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To the voices
that are always there

but that I can never hear.
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Tad Peterson hated everyone. He hated his mother for controlling him. He hated 
his sister for being better at everything. He hated his brother for trying to fill the 
role of father. And he hated his father for leaving him alone with these other 
people. He hated the kids at school, and the teachers. Sometimes he hated 
himself too.

Tad Peterson was sixteen.
Tad got a sour taste in his mouth when the words “track meet” or “track 

team” were uttered. His sister was on the track team this year. She was the best. 
Tad hated her for it.

Tad was in bed and looked up over his right shoulder from his face-down 
position on the mattress and watched as his brother and sister came into the 
room. The night light was on and the room was fairly dark. They looked like 
monsters to Tad. Tad’s head was full of monsters. He read a constant stream of 
monsters in books and comics. He watched a constant stream of monsters on TV 
and at the movies.

Monsters, monsters.
“What do you want?” he asked. Tad was callous in his dealings with people. 

Especially these people. His mother always complained that he wasn’t nice to 
her. That he was mean and didn’t want to talk about things. No, Tad Peterson just 
wanted to be left alone.

“Do you want me to sign you out tomorrow to go to Kate’s track meet?” 
asked his brother. The sour taste was in Tad’s mouth.

Tad just stared.
“It starts at twelve-thirty,” said the monster-brother.
Kate’s stupid track meet, Tad thought. He hated track. He hated Kate. He had 

zero desire to go watch her run around in circles. Circles, circles. Don’t get 
caught in the circles. He didn’t want to go anywhere. So he said, “Sure.”

“All right. ‘Night, buddy,” said his brother and left the room.
Why the hell did Kate even come in with him? Tad wondered. She never said 

a word. Just stood there staring at the floor. Staring, staring. Why was she staring? 
Sometimes Tad looked at things too closely. Couldn’t back away. He hated that 
he couldn’t back away sometimes. He rolled back onto his stomach and fell into 
a fitful sleep, dreaming of track meets and throwing up.



de La Plaine / FREAKOUTS / 6

The next morning was like any other. The alarm clock clanged to life and Tad 
propped himself on one elbow. He eyed the clock, ringing, ringing, and hefted 
the book he’d been reading the night before, weighed it thoughtfully and slung it 
with all his might at the highly spirited, clanging little alarm clock.

The book hit its mark. The clock careened for one long moment after impact, 
and clattered off of the fourth shelf of the bookcase. It hit the floor and fell silent. 
Quiet, quiet. Tad got out of bed.

He slept in his underwear so the spring heat wouldn’t kill him. His ceiling fan 
ran on high speed. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and dropped to 
the floor. It was 6:16.

Tad was always the first one up. He always felt kind of happy about that. 
Kind of prideful. Something he did that no one else did. He walked over to the 
bedroom door and opened it.

He reacts before he knows what is happening. The swing misses his ducking 
head by mere centimeters. The fire axe smashes into the doorframe, sending 
wood splinters showering through the air. Tad smiles.

He has trained all of his life for this moment. Karate practice, mental wall-
building, shooting at the range. And hours-on-end of daydreaming this type of 
heart-thumping scenario. Tad chuckles, guffaws, laughs out loud. Then blinks 
and looks around.

Tad stood disoriented in the bathroom.
Ah, he thought. I mustn’t have been fully awake. I walked down the hall, 

went into the bathroom and—his underwear was pooled about his ankles—got 
ready to take my shower. He took his shower. Don’t get shampoo in the eyes. 
Burn, burn, burn. The shower lasted ten minutes and thirty-eight seconds. It was 
6:26 when he made it back to his room.

He flipped on the light switch and examined the doorframe. It was all in one 
piece. He had dreamt about the axe. Sleepwalker. Walkie-talkie. He walked over 
to his armoire and popped open the cabinet. His clothes stood at attention, 
neatly folded. The stacks were arranged according to color. He picked up a 
canary yellow pullover and yanked it on. He grabbed the deodorant before he 
pulled the shirt completely on and smothered his armpits with the white, chalky 
stuff. Careful to button the bottom button. Unbutton. Re-button. Buttons, 
buttons. He wiggled into a pair of Levi’s, tugged on his socks and shoes and 
grabbed his navy denim jacket off the back of his chair. It was almost time.

Time, time, time, time, time. Is it almost time?
He went into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator and stood in plumes of 

vapor rising into his eyes. He blinked twice and grabbed the gallon jug of milk. 
He let the door swing shut, paused, considering the shiny, black door for a 
moment, and set the milk on the counter.

The events that followed were…uneventful. Nothing to see here. He got the 
cereal out of the pantry, ate a bowl, two, three. He put the cereal away, the milk, 
and set his bowl and spoon in the stainless steel sink. He glanced at his watch—
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6:44—it was time. Yes, timey, time-time.
He walked back to his bedroom, flicked off the light and ceiling fan, and shut 

the door. He turned and headed down the hall. He moved slowly at first, he was 
still tired, then picked up his pace.

His feet made nearly no noise as he crept down the carpeted hall. He passed 
a door on the right, paused, listened, and continued on. He passed another 
door, also on this right and passed it up. It was the bathroom. When he came to 
the end of the hall, a T-joint with two doors on either side, he paused and 
listened again. No sounds. There was also an air-conditioning vent built into the 
wall here. It too was silent. It was a hot morning. Sweaty, sweating. Sweet. Sweet 
sweat.

He went to the door on his right, held his breath, and turned the knob. The 
door popped slightly and Tad pushed it open. It groaned. Groaning, old tired 
groaning. Tad had known it would. He went in.

The room was small: white wicker chair, a flower-patterned sofa and a brass-
and-white colored wrought-iron day bed all crammed into it; tight fit. It was a 
girl’s room. Tad’s sister was sprawled on the bed. She had track meet aspirations 
written all over her sleep-encumbered face. He could read the aspirations. He 
could taste the track meet. The sweet sweat. He hated it. Tad’s mouth felt dry and 
tasted sour. He decided to brush his teeth. He called his sister awake and went 
to the bathroom.

When he was finished, two minutes and twenty-seven seconds later, Kate 
walked in, stared at him, groggy—as if she didn’t recognize him—and went into 
the separate showering room. Soon, steamy water could be heard sprinkling 
down. Sprinkle, sprinkle. Tad went into the living room to wait. It was 6:51.

He pulled a Conan comic book out of his backpack, stared at the cover a 
moment, put it back and pulled out a Stephen King short story he had found at 
the Covertown Public Library. He flipped to page 126 and continued reading.

At 7:22, Kate was ready and Tad had been finished with the short story for 
thirteen minutes; it lay on the table and Tad was flipping the pages of the Conan 
comic.

Kate said, “I’m ready.” She wore a colorful red jumper with a yellow shirt, 
shoes and socks. She was fourteen. Tad supposed she looked cute. Cute little 
girl, cutie-pie. Such a cutie-shootie-pie!

“Wonderful,” he mumbled. Kate smiled slightly. She had grown accustomed 
to his attitude ever since Dad had died. With deliberate slowness, Tad packed 
the comic into his bag, zipped it, stood up and jingled his keys. “Wonderful,” he 
said again.

He threw open the garage door with a multitude of rattles and clanks. Clanks 
and rattles. Chutes and ladders. Shoots and tatters. He went to the driver side of 
his Jeep and opened the door. He tossed his pack between the seats and then 
shut the door.

“Give me a hand, Kate,” he said and began removing the vinyl top on the old 
CJ-7. When they were done—it was 7:34—they climbed in. Tad cranked up the 
throaty motor and throttled the engine. It rumbled smoothly and he pulled the 
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gear-shifter into reverse. He backed out of the garage and down the short 
driveway. When he got to the gravel road, he pulled on out and headed for 
school.

Tad pushed PLAY on his cassette/stereo system. The Beatles’ “Drive My Car” 
blared back at him. “How appropriate,” he muttered. Kate sat in silence beside 
him. He thought of something sarcastic to say to her about the track meet, but 
only said, “How do you feel?”

Kate looked over at him. Question was in her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“Oh,” he faltered. Stupid, stupid boy! “About the track meet.”
“Oh,” she replied, taken aback but not really showing it. “I guess I feel like I 

always do.” She turned and stared out the plastic window, dismissing the 
conversation.

Oh, of course! Tad thought to himself. Of course, right! Same old way, huh? 
Well—how the hell is that!

He pushed back his anger with shaky hands. Shaky, shaky, hands are quaky. 
He gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white. “I don’t know how that is, Kate,” 
he said.

She remained staring out the plastic window. “Just jittery, Tad. Kinda nervous, 
you know?”

Yes, Tad knew. Of course he knew. Hadn’t he run track two years ago? Well? 
Hadn’t he? Until Kate was better and Tad was finished and quit. Yes, he knew. 
“Yeah,” he said.
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They pulled up to the high school building. Kate got out without a word and 
walked inside, instantly gobbled up by her crowd of popular girls. Tad cursed 
her and her purposeless world, then drove to the student parking lot and turned 
off the Jeep’s engine.

He sat for a while, just listening to the taps and clicks as the engine cooled 
down. Ticks and clacks. After about ten minutes, he got out and went to school. 
It was 7:51.

The bell rang nine minutes later and Tad reported to homeroom. He had 
been reading a Conan comic book and was done.

“Mornin’,” he said to the homeroom teacher. She glanced up, said nothing to 
Tad’s fake, massive, cracked-ass smile. Tad chuckled to himself; he hated his 
homeroom teacher. He made sure she had marked him present and then left the 
room.

He walked down the main hallway. When he reached the stairs he pulled a 
candy bar out of his pack and ate it on the way up. When he got to the top he 
tossed the wrapper in a big, orange flip-top waste basket. The top was silent as it 
swung. Tad stopped and looked at it, pushing the flip-top again, listening to it 
making no sound. He ran his flat hand over the top of the trash can, caressed it. 
Such a quiet lid. So hushed. Hush, little baby, don’t fucking squeak. He turned 
and passed three doors before he stopped at the fourth and knocked.

The whole upper level of Covertown Union High was administration. There 
were sixteen total offices. The principal’s, ironically, was the smallest. He was a 
gentle man, the principal, and everyone called him Teddy, sometimes followed 
by -bear. His real name was Theodore Vilderhaas. To Tad the name sounded 
German, but Teddy-bear was an Italian all the way. Tad could see him selling 
hotdogs on Fourth Avenue. Teddy-bear. Hah! Tad loved it. Really loved that. He 
fucking hated Teddy. But this wasn’t his office.

“Come in,” said the soft voice behind the door.
Tad opened the door and went into the office.
“Ah, hello, Tad,” said the woman behind the small oak desk. She was very 

pretty. Tad stared at her from the door. She was smiling. Tad felt a stirring in his 
crotch. He hated that this happened without his consent. It angered him at 
having his strong will rattled. Oh, did she rattle it! Rattle, rattle. Little rattle 
snake.

She had chestnut hair that came a few inches past her shoulders. It was 
straight and reflected light. Her eyes were a penetrating grey-green that looked 
like a storm. An ocean storm. With big waves and lots of water and wind and 
Tad was losing control. She was wearing an emerald skirt-suit. Tad sat down as 
she beckoned, enthralled. He was drowning. Sinking, sinking into the ocean.

“Hello, Tad,” she said again and tossed her hair out of her eyes with a fluid 
movement of her supple neck. Her eyes stared at him, smiling. Tad could not 
answer, could not utter a word. Mute. Dumb. Stupid, stupid boy.

But she gave him time. She always did. Tad never felt that she rushed him. 
She seemed like the kind of girl who liked to take things nice and slow. Tad 
smiled, grinned. He was becoming aroused. He laughed at his “strong will.” He 



de La Plaine / FREAKOUTS / 10

hated himself.
“Uh, hello, Mrs. Darwin,” he managed. He was breathing a little hard now. 

Damn you, Tad, he reprimanded himself. Get a grip! Grip it! Grab it! Grope it!
“So,” said Mrs. Darwin casually. “What brings you here this morning?”
Damn, thought Tad. She’s so damn good. Slips it right to you, she does.
“You know,” he told her.
“Yes, I do, Tad, but I want to hear it from you,” she said, smiling warmly.
“Right,” muttered Tad. In a TV announcer’s voice he began, “You have to 

confront your problems in all ways: Physically, mentally, visually, and…
verbally.” Ally, ally, ully, olly, oily. Physicoily. Tad snorted at his thoughts.

Mrs. Darwin laughed at his voice. “That’s right, Tad, you do.” She continued 
to stare. “What do you think is the root problem?”

“My father,” began Tad, somewhat troubled. He hated talking about this. 
“When he died, I…I just have to live with it, I guess.” Tad looked down at his 
shoes. Then at her shoes. They were green too, with medium heels. And sticking 
out of them were her legs, long legs. Lean, lovely legs. “But, the real problem,” 
he droned, not paying attention, looking at legs, long legs, strong legs, frog legs, 
“is that I take my anger and loss out on my peers, siblings, parents—oops, 
‘parent,’ no ‘s,’ right?—and myself.” Tad sounded like a terrible actor reciting 
lines from a teleprompter. What was he saying? He hated that he was required to 
come here and talk to Mrs. Darwin every week. And he hated that he looked 
forward to it. And he hated her fucking gorgeous legs.

“Tad, why don’t you want to believe in any of this therapy?” Mrs. Darwin sat 
back and laced her fingers over her abdomen and stared at Tad with concern.

Tad sat up: He knew! Finally, he knew! After all of this stupid bullshit therapy, 
he knew the answer! I know the answer, and it’s not 42, no, no, no! He tried to 
stand up from the chair, but his body wouldn’t move. “It doesn’t help because I 
don’t choose to cooperate and face my problems.” No, no, no! Wait! That’s not 
the answer! Damnit, Dr. Darwin! What the hell have you put in my head! The 
answer’s 42! Forty-two, fordytoo, fortitude!

“That’s right, Tad,” she began. But Tad got his body working, his arousal 
shrunken, jumped up and dashed out of the office. He decided that he would 
rather be in classes today—warning or no warning.

He raced to the stairs, clambered down and ran to homeroom. Mrs. Darwin 
was calling him, her voice following him with a vengeance. Go to hell! Tad 
thought, but then she was singing a different tune and Tad stopped running, 
stopped moving. Sing-sing! Sing a song.

“Mr. Vilderhaas! Teddeeeeee!” screamed the doctor. Doctor Jekyll. Tad 
absolutely hated her.

He sighed, shoulders slumping, melodramatic. I just wanted to go to class, he 
thought. Doesn’t she know that? He sighed again. He took a step, looked back 
at the stairs, the screaming Jekyll floating down, and then went on to 
homeroom. He didn’t really want to go to class—he hated class. Because it 
wasn’t classy. Not a class act. No class.

The bell rang before he got there, so he performed an abrupt about face and 
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headed to his first period class. He nearly collided with Dr. Jekyll.
“Tad,” she began, but Tad cut her off with a wave of his hand. She let him 

pass her and then followed him down the hall. He passed the stairs as Mr. 
Vilderhaas was coming down, followed by Jake, the school security guard.

Tad laughed. That dipshit wanna-be-cop in those pants that squeezed his ass 
cheeks together like super-glue with their tight lycra. What a dipshit. Tad kept 
walking. It was 8:16.
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At 12:36 Tad’s brother, Zachary, came to pick him up to go to Kate’s track meet. 
Zachary was 25, the result of a little too much fooling around between Mom 
and Dad when they were young. Tad’s parents had struggled for almost a decade 
before they were ready to have more children. Zachary wasn’t old enough to be 
Tad’s father, but he sure acted like he was. Now that Dad was gone. Tad had 
been seated in Teddy-bear’s student reform chair for three hours. Teddy had been 
talking to Dr. Jekyll for the whole time. The chair made Tad feel stiff. Stiff little 
stiffy. Tad hated the chair. He was bored. He was stiff.

Zachary walked in with a tired expression in his eyes. Teddy-bear was just 
finishing the fill-in on Tad’s “outburst” earlier. Tired, Tad thought, looking at his 
brother. He has no idea what tired is. He laughed quietly as Mr. Vilderhaas 
finished. Maybe someday he would make everyone tired. Make them go to 
sleep. Good night, sleep tight, bite, bite. So tired. Retire.

“Well, Mr. Vilderhaas,” Zachary said when Teddy had finished, “if you ever 
have any reprimands to make, check with me first.” Zachary gave Teddy a bland, 
stern look.

“Oh, well. Yes, sir,” replied the gentle Teddy-bear. He pressed his palms onto 
his desk, looking down at his fingers.

“I’ll be signing him out now, Mr. Vilderhaas,” Zachary told Teddy. And he did. 
Soon he and Tad were walking across the parking lot.

“Thanks, Zachary,” said Tad, looking at his feet. “That goddamn psychiatrist 
just doesn’t understand me. I only wanted to go to class today—not see some 
shrink.”

“Even if it’s Darling Doctor Darwin?”
Tad tried not to smile as he looked up at his brother’s toothy grin. But he did 

anyway. He hated that he couldn’t control his own stupid shit-eating grin. They 
reached Tad’s Jeep and Zachary handed him a slip of paper.

“The directions to the track meet—in case you can’t keep up with me.”
Tad stopped grinning. “That little yuppie Jeep of yours can’t beat me!”
Zachary raised his eyebrows. “Well the fuel-injected power plant under her 

hood is a hell of a lot smoother than that carbureted Sherman tank of an engine 
you’ve got,” he said smiling, not sure if Tad was angry or just being funny. Funny 
in his own funny kind of way.

Just then—CLICK!—Tad thinks he hears something. He drops to one knee, 
prepared to spin around on an assailant, when the gun goes off. The report 
echoes through the parking lot as the bullet rips through the Jeep’s plastic 
window. Tad spins around and stands up, facing his attacker. The man is wearing 
all black and has camo grease paint on his face. The gun swings toward Zachary.

“Get down!” yells Tad—too late!
Another report echoes through the lot. Zachary goes down. Blood spatters on 

the Jeep’s steel siding and white wheels.
“No!” Tad lunges at the gunman, bringing a well-placed kick into the cove of 

the man’s solar plexus; his left hand knocks the pistol away. Than man goes 
down. He seems to be falling very slowly—like in the movies. Tad watches him 
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fall, but the man never hits the ground.

Tad jerked his head up with a start. Zachary was beeping his horn. Tad 
looked around. He was in his Jeep. The engine was running. He took a deep 
breath, blew his horn back at Zachary and pushed the gear shifter into first. The 
two Jeeps pulled into the road.
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Tad was fourteen when his father died. Ken Peterson worked for an offshore 
drilling company; he was the rig supervisor. Tad had been writing in his room 
when the phone rang—he never rushed to answer the phone—and Kate had 
picked it up, thinking it was one of her friends. He hadn’t hated her friends then. 
Not yet. She had been silent for a moment, listening, and then extended the 
phone to Tad’s mom. Mrs. Peterson didn’t say anything. She just let the phone 
drop to the floor with dead fingers. Tears fell from her eyes and rolled down her 
cheeks in silent agony.

 
Despite their attempts to keep the details secret, Tad found out the specifics 

of his father’s death. Mr. Peterson had been snapped in two by an over-stressed 
steel cable. The details had been gruesome. Tad did his best not to remember 
what his father’s co-workers had described to him. But the nightmares came 
anyway. Nightmares. Horrible, terrifying nightmares.
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The storm-lashed rig sat immovably on three steel legs. The wind howled 
through the holes; every nook and cranny was flooded with rain. Rain drilled 
down, echoing dully off the tin-can steel roofed trailers. The high tension wires 
that held the drilling tower groaned angrily at the disturbance of the peace and 
tranquility of the sea.

Ken Peterson swayed along a red-lighted corridor, inspecting the vessel. The 
whole place groaned. Ken spun around as the door behind him flew open, 
allowing wind to blow rain onto the wax-slicked floors. Ken had just enough 
time to see a yellow rain-slickered figure dart out into the haze of the storm. Ken 
wondered for a moment, then followed.

The rain and wind nearly deafened him as it buffeted against the complex 
when he stepped through the hatch; he shut it behind him. He tied a yellow 
cord about his waist and stepped across the deck on nimble feet.

Ken followed the darting yellow figure with his eyes as it righted overturned 
crates and downed lines. Ken, hoping to help, continued across the deck. From 
the point at which Ken had shut the hatch and bound himself to the yellow cord 
until now, a period of fifteen seconds had passed.

Ken had no time to react.
A large wave rumbled up over the deck and toppled a radio tower. The 

antenna tower fell with agonizing slowness and Ken followed its intended path 
with a morbid gaze. The tower was going to fall on the yellow figure whom Ken 
had now identified as Jimmy Richards, a co-worker for the company. But the 
tower never reached Jimmy; it was stopped by a steel cable stretched across the 
platform high above. The wire snapped at the junction, and with horrifying 
velocity sped toward Ken and sliced him in two.

Blood mingled with the salty sea. Organs slithered uselessly from his gory 
abdomen.

His body washed overboard with the next wave.
Several men watched through the plexiglass window of a squat observation 

tower. Tad, wearing pajamas, turned from the window, horrified.
“Father?” he began. “Dad? Dad?” In the doorway stood Ken, Tad’s father.
“Son.” But a whisper.
Tad began to run toward his father, but stopped. Tad’s father started forward. 

The top half of Ken’s body wasn’t able to balance due to the sudden, jerky 
movement and it toppled forward and onto the floor.

Tad screamed.
The fingers moved on the mutilated form that lay on the floor.
Ken began to claw his way forward, moaning, “Tad…son…I love you.”
Tad scrambled backward as the legs began to continue forward.
The body was crawling.
The legs were walking.
The organs were glistening in a pool of blood by the door.
Tad screamed again. His butt bumped into the paneled plexiglass window. 

The men who had been there moments ago were gone. Tad wished they were 
there. Where was everyone? He began to sob, listening to his father as he 
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crawled forward.
For agonizing moments of horror, Tad’s father scratched and strained to 

approach his son. The legs jerked slowly along behind him.
“Tad…son…I love you.”
Finally, the fingers stopped. The arms reached out slowly, hoping to find life 

in Tad’s bones and spirit.
“No!” cried Tad in revulsion. The fingers had begun to tickle Tad’s toes. His 

heart jumped into his throat and then a bright light flashed.

Tad scrambled out from beneath the covers. His ceiling fan tick-tick-ticked 
on high speed. Lightning flashed outside. His pillow was drenched in sweat, as 
was he. Thunder rumbled loudly, shaking the panes in the window. Tad looked 
at the end of the bed and saw the fern that he had gotten two years ago sway 
back and forth across the bottom of the mattress. “My little toe-ticklers” he had 
called them. The dream was always the same. He hated it. A horrible dream. 
Dreamy, dream. Not dreamy—horrible.

Damn it! Tad thought. Damn it to hell!
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Kate stretched her practice-trained muscles as she stood next to the high jump 
runway. She stared at the crowd, saw her two brothers and smiled. She waved 
just a little—she needn’t become distracted by all her little girlfriends—and 
continued to stretch and strain. Tad hated her so much.

Tad watched her from his vantage point at the top of the bleachers. He 
smirked to himself thinking of how she got off on all of these people from 
Covertown rooting for her. Well, he surely wasn’t going to root for her. He 
directed his gaze to Charlotte McGinny, an attractive girl who, Tad thought, had 
a crush on him.

“Go, Charlotte!” he called, cupping his hands around his mouth to enhance 
his booming baritone. Charlotte smiled, waved, and continued her stretches. She 
bent over to touch her toes and Tad could see right up her red track shorts; he 
noted her pink panties. Maybe she felt him staring, for she stood up and waved 
again. A companion of hers called something to her and pointed to Tad. Both 
girls burst into giggles. Tad felt suddenly self-conscious. He hated feeling that 
way.

Kate ran the long jump, the high jump, the one thousand meter, the one 
hundred meter dash—and won them all. Covertown was small and she didn’t 
have much competition.

Tad sighed and turned his gaze from the track meet altogether. He studied the 
field, the stands, the restrooms and concessions. He noted every possible exit, 
hiding place, and vantage point. He also searched the shadows for the lurking 
enemy.

Which he always felt was there, but could never see.
“You’re so weird sometimes.” Zachary averted his gaze from the girls on the 

field and addressed Tad’s wandering stare.
“Huh?” Tad swung around, alarmed. “Oh,” he said. “I just got bored I guess.”
“Kate’s winning.”
“Yeah. I, uh, see that, Zack.” Tad looked at the field, studied it for a moment, 

looked back at Zachary, and turned back to his gazing. Zachary shook his head 
and resumed his coverage of the meet.

“Tad?” Zachary hesitated. Tad swung his eyes back to his brother and waited. 
“Tad, say something happened to Kate, or me, or mom.” Zachary paused again, 
trying to gauge Tad’s expression. There was none. “I know what happened to 
Dad hardened you, but don’t you feel anything for us anymore?”

“Sure,” Tad said, smiling. “Sure.”
Zachary kept staring at Tad, finally looking down. “Yeah,” said Zachary. He 

turned back around and rested his beard-stubbled chin in his palm. “Yeah.”

There is a drone growing in the stillness of the bleachers.

The crowd continued to cheer. Tad decided to watch Charlotte run hurtles; he 
could see a lot more of her pink panties during that event.

The drone grows louder, like ten thousand bees.
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Tad watched Charlotte jumping. Throwing one leg and then another over the 
aluminum hurtles.

The drone suddenly becomes very sharp and Tad can hear the whine of an 
engine and the thwup-thwup-thwup of helicopter blades. He arches his neck 
back and around and sees the blacked-out Huey UH-1 hover over the lip of the 
stadium. It moves forward slowly, like a big, heavy black bird. When it reaches 
the middle of the stadium—directly over the field of play—the door on its right 
side draws open like a van and long black cords drop over the side.

Tad gets to his feet as black-clad soldiers—assassins—rappel down the cords. 
As each man reaches the ground he unslings an M16 rifle from his back and 
opens fire on the competitors.

Kate goes down in a flurry of blood, legs, arms, and hair.
Charlotte is knocked over three hurtles and smashes into the chain link fence 

that keeps fans off the track.
Blood flies.
The soldiers pour on the bullets.
The bottom row of spectators is drenched in thick, bright red.
Blood.
The reports of the automatic rifles are lost in the din of a screaming crowd. 

Tad grabs Zachary and throws him to the floor between seats. Zachary, who 
now also appears to be a solider, dressed in gray fatigues, pulls out a Beretta 
9mm, draws the slide back and releases it, and prepares to fire.

Tad is watching the events on the field with detached curiosity. How unreal! 
He slowly turns toward his brother.

Zachary calmly raises the Beretta and points deliberately at Tad’s head.
“Wha—?” Tad begins, dumbfounded.
Zachary stares at Tad madly. He flashes a grin and his eyes grow wide with 

glee. He begins to speak—meaningless garble—and saliva drips from his mouth 
at the corners.

Muted, distant, come the sounds of the helicopter and machine guns.
Zachary uses his thumb to move the safety on the pistol up—and fires.

Tad snapped his head back and screamed quietly. Zachary spun around and 
stared at him as Kate dashed from the starting line at the sound of the starting 
shot.

“What the hell is going on!” whispered Zachary loudly. His eyes were wide 
with surprise and shock…and embarrassment. Several heads turned toward the 
two brothers.

Angry glances.
Kate pulled ahead.
“Jesus,” sighed Tad. “Zack, did you see…hear, ah, anything?”
Zachary looked hard as his brother. Furrowed his brow.
Tad shook his head and stared out at the field.
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Kate ripped the banner—first place.
The crowd roared.
Tad’s head ached.
“You wanna get outta here?” Zachary began to rise. Tad let him and rose also, 

nodding his head, dumb. Stupid, stupid idiot boy. Together they left the stadium 
and drove home.
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Stephen Whitley squeezed the nozzle and rinsed the remaining suds from his 
father’s 1965 Corvette. As the suds came away the navy blue lacquer shined. 
Stephen dropped the hose and pulled a dry chamois from a discarded yellow 
Borden milk box. He dried the car and then put all of the cleaning materials 
away.

He went inside and poured a tall glass of lemonade and sat down on the 
wicker chair in the sun room. The radio was on and the Beatles were singing 
“Strawberry Fields.”

Stephen smiled. Tad sure would like to be here. He’ll be pissed to know he 
missed this song. Tad absolutely loved the Beatles. Stephen reclined in the chair 
and sipped the cold lemonade. He felt badly for Tad. Things had changed since 
they were little kids. Mr. Peterson’s death had switched something in Tad. On or 
off, Stephen didn’t know. But Stephen felt like that something, whatever it was, 
had always been there. Just down deeper.

The phone rang and Stephen got up and went into the kitchen. He answered, 
“Hello,” and waited.

“Hi, Steve, it’s Kathy,” said the voice on the other end.
“Hey, what’s going on?” asked Stephen. Kathy was another friend from 

childhood. The voice on the other end broke into muted sobs. “Hey, hey. Cool 
down, kid,” soothed Stephen. “What happened, babe?”

“Jo…Jo…Josh leh…leh…left me!” the other voice whined.
“Hey, it’s all right. Don’t worry. Do you wanna come over?”
“Yes. No. Damn! I can’t go to prom now!” She laughed, but she was still 

upset.
“Hey, I’ll take you, Kathy,” said Stephen. He sat down at the table. “Why 

don’t you come over? It’ll do you some good. I’ll make you some hot cocoa and 
cookies. Huh? How about it?”

“Oh, okay,” said Kathy, sniffling. “All right.”
“I’ll see you in bit.”
“Goodbye, Stephen. Thanks.”
Stephen hung up the phone and smiled. He didn’t know when it started—the 

years blurred together—but he had had a crush on Kathy Johnson for years. The 
crush had grown to lust. Too bad about Josh. But Stephen knew how to handle 
Kathy now. He made the preparations.

“Kathy,” he said to himself. “I’m all out of milk for cocoa. But I’ve got some 
really good wine.” Stephen smiled. Tad would have smile too. Once. Poor Tad, 
sitting at home hoping someone would ask him to prom.

Tad moved quietly from the window, down along the side of the house. He 
wanted a better view. He hid in a clump of bushes so he could watch the front 
door. He watched as Kathy pulled up next to the blue Corvette. She got out and 
walked toward the front door. Tad snuck back around to the side of the house so 
he could look inside.

Stephen walked quietly to the door, quietly opened it, and quietly invited 
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Kathy Johnson in. He did everything quietly. He had gotten that from Tad. But he 
and Tad had a lot of differences. One was taste in girls. Kathy smiled and walked 
over the threshold a little nervously. She was tall, nearly as tall as Stephen. She 
had blond hair and blue-green eyes. She was a fun girl. She liked to party. Tad 
hated parties, dancing. Tad liked quiet girls. Dark hair and green or brown eyes. 
Deep eyes.

“Hello, Kathy,” Stephen said.
“Hi.” Kathy’s eyes were red and moist. She had cried a lot. Stephen walked 

quietly to the kitchen. Kathy followed.
“I’m all out of milk for cocoa,” Stephen said, “but I’ve got some really 

wonderful wine.”
He held two wine glasses in his hands and looked at her, raising his 

eyebrows.
“Oh, sure,” she said. He poured two glasses. “Stephen, will you…did you 

really mean it? I mean, taking me to prom?” Her eyes moistened a little more 
and she smiled warmly, hopefully.

“Yeah, sure. You know I did.” Stephen smiled and handed her a glass full with 
wine. He motioned her to the sun room and there they sat, Stephen in the 
wicker and Kathy on the cushioned wrought-iron chair.

“You know, Kathy,” Stephen said after they’d opened another bottle of wine. 
“I’ve had a crush on you since the ninth grade. If you don’t mind my saying: 
you’re beautiful.”

Kathy smiled and sipped on her fourth glass. Stephen was on his second.
“Thank you. You’re quite cute yourself.” She giggled and smiled at him. “Oh! 

I think I’m tipsy.”
Stephen smiled and sipped his wine. Kathy drained her glass and extended it 

to Stephen. He refilled it and they continued talking of the “good old days” 
when they both first came to high school.

They were sitting on the sofa in the living room ten minutes later and Stephen 
moved closer and closer. He would reach for a peanut in the bowl on the coffee 
table and scoot over a bit. He was quite close by now.

Kathy seemed to note his closeness, for she moved nervously and set her 
glass down on the table. As she leaned back, Stephen took her by the shoulders 
and pulled her close. Her breasts rubbed against his chest and he could feel her 
hard nipples. He pressed his lips against her and she opened her mouth 
willingly and they kissed. They fell over on the sofa, Stephen on top, both still 
embraced. Kathy stretched her arms above her head and Stephen moved his lips 
down her neck and opened her shirt.

Tad looked away. He hated Stephen. And that slut, Kathy. In a crouch, he 
snuck away from the house. When he was clear, he broke into a run.
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Tad was sitting on the sofa with Zachary watching television.
The phone rang. A nasty digital burrup that Tad hated. It rang twice—burrup, 

burrup—before he could pick the receiver of the cordless from the coffee table.
“Tad Peterson speaking.” The phone burruped again.
“Push the button,” Zachary said.
Tad pushed the answer button, cutting off the third ring. “Tad Peterson,” he 

said, vexed. He listened for a moment, smiled, and then composed himself.
Straight-faced, he said, “Probably, but I’ll have to see.” Another pause, 

listening. “Uh-huh, yeah. Sure, thanks. Yeah, kinda busy. Let me call you back in 
a little while…. I already have it…. Don’t ask me how! Hah!” Pause. “Yeah, 
okay. ‘Bye, Charlotte.” Click.

Zachary turned toward his brother. “Charlotte?” he said, his voice lacking 
credibility.

“Yeah—and she wants to go to the prom.”
“No shit!” said Zachary. “All right, buddy!” Zachary extended his hand, palm 

up, and Tad gave him five, unable to stop himself. He knew Zachary was just 
trying to be supportive. Trying to be Dad. But he missed giving his father high 
fives. And he didn’t want to find himself giving a high five to his brother. He 
hated doing it.
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“Tad…son…I love you.”
Finally, the fingers stopped. The arms reached out slowly, hoping to find life 

in Tad’s bones and spirit.
“No!” cried Tad in revulsion. The fingers had begun to tickle Tad’s toes. His 

heart jumped into his throat and then a bright light flashed.

Tad sat bolt upright. Zachary came running across the room from the door 
where he had turned on the light and laid his hands on Tad’s shoulder.

“It’s okay,” he soothed. “Shh, it’s all right, buddy.”
Tad broke into tears and shook in Zachary’s arms.
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Turn off the music, take down the signs.
Tad squeezed her hand as Charlotte pressed her head against his shoulder. 

Tad smiled.
If looks could kill, this mirror would do.
Harry Connick, Jr.’s ballad echoed through the hall. The emerald-green-and-

gold-colored walls reflected light from six mirror balls hanging, spinning on the 
ceiling. Tad’s shoes clacked quietly on the black and white checker pattern of 
the floor. He could see Zachary with Julia over by the fountain. Zachary had 
been dating the seventeen-year-old senior for about two months now. And even 
with the difference of six years between them, they were going strong. They 
were making out right there by the fountain. Tad almost didn’t hate them.

I could say it was nothing, now that there’s nothing new—only ‘cause I don’t 
have you.

Charlotte hadn’t offered a kiss yet tonight, but Tad wasn’t worried. Being with 
her would be just the best thing ever in his life. He tried not to think about 
anything but her. The smell of her. The feel of her. He placed his hand behind 
her head and pressed her face into the crook of his neck and shoulder. She 
breathed warmly on his neck. Tad rested his chin on her shoulder and looked 
over to where Stephen was dancing. Twenty feet away Stephen winked. Tad just 
stared at him.

The song ended and everyone applauded. Clappy-clap. Shut yer trap!
Tad saw Stephen pull Kathy in for a kiss. Tad grasped Charlotte by the 

shoulders and bent down to kiss her. Their lips met. It was short and dry. Husks, 
dried out husks. Husky. Tad and Charlotte sat down at a large table with 
Zachary, Stephen, and their dates.

“Well,” began Tad, trying to smile, but looking instead like an insane serial 
killer. “God, that was great!”

Stephen leaned over and whispered in his ear, “The dance, or the kiss?”
Tad’s smile fell and his face darkened.
“Sorry,” added Stephen.
Everyone sat and talked of the great night and the seniors whom they knew 

graduating that year. Everyone except Tad. He felt himself growing distant. 
Backing away in his mind. Mind your manners, mind on the matter.

A man in black cotton sweats is standing at the theater’s front window staring 
in.

Tad stared around at the place. It was a huge room where a theater once had 
been. He tried listening to Stephen and Zachary. Charlotte placed her hand in 
his and squeezed it. She leaned over and whispered in Tad’s ear.

“I’m happy to be here with you, Tad.” Tad tried to smile again, failing.

Another man has come up and is staring into the old, abandoned theater. He 
too is wearing black sweats.
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“Oh, no!” Tad began as he watched the champagne flute tip over and fall. It 
broke and spilled its contents on Tad’s lap. “Damnit!” He got up, excused 
himself, and went to the men’s room. His chest burned with anger, directed at 
the broken glass, the stupid party, his friends, but mostly at himself.

The door squeaked and the pungent smell of citrus-scented soap and 
disinfectant filled his nose. He walked over the sink. Squeaky door, squeaky 
clean.

A man in drab gray clothes walks out of a stall and washes his hands at the 
other sink. Tad says, “Hello,” and the other man nods.

“Tad?” Stephen said as he pushed through the door.
“Yeah?” Tad turned to look at him. He expected to see the other man going 

out now and when he didn’t, Tad turned. The man was gone. “Hey!” Tad 
jumped. He began looking through the stalls. “Stephen, did you see a guy in 
gray looking clothes walk outta here?”

“No. There was nobody in here but you when I walked in. You okay?”
“Yeah,” said Tad, coming away from the stalls. “Go ahead. Order another 

sparkling cider for me. I’ll be right out.”
“All right,” said Stephen and turned to go. “Tad, Charlotte really likes you, 

man.”
Tad pushed a weak smile onto his face and gave Stephen a thumbs up. 

Stephen left and the door squeaked shut.

The rattle of machine gun fire draws Tad’s attention. He rushes at the door as 
the man in gray runs in carrying an Uzi 9mm. Tad yells in surprise and wrestles 
the gun from the man’s hands. Tad kicks the man’s knee and the man falls, 
howling in pain. Tad puts four rounds into the man’s forehead and runs out of 
the bathroom.

“Charlotte!” he whispers as he runs along the hall.
His first sight is Stephen’s body full of bullet holes in a pool of blood at the 

end of the hall. Tad chokes back tears and screams now, “Charlotte!” The 
machine gun fire has ceased. There is a haze in the air as Tad enters the main 
room. The acrid smell of sulfur fills Tad’s nose. The first thing he notices is that 
Charlotte is dead. She is lying in a pool of mingled blood. Charlotte, Julia, and 
Kathy are all sprawled on the floor behind the table. Zachary is nowhere to be 
seen.

The old abandoned theater is a sight of gruesome massacre. The enemy is 
gone. Tad rushes out of the theater and into the street. Four military Jeeps roll 
away with the black-clad soldiers crammed in each. Tad opens fire and has the 
small victory of seeing two soldiers fall out and thump on the road. The Jeeps 
turn the corner and disappear. On the wall of the building is a mermaid in 
brilliant blue and green. Tad walks back inside.

He vomits as the smell of carnage fills his mouth and throat. When he is 
done, he walks over to Charlotte. He lays the gun down on the floor and sits 
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down, pulling her head to his chest. He smothers his face in her hair and wets it 
with his tears.

“Tad?”
A sobbing mumble.
“Tad, you all right? Tad?”
“Go away!”
“Tad…hey.” Stephen gently pried Tad’s fingers from the rim of the sink. He 

helped Tad walk out of the bathroom and into the hall. “Tad, do you need some 
air?”

“No.” Tad’s voice was thick, but the tears had ceased.
“I think we should go home, man,” said Stephen seriously.
“No…can’t go out there…Charlotte….”
“Hey, it’s all right. Dry your eyes. She’s worried about you. Get yourself 

together and we’ll go back out there and sit down. We’ll tell them you had 
trouble getting the cider out of your pants. No one has to know about the man 
in gray.”

“Yeah,” said Tad. He pulled his face together and drowned his tears in anger. 
He started down the hall and Stephen had to skip to catch up.

He sat down next to Charlotte and kissed her on the cheek. Zachary looked 
at him for a moment and said, “So, are we ready to hit the road?” Everyone 
agreed that they were and all said goodbye to their friends.

“I’m going back to Julia’s,” said Zachary as they walked across the parking 
lot. “Tad’ll probably go home.” Tad gritted his teeth but said nothing. Why would 
he go home? Because he was a loser? Tad hated his brother. “So, I’ll see you 
guys tomorrow. Stephen, why don’t you come over tomorrow and we’ll watch a 
movie or something. Bring Kathy.”

“All right,” Stephen said.
Tad helped Charlotte into his Jeep and shut the door. He walked around the 

back of the Jeep and Stephen met him.
“Hey, don’t worry about it, the freakout or whatever. It just happens 

sometimes; someday you’ll get past it. You go and have a good time with 
Charlotte, okay?”

“Yeah.” Tad smiled and gave Stephen a hug.

Stephen pulls away and smiles. There is the loud report of a gun and 
Stephen’s eyes glaze over. He falls into Tad’s arms, blood seeping through his 
shirt and onto Tad’s clothes.

“See you tomorrow, pal,” said Stephen, smiling.
Tad swallowed hard and forced a smile as Stephen walked away. Tad walked 

to the passenger side and opened the door. He helped Charlotte out without 
saying a word, took her by the arm to the driver’s side and helped her in. He 
walked back around and got in.

“You drive.”
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The two of them sat on the rocky New England coast, staring at the moon and 
stars reflected off the Atlantic waters. It was early in May and nice. Tad leaned 
over and kissed Charlotte. They fell over onto the blanket spread out over the 
grass. He began to run his hands up under her tee-shirt. She was wearing jeans 
and a Mickey Mouse tee-shirt now, changed from the stiff and formal Prom 
dress. Tad found her belly very soft and touchable. She giggled a little as he 
moved his warm hands up to her breasts. He began to kiss down her neck and 
then he found the strap of her bra.
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“Hey, Tad,” said Stephen when Tad opened the door. Tad turned and went back 
into the living room without saying anything. Stephen grimaced and led Kathy 
after Tad.

Charlotte sat on the sofa, feet propped up on the coffee table. Zachary was in 
the shower and Julia was in his room. The two girls knew each other and fell 
into idle talk. Tad started the movie and sat down with Charlotte.

The movie is unimportant because Tad is not watching it. He is staring at his 
dead friends in the living room.

“God, please. Do I have to go through this again?” He looks up at the 
ceiling, speckled with blood, as he says this.

The soldiers are gone. He stands and waits for someone to say, “Hey, Tad, 
you okay?”

“No, I’m not,” he says to no one in particular. He is standing amid the dead, 
waiting for it to end. It is ten minutes later when he walks outside and falls to his 
knees, crying out to god and asking him to mitigate his tears.
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The nightmare returned that night. 
Tad, son, I love you. 
He cried for two hours upon waking. No one had come to him this night.
The day’s freakout, or whatever, had been the longest yet. He had been 

awakened from it by a gentle kiss on the lips from Charlotte when the movie was 
over. He had been out of it for forty-five minutes. Stephen gave him a worried 
look when he jumped at Charlotte’s touch.

“Fuck,” said Tad. “What am I going to do?” The nightmares continued. It was 
three thirty in the morning; Tad was upset, crying, and confused. He hated 
feeling this way more than he hated anything else.
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The next morning was horrible. Tad had finally gone to bed at five a.m. It was 
now 6:31 and he was exhausted. His aching head shrunk away from the nerve-
rattling ring of the alarm clock. He got out of bed and went to his desk. In the 
second drawer was his survival knife, portable CB, and his father’s old Army 
pistol, which he kept for protection from the enemy.

Which he could never see.
But felt were always there.
He pulled out the knife, a full sixteen inches, and held it by the blade, 

protected inside a leather sheath. He patted his palm with the heavy stainless 
knob-end like a cop with a billy club as he walked toward the clock, still 
clanging away.

It did not clang much longer.
He let it ring as he set it on the counter. He raised the knife over his head, 

held the clock with his left hand, and WHACK! The alarm clock shattered into a 
hundred little plastic and metal pieces. It would never ring again.

He glanced up at the sign posted to his cork board. SMILE, TODAY IS THE 
FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE! Tad didn’t smile.

“Fuck off,” he said.
He didn’t eat breakfast that morning. He didn’t wake up Kate. He didn’t have 

a freakout, or whatever, and he didn’t go to school. He lay back down and went 
to sleep.
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Finally, the fingers stopped. The arms reached out slowly, hoping to find life in 
Tad’s bones and spirit.

“No!” cried Tad in revulsion. The fingers had begun to tickle Tad’s toes. His 
heart jumped into his throat and then a bright light flashed.

“No!” Tad cries as he sits up in bed. He wipes sweat out of his eyes and 
pushes his damp hair away from his forehead. “Fucking plants,” he mutters. He 
climbs out of bed and grabs the pot. He hurls it across the room.

It smashes against the wall.
It is then that he notices the man in black.
“Ah!” he cries, falling over onto the bed. The man advances. Tad regains his 

balance and control. Diving to the floor as the man reaches the bed, Tad 
manages to roll away and to his feet.

He spins around, bringing his right leg whipping at head level. The ball of his 
bare foot connects neatly with the man’s noes. Blood warms the bottom of Tad’s 
foot and sprays across the wall like an expressionist painting. “Kee-ya!” screams 
Tad.

He drops into a forward stance, arms up to guard his head and abdomen. 
The man bends over and pulls a dagger from his boot.

“Come on, motherfucker!” Tad yells at him.
The weapon is easy to remove from the man’s hand. In one fluid movement, 

Tad is holding the knife and smiling. Then he remembers the rest of his family.
He dispatches the man quickly, feinting with a kick and opening the man’s 

throat with the knife. He ignores the blood dripping down his arm and grabs the 
pistol from the gurgling soldier’s belt and opens the door.

“Drop the weapon, son,” says a man in a gray silk suit. The men behind him 
flick their guns’ safeties off. Tad plugs a clean nine millimeter hole in the man’s 
forehead. The other men are knocked off their feet before they can fire, gaping 
holes just below their throats. Tad grabs up one of their M16s and continues 
down the hall.

A man is dashing from the living room. Tad opens fire on him and pushes him 
over two sofas with the fully automatic impact of the 5.56mm bullets. The man 
lies face up with a ghastly smile playing across his lips. SMILE, TODAY IS THE 
FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE!

“Fuck off too.” Tad continues down the hall and finds his family.
SMILE…
Tad’s mother is in the shower, lying at the bottom in a heap. Her blood is 

slipping through the drain.
TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY…
Zachary lies in his bed, a book open and resting on his chest. There is a clean 

hole through his forehead.
OF THE REST OF…
Kate and Fletch, the dog, are sleeping on the floor together. They will never 

wake up.
YOUR LIFE!
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“Fuck off,” Tad whispers.
The soldiers are gone and Tad finds nothing better to do than go outside and 

cry to the sky, lying on his back in the grass.
“End it! Damn you, end it!” He is crying, tears coursing from the corners of 

his eyes and down into his ears.
It is more than an hour later when Tad grows worried. He is pacing the 

house, a new M16 in his hand; he is still waiting for the end.
A new fear grips him, then sheer terror.
“It won’t end,” he tells the man in the gray silk suit with the bullet in his 

head. “It won’t, you asshole. You fucking assholes, all of you!” He looks at the 
other men.

Fifteen minutes later Tad falls into a deep sleep on the sofa.
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He awoke to the smell of cooking—eggs, bacon, grease—and the clanging of 
pots and pans. He was tired, but he got out of bed and walked into the kitchen. 
He glanced at the remains of his alarm clock and felt bitter. He looked down at 
his watch—9:14—and threw on a button down shirt.

Tad was always quiet. His mother jumped when he reached around her and 
grabbed a strip of bacon. Usually, he thought it was humorous, but not today.

His mother sighed. “Good morning, Tad,” she said.
“Yep,” he said around the piece of bacon.
“I heard about what happened in the living room yesterday. They’re getting 

longer, Tad.”
No shit, Tad thought. God, parents are so stupid sometimes. Looked like 

about forty-five minutes to me, mom. Purdy long, babe. Should’ve seen me 
today. “Yeah, sure are,” he said. He didn’t feel like eating anymore, so he got 
dressed in some jeans and tennis shoes and went for a drive. 

Stephen found him five hours later sitting on that calm, New England coast 
just east of Covertown—freaking out.

“Goddamnit!” he yelled, crying. “You goddamn sonofabitches!” He chucked 
a rock and watched it sail through the air to splash into the sea. “That’s all we 
are, Stephen. A three-inch splash in the great fucking ocean.”



de La Plaine / FREAKOUTS / 34

He was so quiet. He slipped from under the covers and moved to the desk. He 
ran his fingers down the wooden sides, slowly passing the first two drawers and 
stopping at the third. He opened the drawer quietly and reached in. Outside he 
could hear the dripping of the rain, so incessant, driving him crazy. Drippy, drip, 
drip. Water drips. Blood drips, too. He had had enough. He pulled out the Army 
pistol and, ever-so-gently, pulled back the slide and put a round in the chamber. 
He knew what he had to do. He knew how to stop the freakouts, or whatever 
they were, forever.

The door creaked a little as he opened it.
“Damnit,” he muttered under his breath.
He stepped out into the hall and turned left. He passed the first door, passed 

the second—the bathroom—and stopped at the third. Kate was sleeping when 
Tad opened the door.

“Kate,” he whispered. He was smiling insanely now. He couldn’t help 
himself. He wanted her to see. He could hear the incessant rain dripping 
outside. Drippity, drippity. He raised the pistol and said, “Kate…Kate, dear, it’s 
time to get up.”

Kate rolled over and mumbled, “What time is it?”
“Time to get up, Kate,” Tad said, grinning.
She opened her eyes a little—then snapped them wide. He held a thick 

pillow in front of the gun and pointed it at her. She opened her mouth to scream 
and the gun exploded in Tad’s hands with a muted THWOOP! Kate fell back 
onto the mattress, blood seeping from her chest. Tad laughed to himself and left 
the room.

He went across the hall to his mother’s room. All of a sudden he remembered 
an old Pollack joke. The one where the husband finds his wife in bed with 
another man. The Pollack puts a gun to his own head and his wife begins 
laughing. “Don’t laugh,” the Pollack says. “You’re next!”

Tad put the gun to his head and walked into the room.
His mother, awakened by the shot Tad fired moments before, was sitting up in 

bed. She looked confused.
“Tad, no! Don’t,” she cried.
“Shut up,” Tad said. “You’re next!” He screamed hysterical laughter. “Get it, 

mom? You’re n—” he burst into laughter again. “Jesus, what a great joke!” He 
couldn’t stop laughing as he pointed the gun at his mother and pulled the trigger 
twice. His mother was sitting up in bed now and the headboard behind her 
splintered as the first bullet passed completely through her. The second round 
caused her to jerk and then the life drained out of her eyes.

“What a bitch,” Tad said to her. “You didn’t even laugh.”
He fired another bullet into her stomach and walked back into the hall.

Zachary was coming toward him with a .38 caliber revolver in his hand. 
The .38 came up and emitted thunder and lightning. Tad felt a burning pain in 
his lower right abdomen. He brought up the Colt but never got a shot off. 
Another .38 bullet entered his left eye and he never freaked out again.
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Zachary lit a cigarette and pulled the pad back in front of him. He grabbed his 
pen and held it tightly, poised above the paper. He took a drag and put the 
cigarette out in the ashtray. He began to write, his pen moving swiftly over the 
page.

I can’t explain my brother. He was closer to Dad than any of us. Even more 
than Mom. I guess no one really understood him, save maybe Stephen. When 
Dad died, Tad went into deep morning. I guess he just never snapped out of it.

Zachary sighed. He put the pen down and lit another cigarette. It was raining 
outside. It was warm. Zachary was in Tad’s old room.

I don’t know why I’m sitting here in the old house. Maybe I was trying to 
remember, to get some feeling from the whole thing. Jesus, why was I left?

He got up and walked to the window, holding his cigarette down by his side. 
He massaged his forehead with his left hand and sighed again. He inhaled 
through his cigarette. He walked back over to the desk and picked up the pad 
and pen. 

A man, dressed all in black, passes quickly by the window and disappears 
around the corner outside the house.

Zachary walked to the door, hesitated, looking back into the room, and went 
outside. He climbed into his Jeep and started the engine. He reached for the 
gear shifter and stopped. He grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and 
rested his forehead on the backs of them.

 Three men in black combat fatigues sprint from the corner of the house and 
disappear behind the trees along the road.

Zachary’s body shook as he cried.
Finally, with shaking hands, he put the gear shifter in reverse, pulled out from 

the house, and drove away.

The soldiers follow.
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