobody noticed he did not return to bed. The boy wanted to discover what had caused the spontaneous combustion. That and ghosts were two creepy things he really wanted to see.
The tree said something. The words were quite distinct, although hushed and slow. Even though Devon heard what the tree said, he snorted through his nostrils diffusing traces of smoke, and asked “What?”
“Take them off,” the tree said again, although the volume had fallen considerably.
“I don't know, man,” Devon sobbed frightened and shaking.
Nothing restrained him, so the boy turned around and raced back to his room. He hid, awake under his blankets until morning. After hours, the rest of the family finally woke and moved downstairs. Within minutes of the first stir of activity, Devon's father shouted for his guilty son again.
“Get your butt down here,” Dennis shouted up the stairs. “I'm going to kick it back up there after I talk to you.”
The tone of his father added another reason why Devon preferred not to go downstairs. The kid wished the tree talked to his father. He wished the tree beat up his Dad, and Mom too. Jan was cool, so Devon kept her from his hateful thoughts.
“Do I have to come up there and kick your butt downstairs?” Dennis threatened.
Devon had no choice but to see what his parents now accused him of doing. Dad will do exactly as he said. In fact, Devon thought that was why his father called for him in the first place. The dark thoughts suddenly surprised the boy. He never thought such terrible things before. Devon assumed his mind had become scrambled because lack of sleep, but he still needed to go downstairs.
The stairs creaked as Devon opened his bedroom door. Devon saw the top of his father's short, brunette haircut as Dennis pounded up the stairs.
“Well, get down here,” Dennis shouted. The grown man grabbed Devon's neck and thrust the boy toward the stairs. Dennis kept his son from falling with a firm grip on the back of the boy's skull.
“Ow,” Devon whimpered.
“Shut up! Why d'ya do it?” Dennis yelled when they reached the first floor.
Dennis pushed Devon into the living with the boy's mother and sister. They both appeared alarmed, but Mom looked like she had gone into shock.
“Why, Devon?” his mother asked deadpan.
“What?” Devon shouted.
“Look at the ornaments,” Jan said pointing at the balls and knick-knacks on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “All the God stuff is burned off.”
“What?” Devon asked again, in a less hostile, curious tone. “I didn't do that! The tree talked to me last night. I think the Devil is here.”
“And the devil needs light to burn Christmas tree ornaments?”
Devon hoped his father's question was rhetorical. The boy didn't know if the Devil could see in the dark. Probably, but Devon wouldn't know where to look in the Bible to prove it. He asked a safe question instead.
“Huh?”
“The lights were on this morning,” his father announced. “So somebody must have been downstairs last night. I didn't leave them on. That gets expensive.”
“Well, I was down here,” Devon admitted. “But that's when I heard the tree talking.”
“Get your breakfast, go to school and come right back home,” ordered his father. “You are grounded.”
“I'm grounded on Christmas?” Devon asked, not specifically meaning Christmas day, but the whole month preceding it.
Devon's father did not answer. Helen pushed Dennis into the kitchen where they began a heated discussion. Jan stayed in the living room with Devon. The boy stood near the doorway, leery of the tree. Things got worst between everyone in the family once the Christmas tree came into the house. Things were especially bad now between Devon and his father.
“You're not going anywhere anyway, it's Christmas,” Jan said attempting to console her brother. “There's nothing to do and it's too cold to go outside.”
“But Uncle Raul is coming over for dinner before Christmas Eve. That's why I what to go outside.”
“Respect your mother's brother,” Dennis yelled from the kitchen. “Now eat your breakfast and get dressed. You're going to be late for school.”
Dennis drove his children to school. Late that afternoon, Helen picked them up and took her kids home. Jan reminded her mother. “There won't be any sports until after the holidays – but I still needed a ride home from school tomorrow night.”
Her mother acknowledged her daughter with a grunt then asked “Why is your brother pouting?”
“Because he's grounded,” Jan answered her mother.
“No,” Devon lied. He paused and sulked a moment longer, then added more grievance onto his condition. “People are teasing me about seeing the Christmas ghost.”
“Oh, Dev,” Helen sighed. “You're not telling your classmates that story about the tree, are you?”
“It's not a ghost, it's the Devil!” Devon declared as the three of them pulled into the garage at home. He said “Mom, our tree is evil.”
Everyone went inside, where the family ate supper and watched TV. As part of his unjust punishment, Devon washed the dishes and started a load of laundry. The Kolbenstecker's owned a working dishwasher under the kitchen counter. Obviously, the dishes were tacked onto his prison sentence.
Stacking jobs on top of each other, and calling them part of Devon's penance, seemed unfair. The boy knew his Dad took advantage of him. Still, Devon had figured the tree brought the problems. The wicked thing must be destroyed. Despite Devon's extra work, the whole family went to bed before ten PM.
The boy crept back downstairs immediately after everyone turned off the lights in their bedrooms. Devon put on his boots and winter coat before he entered the living room. The boy came for the tree. He yanked over the demonic totem of yuletide, spilling the bloody water from the dish attached the stand. Two of the three metal legs on the stand dragged behind Devon as he hauled the evil thing toward the front door.
The shatter of glass ornaments woke Devon's family, but the legs on the stand also loudly dug into the linoleum at the front door. Devon rushed out the door, leaving deep trails ploughed into the newly fallen snow. The dozens of ornamental lights on his family's house, and the handful of houses of everyone else living in the semi-rural neighborhood, lit the street as if dusk refused making room for night.
“Bring that right back in here,” Devon's father shouted standing in the doorway, barefoot and in pajamas. “What the hell are you doing anyway?”
“Dad, the tree is evil,” Devon shouted. “It's the Devil.”
“Oh, honey, please don't ruin Christmas,” the boy's mother cried.
“Bring it in now, son,” Dennis demanded. He looked as intimidating as possible warming the back of one foot in the crook behind the knee of his opposite leg. Dennis changed which foot he warmed behind a knee every few seconds.
“Mom?” Devon implored his mother.
The light came on his sister's bedroom. Jan stood in the upstairs window, staring at her little brother. She appeared frozen against the frosted glass.
“If you don't want to celebrate Christmas, son, then you're not getting presents this year,” Dennis declared, but then went further with his frigid rage. “In fact, nobody gets presents because you took the tree.”
Devon's father turned around and yelled into the house, even though only Jan was absent from the group at the front door. She heard him fine from the top of the stairs, even when her father spoke normally. Dennis shouted anyway. His voice echoed behind him and into the street.
“You hear that everybody? Devon has stolen your presents - that damned turd-roller.”
“Hush, shut up, Dennis,” Helen shouted. “His crazy behavior comes from you. There's nothing wrong with my family.”
“Your family?” Dennis shouted in the open doorway. “This is it! Here's your family! Merry Christmas!”
“Honey, bring the tree indoors, please,” Devon's mother begged.
The boy succumb to the sad plea. Devon dragged what he honestly believed was the Devil incarnate back into his home. Dennis shoved his son when the kid came back into the house. Devon's father then slammed shut the front door.
“Can I hit him, Helen?” Dennis asked his wife. “I really want to do it and the kid has it coming.”
“No,” Helen insisted. “Devon is sick. I know that now. He's sick and so are you, Dennis. You both need help.”
“I'll do you a favor and not hit him, how's that?” Dennis proposed.
“That's fine,” Helen agreed. “Devon, just leave the tree upright in the living room and give it water.”
“Not blood,” added Dad.
“Mom?” Devon asked his mother again. He really did not care to handle the tree anymore. The Devil squirmed in the grasp of his mittens.
His mother stared at the boy, arms crossed, while he hesitated. Devon relented. “Fine, I'll get the water first.”
Mom and Dad went back upstairs while Devon filled a plastic water pitcher. He brought the container into the living room. The spilled blood painted a broad swath on the beige carpet. Devon felt infinitely grateful his parents had not looked at the extent of the mess. Fallout from the damage to the carpet will wait for tomorrow morning. The kid hoped he'd have the tree out of the house by then. Tonight was its last.
When Devon returned with the water, the evil tree stood in the center of the living room. The longer branches that grew at the base propped the dark and decorated tree upright. The tree appeared standing by-itself, although Devon had not even moved it into the room, or took the tree from its stand. The stand and the stained and empty water pan remained near the front door, where Devon remembered he left the tree.
The boy became even more afraid. He did not want to touch the tree. Not only was the fiendish thing possessed by the Devil and talked, but now moved on its own. Once Devon made the creepy realization, the branches at the bottom of the tree swept forward. Pine needles were shed and became embedded in the carpet. If not vacuumed up, they will feel like sharp caltrops against bare feet. Thinking so much, Devon watched the branches brush shards of broken ornaments deeper into the shag.
Devon thought to shout for his parents, the only thing he could do. He hollered for his Mom and Dad and added Jan. They all must see the moving devil-tree and save Dev before it killed him. The tree waited at the front door while the family came downstairs. It stood motionless and without its stand.
“Now what the hell is going on, Devon?” his father shouted. He stood further down the staircase than his wife and daughter. “Why is the tree back in the foyer?”
“I didn't put it here,” Devon claimed.
“So you're telling me it walked here all by itself,” Devon's father stated.
“Yeah, it did,” Devon said frankly.
“I could have told you he would say that,” Jan said to her father from furthest up the stairs.
Devon's mother directed her boy. “Honey, just put the tree back in the living room and go to bed.”
Devon leaned past the petrified tree and opened the front door. The tree then literally sprang to life and darted out the opening. Everyone but Devon stood hypnotized and motionless. Devon stepped backwards, away from the fleeing Devil. The running tree took the glittering, secular Christmas decorations with it.
“Holy,” Dennis said and stepped to the bottom of the stairs. “Devon, you're right, its walking by itself. I'm sorry, buddy.”
The Christmas tree took more with it when the Devil left. Devon suddenly liked his father again, and not just because of the apology. He looked at his parents in earnest.
“Merry Christmas, Mom and Dad,” announced Devon. “You too, Jan.”
I know - my home town sounds confusing and its details superfluous, but Wister Town Wisconsin is an old place, with lots of historic landmarks. The Rathskeller is one of them. The themed restaurant is actually in the basement of a historic two story building with a stage and genuine wood dance floor on its second level. On the outside, the whole place looks like a Swiss chateaus. The landmark is run by a locally elected committee.
Committee members used the entire second story of the chateaus for storing their belongings, instead hosting bands and dances. The garbage committee members kept at the Rathskeller looked better suited for a garage or landfill. I don't know why anyone hung-on to the junk - arms-length nostalgia, perhaps.
Anyway, before I digress further, as I'm wont to do, let me explain the Rathskeller committee. The state of Wisconsin had designated the building a historic monument because it's original and inspired architecture. The Midwest state granted the Rathskeller restaurant a special tax status as long as a publicly elected committee maintained repairs and displayed the local flavor and folklore of Wister Town. When I arrived there for my interview at the restaurant, the local flavor meant keeping gross sausages no one ever ate on the menu. Pumping loud, non-stop polka music through the outdated and grainy speakers also constituted flavor.
The music CDs must have come from a bargain bin in a big department store outside Wister Town. I'm not a connoisseur of the accordion, and loathe yodeling, but even I knew the selection was shit. I grew up here in this town, after all. I know what decent Slavic folk dance music sounds like. What I didn't know were the names of the all the Swiss cantons shields residents displayed above their garages. Red was a prominent color in most placards.
The music that played for my interview was definitely not polka music. It sounded like a goddamn mariachi band. One of the reasons I left LA and came back home was to escape the crap – I guess I had forgotten its cacophony also clacked and wheezed here. Jesus, it seems wherever an accordion was used, the music turned to poo.
Whoever put on the CD that day either hoped tourists would not notice or they failed to distinguish Switzerland from Mexico. The Spanish lyrics should have given away the origin of the music, but the CD played until a background singer wailed “Ah, ha,” where a yodel should have gone - if the song had been a polka. I walked into the Rathskeller at that failure, and down concrete stairs into the dim basement restaurant.
Besides bad music torture, part of the process in establishing the Rathskeller a historic monument entailed the election of a committee. I said that, and their purpose was to maintain the operation and upkeep of the facility. As nobody wanted to manage the restaurant themselves, once committee members had pissed-off the last three managers, that job had opened-up. I had applied for that position - the only job posted in the local newspaper in weeks.
The day after I mailed my resume, someone from the Rathskeller operation committee called on the phone. I got a blessed interview! That day, I interviewed with Simon Ecker and Cheryl. Simon asked the only questions. He said things like “Your job as a Mental Health Manager works here.”
He made an analogy. “The work here is like the job duties you listed on your application.”
I had submitted my generic resume and had not completed an application. I only nodded my head, allowing my interviewer to talk in depth. He impressed Cheryl with his rather obvious assumptions. I surmised neither of them had any restaurant experience either.
Neither Cheryl nor Mr. Ecker had reason to be on the committee. They should be at home playing computer games. But I learned Cheryl couldn't figure out how to retrieve her email and Mr. Ecker became irrationally angry at any mention that the “modern adding machine now did spell checking.” I bet he had crossed out the lines on my resume citing my experience as a software quality analyst. I tried examine the paper he held with the name I had printed and sloppy rows of black bars.
Mr. Ecker had brought my original, folded resume to the interview. Cheryl held a thin photocopy of my life, with the same blocks drawn through my experience. In reflection, the fact Cheryl actually had a copy impressed me. Mr. Ecker is such a Luddite, I imagined, if he bothered to give my information to Cheryl, he had copied my resume by hand, and used chalk on a flat rock.
After the performance, I hoped for Cheryl's benefit, Mr. Ecker offered me the job and I accepted. I saw him twice more before they unceremoniously canned me. There had been an incident. I don't want to say more because I'm not a crybaby, but I'll say Cheryl came to the Rathskeller every week with her drunken and oversexed geriatric friend. You can think whatever you want and it was just as horrible. Afterward, I moved away and went back to California – the sunshine felt cleansing.
A year after the incident before I had been fired from the Rathskeller, I returned again to Wister Town. I first visited Mr. Brodman's grave. He was the chairman of the Rathskeller committee that had canned me. When he was alive, that man had handed me my walking-papers. I poured him a bottle of Wisconsin beer at his snowy graveside, through my bladder. I planned then that my mother would call me in Los Angeles whenever the graves of other Rathskeller operations committee members were ready for watering. Although, I had found-out about Mr. Brodman's demise on a social media website for high school and college class mates. When I had, I came right back home – for a weekend tops – and stayed with my Mom.
Feeling a bit relieved from my burden of vengeance, I navigated icy roads and drove to the Rathskeller. That afternoon, no committee members were present at the restaurant. Not surprising, no one at all appeared inside the restaurant, besides Paul, the cook, and Leanne, a waitress I never particularly liked.
“Terry,” Paul shouted from the kitchen, through the pickup window between the kitchen and dining area. He sounded excited to see me, even though we only casually knew each other. We saw one another only when I worked at the Rathskeller, and strictly on the premises of the restaurant. Leanne turned around and promptly disregarded me.
“I haven't seen you since before you got let go. How ya' doing?” asked Paul.
“I went back to California,” I answered honestly.
“That's not cheap,” he told me.
“I know,” I said. “After six months of looking for work in Wisconsin, I sold my house and spent the next seven unemployed in California. I had that money to live-on, although I expect the government will rape me on a capital gains tax. I owned the house in Wisconsin for only those six months I lived here. I got a little extra money from the sale.”
“Yeah?” Paul stated. The question actually signaled the conversation had come to an end. Paul returned to preparing for the trickle of customers expected for supper. Given the road conditions this late February, there was bound to be fewer hungry, and typically thirsty, patrons than last year – even with the pathetic Swiss Mardi Gras gimmick the Rathskeller most recently hosted annually.
“Hey, are the W2 forms in the office?” I interrupted Paul. He needed to unlock the office door and retrieve the forms, unless the Rathskeller operations committee had found another manager. I had to ask. The manager would be in the office, because he or she was not in the dining area. “Does the Rathskeller have a new manager yet?”
“Nah, to both your questions,” answered Paul as he chopped slabs of pork. “Chrissy ain't done with the W2 forms.”
Leanne turned up the volume of the skipping CD. The accordion actually sounded benign, in a jazzy sort of way, but the instrument still made a noise I rather not listen to. I planned to leave anyway. I told Paul goodbye and climbed the flight of concrete steps toward the front doors. Another flight of concrete steps, at the top of the wide landing, went to the warehouse of other people's private belongings. An elevator, no one used, went to the top and foot of each set of stairs. The conveyance remained perpetually locked.
The outside of the Rathskeller looked like a big, old chateaus, crowded between a nondescript bowling alley and boring and sour middle school – as I recalled. I grew up a block away from this place, up the hill, in the brick house. During the summers, every weekend, live amateur accordion ensembles and drunken yodelers tormented me. That probably explained why I detested the instrument. Ironically, the memory reminded me why I first fled my hometown.
I remember, as a kid I had a friend who took accordion lessons. I refused to listen to the racket he made, so, I answered truthfully when he asked if I liked the instrument. His ten year old mind equated my criticism to hating Swiss people, and therefore him. The kid was a freak. A few years later, I got my ass kicked by a bigger kid because of that little prick. I'm surprised my nose was not broken back then.
I suppose there's a certain Old World charm to Wister Town, especially the Rathskeller and the town square. But, sadly, the town just never grew beyond the Old World. Serving up physical landmarks for the memory of old people got the town stuck in slow decay. Tourists were encouraged to visit and indulge the elderly who would reminisce in spooky hazes. The Rathskeller had been deigned that forum. As the restaurant's manager a year ago, I had put seriously thought into marketing the asset.
Just like business, I never had lessons in marketing, so my best ideas were often disastrous from conception. On that day dead Mr. Brodman fired me, I had thought about setting up booths, with tables and checkered tablecloths, outside the Rathskeller in May, when the snow and ice had melted. The restaurant could charge a two drink minimum for the company of an old person. Wister Town was full of the elderly - we could cart in the geezers from the neighborhood as they were needed. They would act as “volunteers.” In one respect, I'm glad the committee fired me. I had begun to think like the inbred cretins, again. (I did say I had grown up here).
At six PM, the sky darkened already - typical of winter in Wisconsin. Besides the obvious time zone difference, the bright skies in California took a long time before they faded, stretching the day longer. I had definitely taken the extended daylight for granted before buying a house in Wisconsin. I learned that when I went back to California, and missed the warm sunlight now.
A group of old men tottered toward the entrance of the Rathskeller, from where I departed. I tried squeezing past them, only to be pushed into the wrought iron fence surrounding the hibernating flower garden, now mounded in shoveled snow. I felt glad I never have to clear snow in Los Angeles, only brush ashes from my car when the hills catch fire.
One of the bundled codgers asked me “Young man, what d'ya think?”
The warm fog of his breath encompassed my head. I feared breathing until the cold air chilled the cloud and made the vapor dissipate. A couple other men pulled the man away from me. The padded jackets, stocking caps and scarves made recognizing the “regulars” impossible. I thought a committee member or two must be in the bunch. I chanted to myself “I may not know who you are, all covered up, but I know I'll see you again soon.” Further, I mused I may just piss on all of their graves. There was nothing special about Mr. Brodman anyway.
The man talking to me wore a red insulated, zippered vest over a gray flannel shirt. He jammed his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. His arms shook violently in the cold. He asked me the question for which he wanted my thoughts.
“Shouldn't a man be allowed to love his cows? It's how you worship God. King Tut did.”
“Shh, Earl, not that one,” a man in a blue insulated jacket ordered through his green scarf.
Normally, I would have attributed the comment to drunkenness, and once inside, Earl will surely start on his way. But, at their age, anything could have caused the slip; diabetes, prescription mediation, a stroke or Alzheimer's. Earl had probably already forgot he asked me anything.
The disguised men pushed Earl through the entrance of the Rathskeller. No doubt, they had scheduled a meeting tonight. It might even be one of those secret operation committee meetings I was once told took place every month. I never saw one when I worked at the Rathskeller. And when I worked there, I was at the restaurant all the time. I knew the number of skips on any particular CD of accordion hell stacked by the player.
I told myself not to even bother thinking of the place and decided I'd go back to my mother's house. She allowed me to stay in her extra bedroom. The room stank of cat litter, but the accommodation saved money. I could always throw the blanket over my head when I went to bed. The simple remedy helped me attain another goal of mine; not to spend one more dime in Wister Town. If I'm not good enough for this town, then obviously my money isn't either.
Despite the cold winter evening, I walked to my mother's house nearby. Slipping across ice on the sidewalks and taking care slowed me and my trip took about ten minutes. The walk would have been faster if I had not spent all my energy shivering.
I had never become accustomed to knocking on her door, and walked straight into her three bedroom, two story home. My mother said when I entered “Terry, there's a job in the newspaper you can probably do.”
My mother stayed downstairs because of her temperamental joints and poor heart. She went upstairs infrequently, and only to change the cat litter. In her mind, the cat could just poop outside if the animal got fussy about how things looked up there. Mom only changed the litter when she smelled ammonia in her kitchen; where she always spent most of her day.
“I'm not planning to stay in this town, Mom,” I reminded my mother.
“But you're not working in California either. I didn't raise lazy children,” my mother said. “The mail man delivered the paper this morning, but I haven't checked my mail.”
“How do you know there's a job in the paper if you haven't looked at it?” I asked fairly, although I thought I knew the answer. Wister Town was such a small place that even stories in the newspaper were discussed across town before most people read the articles themselves. At the very least, conversations about news articles stemmed the spread of gossips and rumors in his town, albeit barely.
“My friend, Lisa, told me about it this morning.”
“The post office delivers the paper now?” I asked a little outraged at the arrangement.
“Yes,” Mom answered. “There are so few people that get it anymore. A lot of people look on the Internet for their news. It's exciting.”
“I feel sorry for the mailman and all those paper boys,” I commented. “Why do you still get it? This is only four pages. And do they really charge seventy-five cents?”
“I like to read the paper in the kitchen,” Mom answered. “A weekly subscription is seven dollars.”
“That's a dollar a day,” I said even more indignant. “You can get a subscription for the paper in LA for, like, a buck fifty.”
“No, the Sunday paper is a dollar fifty. The daily paper is a little cheaper.”
I gave-up talking my mother into dropping her subscription to the same amount of ink and paper I find on my windshield in LA, whenever I parked my car in a public lot. She had subscribed to an ISP, learned to use email, and she even read the local news online, but she was a creature of habit. Mom must have her newspaper in her hands when she sat in the kitchen.
After turning straight to the back page of the paper, I reported “Their website has the same content, but doesn't include the want ads.”
“That's how they get people to buy the paper, nowadays.”
“It's lame,” I answered, frustrated.
Only one job appeared listed in the paper today. I told Mom “There's just a Medical Biller position at the hospital.”
“Do that,” Mom cheered.
I told her “I know I lack the patience required for the job. The work involves telephone and in-person interviews with patients, or whoever paid their bills.”
“You can do that,” she insisted.
I claimed “I just can't heartlessly wrestle money from the sick and injured. The idea feels wrong. Maybe, when I eventually sell my soul for work, I can do the job. I could be good at it, but I'd hate myself.”
“Why then, did you come back to Wister Town?” my mother asked. “Aren't you running out of money?”
“I sold my house, Mom. I'm living on that. It will last me for a little longer, unless I get sick or hurt.”
“That's why you should take the job here,” Mom stated.
“It says right here, there are no benefits,” I said, pointing-out the printed line to my mother. “I'd be in the same boat if I got in an accident, or something. Besides, I bet a lot of people here in town have blocked the hospital on their telephones. They will just throw away letters demanding payment. I'd have to knock door-to-door, in the snow. That's a job for the mailman, slash paperboy.”
“All right, Terry,” my mother interrupted. “You've made your point. Do you want a cup of coffee? I know you like it, to settle yourself down.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said. I was an admitted and dedicated addict. Although, I had not even started drinking the stuff until I originally moved to California. My girlfriend at the time turned me on to caffeine. I turned down espresso and didn't like any of those caffeinated energy drinks. I wanted a long, slow burn, not a quick, citrus-flavored boost of energy.
“Why did you come back, Terry?” my mother asked again, rocking out of her easy chair. I stopped the woman and made the coffee myself.
“Mr. Brodman died,” I answered walking into the kitchen.
“Oh, he was one of your favorite teachers,” Mom remembered.
“Not anymore, not since he fired my ass,” I answered.
“Oh, Terry, since you went to California, your language has gotten so rude, hateful,” Mom said.
“It's 'cuz I'm older, Mom, and bitter,” I answered. “The only job I've got now is getting old, and I don't want to do that anymore.”
“It's hard,” Mom agreed. “You've had so many failures; you can't get a job, and your accident, and two broken engagements.
“Yeah, I don't think you can call those failures,” I replied. “That's like when you told people I was sick, not in an accident. And the accident was completely out of my control. I don't even remember it.”
“Shh, drink your coffee, Terry,” Mom commanded.
“I just hope you're not telling people I'm a failure, Mom,” I said waiting for the pot to brew. “Because, yeah, I gave up painting a while ago, but I'm writing a book, while I look for a job. I stay busy.”
“But you haven't worked in a year, except for what you did for your brother.”
“Yeah, I know,” I conceded. “That's the first question I get, if someone ever calls me back. I tell them I'm writing and try to sell them the book.”
“Getting a book published can take twenty years,” Mom said.
“I know, and I might not make it. How old was dad when he died, sixty-three?”
My mother nodded her head.
“Well, there you go,” I answered. “If I win just under a million dollars in a lottery, I'll make it until I'm dead.”
“Unless you get sick,” Mom said.
“And that's what makes me a Socialist. Anything to get medical attention when you need it works. I don't see why I have to trade my home for my life.”
“Well, if you're a Socialist, you won't even have a house,” my Mom stated.
The comment sounded like a threat, like my house would be taken away because of my political party. Well, I don't have a house, because the people in power fucked up the economy. At least, I was glad the administration changed. But in all honesty, the politicians can keep playing games, as long as I've got the sunshine in southern California. I was eager to get back, now that Mr. Brodman's grave had been adequately defiled.
“Why did you come back, Terry?” Mom asked again. “There's nothing here for you.”
“I know,” I said. “I came back to see you, too. In all honesty, you're in the last years of life yourself. I wanted to see you.”
“I'm sorry, Terry,” Mom said.
“I don't know why,” I said. “Life has gotten everybody tangled up. Only the lucky get out alive.”
“There is Hathor, Terry,” proposed Mom.
“What?” I asked, completely confused. The woman was diabetic. She might be having an episode and babbling nonsense.
“She is a goddess from Egypt,” Mom said, seriously.
“What are you talking about?”
“There is a meeting tonight at the Rathskeller, where you worked for a little while. It's in the paper today.”
I opened to the second page of the paper and at once saw everything that happened in Wister Town the previous day; primarily high school sports scores and obituaries. I didn't understand why people would pay for a newspaper that someone, they never knew or care about, had already purchased with the announcement of their own or a family member's death.
Sure enough, a sizable announcement in the paper declared a meeting tonight at the Rathskeller. The announcement clarified the meeting was intended for anyone of Celtic descent. The meeting looked like it concerned an ancestor club of sorts. Everyone in town always did have keen interest in genealogy. Heck, mapping out a family tree was my first exercise when I started grade school.
“It says you have to be Celtic to go to the meeting,” I told Mom. “You said our family came from Norway.”
“My father's father did, your great-grandfather. Your dad's grandfather was German.”
“So what's this about?” I asked my mother. She had obviously made her rounds and had talked with her friends today, or the woman read the paper psychically.
“She's a cow goddess from Egypt,” Mom said.
I offered flourish and condensed her story. “Right, because there are a lot of dairy farms up here. So, what do the Celts have to do with an Egyptian goddess?”
“The Celtic used to be mercenaries for the Romans. That's where Wister Town got its colors. You can look that up on the Internet. I did.”
“So, this meeting is about high school football team's uniform color? But you need to have Celtic ancestry to attend?”
“No, I meant to say the Romans introduced their gods to the Celtics and made the mercenaries worship them. But the Celtic learned about Egyptian gods from them, too, that's where Hathor came from.”
“Geez, Mom, you should write a book. That's the kind of stuff I would read.”
“Well, can you see what the meeting is about?” Mom asked me. “I am interested in what they say. People say Hathor will be good for Wister Town, especially us old folks.”
“Oh, so you think it's a company moving into the city?” I asked, believing I understood a little more about the meeting.
“I don't know,” Mom said. “I'd go myself, but my ankles and knees hurt because of the cold. It sounds interesting.”
“Oh, all right,” I halfheartedly agreed.
An evening at home with Mom would have probably ended up with us staring at each other, anyway, or she would fall asleep. Mom usually went to be early. I went back to the Rathskeller resenting the fact that everything in Wister Town revolved around the place one way or another. I couldn't give a squat if the place burned down to the ground, despite its historical significance. I thought the fact unfortunate, a few idiots managed to gain control of the restaurant and the place had lost all its attraction for me. The only way the Rathskeller seemed could survive was the adolescent, ritual defilement of the graves its committee member. I felt justified and selected for the historic chore.
I put on my insulated jacket I had brought from California with the rest of my flimsy cold-weather apparel. I then started my downhill trek back to the Rathskeller. Many of the sidewalks were unsalted and already covered with ice. Sliding down the slicks made the trip a little faster, if not risky for someone my age without health insurance.
The skate in the dark, back to the Rathskeller, passed without any trouble. I entered through one of the four heavy, wooden doors at the front of the building. After climbing down the stairs, I saw the Rathskeller empty, though I heard voices. Paul cooked something sour in the kitchen and paid no attention when I entered the restaurant.
I refrained and did not disturb whatever pointless thing Paul did. I also did not see Leanne. The paper reported the meeting was held in the private dining room. The proper name of the room was painted in German letters above an open set of double-doors carved from dark-chocolate wood.
The meeting took place in the “weistube,” pronounced vish-tu-bah; a room off the dining area of the restaurant. Designed for wine tasting, the weistube was a traditional addition to the building that housed a Rathskeller. Everybody in Wister Town preferred beer. So, this weistube became the supposed meeting room for the Rathskeller's operation committee.
The meeting concerning “Hathor” obviously took precedence over any other reservation for the weistube. Tonight, the heat radiating from the room felt excessive. The thermostat had problems when I worked here last year, but I had never felt such intense and humid warmth coming from the room before.
The men I had passed leaving the Rathskeller earlier sat inside. Although, I failed to recognize anyone stripped of winter coats and sitting fat in sweaters, except Earl. He spotted me once I stood in the doorway. A wild look burned in his eyes.
“Drive him out,” Earl screamed. “He is watched by a New World God. He threatens holy Hathor!”
Everyone sitting around the overlapping huddle of eight dark and heavy wooden tables - all pushed together - looked at me and stood up. Each one appeared alarmed to see me. A couple committee members restrained Earl. If I couldn't outrun every one of these old timers, their expressions and movement would have been frightened me. The meeting attendees looked as threatening as the grouchy residents of a nearby nursing home.
“Hi Terry,” George Simon said. He originally served as the president of the operation committee, last year when I was hired then fired.
The man seemed all right, if not a little too pliable. He promoted the concept of unanimity to staunch controversy. I refused to believe he also condoned anonymity, but I guess I was wrong. Come to think of it, that was an easy tactic if he avoided taking responsibility. The man was a coward, and so was everyone on the committee. I skipped returning his greeting.
“We thought you went back to California,” George said.
“Brodman died,” I replied.
George nodded while everyone else in the broiling room stared at me. Sweat soaked many of them, but not because of me. Standing in the doorway felt as if I had opened the door of a baking oven.
“This is kind of a private meeting,” George told me.
“That's not in the newspaper ad. It just said something about Celtic ancestry.”
“You're not from Switzerland,” Carrie, George's scrawny wife judiciously stated.
“Well, neither are a lot of the Rathskeller supporters,” George said. “I don't think that matters.”
“My father's side is completely German,” I said to Carrie. “That country is right next door to Switzerland. Check out a map.”
“Yes, that's right,” Greg said nervous. He licked his thin lips. “But we have already called the meeting to order and started our discussion.”
“Go ahead, I'm not stopping you. I'm just here to find out what this is all about, anyway.”
“Throw him out,” Earl cried. “He blasphemes Hathor.”
“No, Earl,” George said. “I don't know who told you that, but there is no evidence.”
“Is that why the operation committee asked Brodman to fire me?” I asked George. He had pleaded ignorance to my question when I asked him before I left town last year.
“I wasn't at that vote,” claimed George.
“I wondered about that,” I told George. “So, a unanimous vote only counts for people that come to meetings, not the whole committee?”
“Objection,” shouted a woman furthest from the door's entrance.
“That works in a court of law, Emma,” said another woman that stood next to the challenging woman.
“Well, yes, it is out of line,” George said. “Terry, you are interrupting this meeting.”
“Me?” I asked bewildered. “I'm just standing here and listening. If you're going to throw anyone out, it should be Earl.”
“Oh, we need him this evening. I'm asking you to leave, Terry. Please leave,” decided George.
“That's fine,” I said, feeling angry for having been asked to leave a public forum – I was not the one who started yelling. “Just tell me what this Hathor thing is all about.”
“Hathor lives! Praise to the beautiful and living Hathor!” Earl shouted.
“Shh, Earl,” many of the attendees croaked in unison. A few, less sharp, individuals staggered their solicitations for quiet. One snaggletoothed, old woman echoed Earl. She was also silenced.
“Earl, there, makes Hathor sound like a cult,” I observed aloud. “Out of a bad horror movie from the fifties.”
“No, Terry,” denied George. “It's a way of life.”
“George?!” Carrie scolded.
“What is it, then?” I asked.
“None of your business,” spat Carrie.
“What, is this a cult of an Egyptian Goddess?” I asked, not seriously, but Carrie had always gotten on my nerves with her secret nonsense. Now seemed as good as any time to throw the conspiracy back at her. I told them all “The local churches held ecumenical meetings here in the weistube every Tuesday. Doesn't that still happen? What will the Catholic and Protestant churches say about a cult?”
Everyone continued staring at me. The mouths of a few folks dropped open. I did not see Earl - someone probably held him seated in his chair, behind the standing attendees. Someone else must have put a hand over the man's mouth. In this town, invoking the Christian faith usually provoked some reaction. Everyone here most likely considered themselves exceptionally pious.
Paul stepped behind me. I had not seen him leave the kitchen, even from the corner of my eye, but I did hear him approach. I could never forget his heavy, dragging footsteps.
“Terry,” Paul softly said, catching my attention. The cook talked to me in a hushed tone. He told me “You should leave before they throw you out. You don't want to bring the cops here, do ya?”
“Yeah, you're right,” I answered Paul over my shoulder.
“Hey, I got some rosti you can have for free. I got it in a take out box already,” Paul offered.
“Yeah, I'll take it,” I said turning around. I followed Paul back toward the kitchen.
I didn't particularly enjoy hash browns covered with cheese, but my brother liked the stuff. I'll give it to him, if I see him, within the next couple days, or my Mom will eat it. The carry out box will sit in her refrigerator until I see my brother, anyway.
Simon Ecker followed Paul and I to the kitchen. As he moved through the vacant dining area, weaving between tables lain with silver-plated, or plain silvery, utensils for fine dining, Simon botched his sneaky approach. The old man stumbled over chairs. He still lurked nearby, hidden outside the window that looked into the kitchen. I still hadn't see the waitress, Leanne - not that I cared.
“So what do you know about this Hathor?” I asked Paul while we stood in the kitchen.
Paul gestured at the window and glared at me. He must have also noticed Simon following us. I nodded my head and confirmed Simon eavesdropped. Paul stepped closer to me and whispered his reply.
“You should have never come back to town the first time,” Paul told me.
I stared back at him with my brow raised and shrugged my shoulders, indicating I had no idea what threat or consequence Paul referred. Simon poked his head through the window. The heat lamps over the shelf lit the inside of his open mouth as the old man shifted false teeth with his plaque covered tongue. Paul saw him the same moment I noticed the warm glow of the man's balding scalp. The gray tufts of hair he still possessed glowed like warm metal.
“Nobody is going to miss him when he's gone,” I heard Carrie shout from the weistube. I ignored her dreary, mad and meaningless threat.
I took the foam box of potatoes from Paul and said good bye. Simon and I said nothing to each other as I walked past and on my way toward the stairs. At the foot of the concrete steps, I saw a door on the top landing open. From my perspective, I then saw fluffy and dusty yarn balls on the tops of a couple knitted stocking caps. A young animal belched. The noise sounded like it came from a kid, as in a goat, or a calf.
The two people who brought the animal inside jerked and bobbed about. Honestly, all I saw from the bottom of the stairs were the red and white yarn balls appear and disappear. The balls floated above the stairs like puppets driven by a manic puppeteer. I climbed the stairs, anticipating I would dodge a frightened and flailing animal just so I might get outside the Rathskeller.
Blood slicked the top of the stairs; the horrendous animal shat and vomited the spoiled ichor. Blood oozed from its mouth and streaked between its rear legs. Those were the parts of the creature that made sense. Maybe the thing began as a calf, but had then mutated. The thing had swelled into a pig-like shape, specifically the rotund belly and stunted legs. It also had four extra limbs; tentacles, actually. The tentacles were covered in the same bloody brown hide of the creature, and even ended in vestigial, cloven hooves.
The pair of tentacles on the top of the animal writhed and bludgeoned the slimy concrete floor with bony hooves, splattering blood against the walls, doors and elevator. The knocking rattled the stairwell. Everyone in the weistube must hear it, but I suspected most of the elderly patrons had hearing problems. The tentacles that had grown from the belly of the pig-calf monster dragged lifelessly on the floor, swirling patterns in the coagulating gore.
“What the hell is that thing?” I shouted between the knocks. The thunder of the creature's hooves continued to echo in the vestibule and muffled my voice.
“This is the manifestation of Hathor, our loving goddess,” someone answered from the bottom of the staircase. “All praise beautiful Hathor!”
The writhing and panic-stricken thing bleated hoarse, vulgar coughs. The ropes wrapping its swollen neck complained, but held. Nevertheless, the sharp whine from the taut leash warned that the restraint was ready to snap.
“We pledge our love and offer our seed,” said one of the men who held the monster with ropes. The drooling older man unlatched the straps on his overalls using on hand.
“Not now or here, Willis,” commanded the second man, also holding the monster and wearing overalls. The man who had unfastened his clothes grabbed his end of the rope with both hands. His overalls clung, snug against his waist. The top half of the overalls covered his thick thighs like a skirt.
“What are you morons doing?” Earl shouted from the back of the crowd gathered at the foot of the stairs. “That man is watched by a New World God. Don't let him near the body of Hathor.”
“It's alright, Earl,” George said. He stood at the front of the crowd and on the first step. “That god has abandoned him. But he can't leave here, now that he has seen our beautiful incarnation of Hathor.”
“Once an enemy, always a danger,” Earl screamed. “So sayeth Mars.”
“We're not supposed to mention them,” somebody near Earl said. “That's the Centuries' Contract with the Catholic Church.”
“We got a new God, a beautiful Goddess,” Earl exclaimed.
“Everyone appreciates and shares your enthusiasm, Earl,” George said uselessly. Earl paid no attention to the somewhat rational man.
The wild man pushed his way through the mob. George attempted to calm Earl from the first stair and talked over everyone's head. He seemed to exert no influence. Earl emerged from the front the crowd. As he dodged George's attempts snaring him, Earl fell on the concrete steps. The snap of a small bone echoed in the stairwell. Meanwhile, the pair of strangers held the monster in place. Its flailing limbs spun in the air. The abomination belched more blood that trickled down the stairs, like an impotent waterfall, toward where Earl lay.
“Goddammit, I broke my finger,” cried Earl.
I leapt over the flowing blood and ran outside, into the cold night. I heard the beast inside the Rathskeller clack it's hooves against the concrete floor behind the shut door. No other sound of pursuit came over the thunderous racket. Turning around, I watched the front door suddenly opened. Earl charged outside without his coat or any other cold weather apparel. When I saw him, I threw down the take-out container of potatoes and ran. The ice on the sidewalk made my flight treacherous and slow.
Before I reached the end of the block, more people erupted from the Rathskeller. They skated across the ice on the sidewalk gracelessly, but everyone stayed on their feet. The accomplishment heralded a long lifetime spent coping with Wisconsin winters. The old folks moved quicker than I expected, but not as fast as me, if unhampered by the cold and ice.
The sidewalks coated with ice on the blocks that sloped uphill were impossible to climb. My feet slipped backwards as if I pumped my legs on an imaginary bicycle. Desperate, I jumped onto the snow bank closest the street. I sank up to my ankles into the shoveled ice and snow, so my progress slowed even more. Mercifully, the terrain allowed me to move forward. I wish I had brought my car. The roads were covered with sand that kept vehicles from slipping. In fact, I heard someone in a truck now. The vehicle came from the Rathskeller.
I thought I spotted a dry patch of sidewalk, so I jumped off the boot-sucking snow bank. As soon as I tried running, my legs flew in front of me and I landed flat on my back. I slid, uncontrolled, downhill. While I lay moving on my back, I looked up and saw looming shadows of people come from the Rathskeller. They appeared as nothing but black shapes against the moonlit snow and still a block away. I picked myself up just as a yellow, beaten pickup truck paused on the street, opposite me. The barrel of a shotgun poked through the driver's side window of the truck.
The driver fired the shotgun just as I dropped back down on the ice, completely concealed by the snow bank. I immediately slid downhill again. The blast from the firearm blew out the picture window of a white colonial house. As I slid, I heard a man curse inside the home. He ordered others inside the house.
“Turn off the lights,” the victimized home owner shouted. He commanded others “Crawl behind furniture.”
I stopped my slide, spun myself around so my head pointed the other direction, and rolled over. Somebody stepped on my back and pinned me, as best as possible on the slippery slope. I could probably knock my captor over, suddenly sliding into his other foot.
“Sorry, Terry,” Paul said. His boot pressed me against the cold ground.
The identity of my captor shocked me. This was the cook at the Rathskeller. He always seemed aloof to anything outside the kitchen. Paul had usually been helpful to me. I thought we probably liked each other.
“Paul?” I shouted. “What are you doing? Let me go. Those fuckers are gonna kill me.”
He tells me “I didn't realize you saw the incarnation of Hathor. This is her first manifestation. The New World God of the Sun cannot know she is born yet; even the blind eye of the sun castes light. And it's hot and jealous.”
“What kind of bullshit is that?” I protested. “Just get off of me. What have you got to do with this?”
“My grandparents used to own the Rathskeller. They once hosted secret Passion plays upstairs. These plays were resurrections of pagan gods. Hathor is one; the most beautiful and mighty of them all. She came from Switzerland with my ancestors – from the Canton of St Gallen, on the Rhine.”
Earl and a couple others from the Rathskeller appeared as they stepped and slipped past Paul. The mob stood over my head. The growing number of opponents became disconcerting, but they all were old men; I could take the lot of them. Only Paul presented a problem, a big one. The man was nearly twice my size.
“What is this New World God you guys talk about?” I grunted from beneath his heel. If I could talk him into letting me go, I could plow through the rest of these brittle pagans just fine.
Paul answered me thoughtfully. “He must have watched you in California, but would not follow you into winter. That is a lawless place when the world passes from old to new.”
“So what, Paul,” I shouted, giving up.
This cult, which apparently worshiped a side-show attraction, had hypnotized Paul. The freak animal I had seen definitely was a sick cow. Although, I don't know what kind of mutation warped the thing's body and made it grow tentacles. The moving limbs on the creature's back amazed me. Come to think of it, I don't know if the blood the thing puked and shat came from internal bleeding or whatever it had been fed. The thought crossed my mind that I may become an upcoming bout of bloody vomit.
“Just let me get the hell out of here,” I begged, then propositioned. “I won't ever come back to this damn state!”
“Sorry, Terry,” Paul said. “You're not leaving.”
I rolled over and, as expected, caught Paul off guard. The ice beneath me was too slippery and he could not keep me in one place. Paul fell over, and leaned broadly against a snow bank. I scrambled onto my feet as people in thick mittens reached for me. I yanked myself out of the pawed grasps of everyone, pulling off mittens as I broke free. The number of bundled assailants almost overwhelmed me. I felt overborne and suffocated beneath a mountain of pillows.
Shoving, I pressed my way up the side walk. My pursuers had as much trouble gaining traction on the ice as I did. I continued pushing forward until an attacker I forced uphill fell over. Another stuffed winter coat on bowed legs waddled forward and took the place of his fallen comrade.
No matter how much I pushed, the lynch mob-mentality of the crowd brought old people from behind and to my front. All the while, I through “Even if I escape this crazy monkey-pile, there was that crackpot with the shotgun.”
I reminded myself “There might even be more inbred lunatics waiting for me once I cleared the shooter's allies.”
If one of these crazy cultists got me, the creepy asshole would probably mount my head over his fireplace. This cult of Hathor would butcher me and serve me in two portions. The Rathskeller would serve my guts in Schublig on a bed of sauerkraut. The rest of me would then go fed to their goddess thing. The horror motivated me.
I got lucky when I reached a shoveled and salted front walk. I bolted up toward the house and a salted walk, then leapt around the building, over the lawn and through the snow. The old coyotes who chased me could easily follow my tracks, but lots of luck catching up. I felt relieved I avoided the shotgun waiting for me once I broke to the other side of the block.
I watched headlights come around the corner and turn down a familiar alley I planned to sprint down. I had no other choice. I reached the alley before the cultists sealed-off one end of the block. Although, I suppose if I really needed, I could jump through another yard – I conjured my own optional escape routes.
I ran back to my Mom's house, where I had left my car, and immediately suspected Hathor cultists had followed me. They probably knew where I stayed - news traveled fast in Wister Town. Because that seemed my predicament, this was my final farewell and I felt chased from my hometown. I was urgent.
I got into my car, with no pursuer in sight. Thankfully, the vehicle started and refrained from complaints about the bitter chill. I got the Hell out of Wister Town – a town of murderous cultists that worshiped an Egyptian cow goddess. I refused to come back for the other eight funerals. Once I crossed the city limits, I felt I left something behind, but I wasn't going home again – I wouldn't die and be buried in Yelloweed cemetery, in a pit he had probably filled with his own urine.
I don't know what I was thinking; maybe Mom could take care of herself? That was an insane idea - the woman was seventy-four years old and living alone. I didn't even knock on her door and warn her a psychotic cult chased me straight out of my hometown. I had dropped everything and just ran. Those perverted cultists from the Wister Town Rathskeller had probably dragged my mother out of her home when they had come looking for me.
The only justification I had for leaving Mom behind was that the inbred lunatics wanted to kill me, and they had brought a shotgun for the job. I had to get away in a hurry. I suppose I could have run the other direction and gone to the city police, a couple blocks from the Rathskeller. Instead, I had led ancient cultists back to my mother's house, nearly a quarter mile from the restaurant and up an icy hill. I had abandoned everything I possessed, my home and my mother, a serving of rosti, to the cult. The freaks were free to do whatever cults did with other people's belongings and their mothers.
Anyway, the cops may be a part of the cow cult at the Rathskeller. When I was the manager of the restaurant, for two months last year, the local police had frequently visited the restaurant at noon. I used to think they only came for the five dollar buffets. I never had the heart, or lack the sense, to tell them the buffet was usually stocked with food left over from the previous night, or the night before last – and sometimes three-days old.
Whatever people didn't eat from the buckets sitting under heat lamps all day at the buffet table, went into a bigger, five gallon bucket – for which a local farmer occasionally came and took away. The man fed Swiss cuisine leftovers and top-of-the-line table scraps to his pigs. The farmer was probably one of those cultists I had recently discovered constituted the ancient, inbred clientele of the Rathskeller. Those pagans had probably used his farm for their freakish experiments in genetics.
The cultists might know something about voodoo, not that I believed in the stuff myself. But whether I believed in magic or not, the cult at the Wister Town Rathskeller had indeed bred a deformed cow. They called it their goddess. I had no idea as to what extremes the cultists had taken, but they had grown tentacles on the poor animal's back and belly - hairy tentacles with hooves.
I didn't want tentacles growing from my fragile, old mother. - nor did I want her eaten. However the cultists had created their monster, it belched and farted blood. My mom certainly did not deserve such a cruel fate. Against my fear and better judgment, I turned my car around and drove straight back into Wister Town. This place was my ex-hometown. I went back to rescue my mother.
The roads were icy this evening and snow began to fall. Because I had just come from Los Angeles, I had no snow tires on my subcompact. The forecast for the week (I had checked on the Web this morning) missed the snowfall. Like all Wisconsin weather, the conditions changed every five minutes. Yet I grew up in the foul stuff. My driver's education class had been held in winter and like riding a bicycle, I knew how to handle slipping and sliding across ice, and never lose control of my vehicle. However, those lessons were twenty-five years old; the last time the county paved this country road, judging by all the potholes.
My brother, Frank, will be OK. He lived in the country, south of town. I thought I'd leave Mom with him, and tell my brother what had happened to me at the Rathskeller. I had picked up a takeout of rosti for him when I was at that same restaurant earlier tonight. I lost the foam container when I fled attackers. Though I wasn't sure where the potatoes had gone, If I had dropped the carton outside the restaurant, the snow will have preserved the slivers and cheese. Still, I would not go back to the Rathskeller, ever. That historic chateaus-ish structure was where cultists had brought their abomination.
I didn't know if their monster was at the restaurant, but I had no intention of finding-out. The only reason I came back to Wister Town, after permanently leaving a second time, was for my mother. I would not risk becoming trapped and die in my hometown; not in the midst of cultists and their mutant deity.
Upon reaching Wister Town's city limits, and seeing the delineating signpost illuminated in the high beams of my automobile, I pondered why the cultists wanted me dead - surely, not simply because I had seen the monster. Paul, the cook at the Rathskeller, said “my god did not follow me into winter” when I had come back from California. That sounded ridiculous, but if that happened to be the case, lack of divine oversight explained why I had been fired from the Rathskeller last year and have not worked since. A curse had condemned me all this time. This evening, my flight from murderous cultists merely amplified my blighted life.
When I came back to Wister Town this second time, I had only wanted to pick-up my W2 form from the restaurant, that and piss on the grave of the dead asshole who fired me in the first place. The man had lived almost a whole year after canning my ass. I had saved my money and come from California so I could desecrate the grave of the jerk. I did. The juvenile act seemed the only revenge I would ever have, and in Wisconsin, something was better than nothing.
My return seemed to have surprised everyone at the Rathskeller. Based on their reaction, no one had expected me to ever come back to Wister Town. Come to think of it, anyone who did evade the dying town never did return. I now understood that I should have never come home myself. The city and surrounding countryside kept malignant secrets.
Once I reached Wister Town, I drove without delay toward my mom's two-story home; a house way too big for anyone who lived alone, let alone my elderly mother. She refused to get rid of her home. She had firmly decided she would die inside of the sixty-year old Dutch Colonial house. Mom might have gotten her wish, if the cultists had not first dragged her into the snow.
Parked cars lined both sides of the street outside my mother's house. The vehicles should not be there. At two in the morning and during the winter, anyone who had a garage in Midwest kept their vehicles inside, untouched by the fickle and bitter weather. Besides, the side of the street with my mother's house was permanently marked with signs commanding “no parking;” no standing or stalling allowed, either.
I did not park in the glut of automobiles. I knew they belonged to the cultists that hunted me. They appeared to have gathered en masse at my mother's home. She must have said I was not there, but then again, I had never told Mom I had left town probably twenty minutes ago. The woman probably answered her door when the cultists knocked, thinking I had come home without my keys.
In my mind, I expected the cultists would respect the old woman with typical Midwest accord. Polite friendliness was a characteristic of Wisconsinites I have since grown to distrust after I had been fired from the Rathskeller last year, anonymously. Still, I could not sensibly imagine rurally-civilized country folk throwing my old mother into the snow, or feeding her to their monster.
A shotgun blast seemed a more likely method of execution. The cultists will then do whatever they did with the pieces of a corpse. If the cult really did worship Hathor, an Egyptian cow goddess, I thought of no purpose a dead woman served other than food for the mutated calf.
My mom had always said she wanted to rest in a crypt above ground after she died, so the belly of a mutant cow would be a big disappointment for her spirit. When I drove past her house and gazed over the blanketed roof tops of parked cars, I saw no blood. The snow on the vehicles, obviously meant the precipitation tonight had already covered any stains. I thought because of the snow, the icy sidewalks will be thankfully less risky to navigate - if I must run away on foot again.
I parked in the darkness around the block. The lack of city funds, or planning, gave me somewhere close I might hide my black, subcompact car. Pulling over, I pondered and concluded Wister Town will never get around and plant a streetlight at every corner. After I parked my vehicle, I zipped up my insulated jacket.
I put on my stocking cap, scarf and thick gloves before I stepped into the deathly chill of a Wisconsin winter night. The clock on my digital radio indicated the time was a little after Two AM. The digital temperature gauge on my dashboard flashed Seventeen degrees above Zero. The wind chill made the night cold, which would only get colder before dawn.
After stepping out of my car, I went to the trunk. I intended to arm myself with a tire iron, in case the cultists mobbed me again on the sidewalk. I lingered in the shadows and remained hidden from anyone with a gun and looked for me. Cult membership evidently meant firearms were not put away after deer season.
Before I could reach the tire iron, I had to remove my gloves and take out all the junk I lugged around in the trunk. My hands smart the entire time I moved crap around. Once I removed everything, I grabbed the tire iron and put back the motley scraps and tools. My hands ached then went dead because of the cold. They barely responded to my will to move them, and I bet they were frostbitten.
My numb hands made putting my gloves back on impossible. They also prevented my opening the car door - almost. I eventually got into my car and struggled successfully and started the engine. The heater was then cranked on full blast. I sat in my warm and purring vehicle until I felt my hands again. Thankfully, under the glow of my car's interior dome light, I saw all my digits looked undamaged, though pale.
Feeling thoroughly heated and armed hardened me. I left my car again. I turned off the engine, quickly jumped out and shut the door. I wanted as much heat possible inside my car preserved. The desire was just wishful thinking. The heat faded away entirely before I arrived at the end of the block.
Wrapped in my black scarf and stocking cap, I felt like a snow-ninja. I carried a tire iron instead of a ninja-to or even throwing stars. But that is what a real ninja does, improvise. When I was a kid, my friends and I in Wister Town were fascinated with medieval Japanese stuff we'd find in ornamental wrought weapon catalogs. Idly I wondered if these cultist in town today, a generation or two older than my own, had become fascinated with their monsters and pagan gods when they were kids. I bet the foul codgers had found them in the back of old comic books or weird science fiction chapbooks.
No matter how dexterously I skated across the ice on smooth and flat sidewalks, my impression of becoming a ninja in the Wisconsin winter soon vanished. Once I slipped under the light of a street lamp, I noticed my dark green jacket and black winter apparel looked like a hole in an otherwise smooth landscape of desaturated snow. No genuine ninja would make such a grievous mistake.
I backpedaled out the cone of light then dropped behind a car coated with furry snow. I saw my mother's house from the spot I crouched. This fresh white covering had probably already defined the shape of my black car, now that my subcompact sat still and alone. I did not think its spoiled concealment mattered. Nobody was outside in this awful weather, except me. I heard no engines run, so I believed no cultists sat in their vehicles and guarded my mom's house. I thought I should double-check my hearing, but skipped unwinding my scarf and taking off my hat. In this weather, the idea seemed masochistic if not suicidal.
Nobody stood on my mom's front porch, not that I actually expected anyone would loiter in the freezing cold. I ran across the street, moving in the darkness between the streetlights on either end of the block. My bulky and poor camouflage must have made me appear the silhouette of some strange and unexplained phenomenon skipping across the street. Anyone who looked out their window that moment would have caught a glimpse of the rare urban Sasquatch, active only during the coldest nights of winter. And if he could change his dire predicament, he would be back in Los Angeles.
Light came from the window of my mother's living room. The curtain was open. From where I stood, I only saw the top of the wall and the ceiling. Something inside swung through the air. The object traveled too fast and I could not see what it might be. More blurs whipped through the room. Someone, or maybe a dozen people, beat on the walls inside my mom's house. I heard muffled thumps through my hat and scarf. Those sons-of-bitches either beat my mother or chopped her into pieces, and I intended to stop that and make the cult members pay. I brought my own club.
The folks composing the cult from the Rathskeller were all over fifty-five years old, and averaged a fat-ass seventy five. I could kick all their butts, even if I lacked a tire iron. If no one carried a weapon, I might make the fight fair and give one of the cultists mine, and be amazed if any lived past tonight.
I hoped the Rathskeller operations committee members were inside my mother's home, because here and now I could be done with those assholes who voted and fired me from the restaurant. Their unanimous vote was about turn into a unanimous-getting-your-ass-kicked. I decided I would keep the tire iron.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23517 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!