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   It started after his mommy shot the man who came to
the door.  The sun was low, coming through the plate glass
window; Sam could go out when it got high up enough; earlier Mommy
had said it was still too cool out.  The man had been knocking
for a really long time; Sam wondered why she didn’t answer. 
When he asked, she put her finger to her lips and shushed
him.  He had been watching his shows when the man came and
she’d turned off the television.  Sam hated not being able to
see his shows so he wished the man would go away.

   Mommy sat on the couch with him, still as those
animals that listened for tigers or lions that would try to eat
them all the time like on Discovery.

   There was no peephole like in some of the other
places they lived.  They moved around a lot.  Mommy said
it was because bad people would come if they didn’t. 
Sometimes they would leave in the middle of the night while Sam was
still sleeping.  When he woke up in a different place he knew
that the bad people had gotten close again.  This time the bad
people must have been really nearby from the look on Mommy’s
face.

   She waited by the door with her ear pressed against
it.  Sam pressed his head against the couch like she did and
hoped she would look.  Maybe if he could make her laugh she’d
put his shows back on, but Mommy didn’t notice.

   That was when Sam thought at Mommy.  He
thought hate.  Usually Mommy would keep doing whatever she was
doing when he thought things at her. 

   But Mommy reached under the back of her shirt and
pulled out a silver gun and as she stood at the door.  She
undid the lock so slow with her other hand that it didn’t make any
sound.  She leaned her head to the side and looked out just a
little.  Sam could see the nose of the gun, peaking out past
the long sleeve of her pajamas as she pressed up against the
wall.

   Sam wished he could take the hate back.  He
tried to think new thoughts at Mommy, but she wasn’t
listening.  He didn’t want her to hurt the man at the door; he
didn’t want her to hurt anybody.  He saw people get arrested
all the time on TV who hurt people.

   “Mommy, I don’t have to watch my shows!” Sam
shouted, scooping his toys up to his chest.  Mommy flashed
back to him just a moment before throwing the door open, whirling
around and pointing the gun.  He could see the man’s back as
he was walking off the porch.  He had on a gray suit and a
white-yellow hat with a black band around it.  The man turned
around, smiling big with a mouthful of straight white teeth. 
He even had a pink carnation in his jacket pocket.

   “Good morning, Ma’am,” he started, but his eyes
went big when he saw the gun in Mommy’s hand.  She stepped all
the way into the doorway and Sam couldn’t see his face
anymore.  He wished she would just drop the gun, shut the door
and drop the gun, but instead she fired.  Over and over again,
Sam flinched with each thundering shot, his eyes wide, squeezing
the toys tighter in his stiff hands.

   Sam squinted his eyes closed, trying to catch the
tears already streaming down his face as Mommy shut the door, the
man still falling.  Mommy scooped him into her arms, carrying
him away as he began wailing.  He still had the toys clutched
to his chest; one of them, probably the Transformer, was poking him
in his chest, but he was too afraid to move.

   “I’m sorry, Mommy,” he whispered.  “I’m sorry
I made you hurt him.”

   Mommy didn’t say anything.  She took him to
his bedroom at the back of their home and shut the door.  She
was really quiet; Sam began to cry all over again because she was
mad at him for making her hurt the man in the suit.  He
couldn’t help himself as he began sobbing after she set him down in
the corner on the floor.

   A momma blue jay had built a nest in the tree just
outside Sam’s window.  Sunlight came from that window, high up
in the wall, shining down just past the tips of his toes.  It
was still a ways away before Mommy would have let him play
outside.  As Mommy stripped the sheets off the bed and threw
them over Sam’s head, he began listening to the chirping, his cries
subsiding to intermittent whining.  He heard her leave the
room and then pots and pans rattling around in the kitchen.

   She pulled the sheet down off his head, a metal
pipe in one hand and a glass of water in the other.  Mommy
pulled him close and squeezed him tight with one arm.  She
kissed his cheek a few times and then his forehead.  Sam
looked up and saw she had tears in her eyes too.

   “Mommy’s not mad at you, Sam.”  She held out
the glass of water for him to drink.  Sam didn’t realize he
was thirsty until the ice water began running down his hot throat,
soothing the burn-feeling from his crying.  “Mommy has to tell
you a very important story, but not right now, okay?  It’s
real-real important, but I have to make sure the house is safe from
the bad man.  No-no-no, don’t cry, baby, don’t cry—it wasn’t
your fault.  I’m going to tell you a beddie-bye story that
will explain everything, but not right now.  You’re gonna feel
so much better and that’s a Mommy-promise, okay?  Good. 
Now be my brave boy.  Here’s your book—Mommy’s gonna hide you
under the sheet and stack up all your stuffed animals—like pretend,
okay?  Pretend you’re a stuffed animal and be really
still.  Now give me one more kiss.”

   Sam kissed her again after nodding the entire time
she was speaking.  He clenched the book in his hands,
forgetting the toys beneath his legs but feeling better
already.  He could almost read, but the book didn’t have any
words in it anyway.  At least ones he could see.  It was
a special book.  Mommy would read him the best stories each
night before bed but she had said the words wouldn’t appear unless
he got under the covers and closed his eyes like a good boy.

   Sam did that now, wanting to be a good boy for
her.  He could hear her running around the house, dragging
things around, hammering things, breaking things.  He would
have preferred for them to leave like the other times, he was used
to that, instead of hiding in his bedroom while she did whatever
she was doing.

   The doorbell rang.  Sam held his breath and
listened.  Mommy stopped making noise and he could picture her
standing still like she had done before.  When it rang again
he heard her run back to his room.

   “Sam, Mommy needs you to be extra-extra quiet,
okay?  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

   In another moment he heard the door creak
open.  Sam hoped it wasn’t another man in a suit.

   “G’morning, Ma’am, my name’s Officer
Darling.”  Sam was relieved and in the next moment afraid
again.  Would he take Mommy away for hurting the man? 
“We got a report of shots being fired, coming from your home. 
Could you step out for me?”

   Sam could hear Mommy speaking, but he couldn’t make
out the words.  She always spoke really low around men and
sometimes the browns of her eyes got really big.  Mommy always
got her way when she was around men.  Always.  Even if
they were angry, all she had to do was look at them, touch their
arms and talk real low and they would either go away or do whatever
else she wanted.

   Sometimes she had to do more.  In a lot of the
places they had lived Mommy would let a man stay with them. 
She always called him their ‘Protector’ and many times when they
left suddenly he would go outside first and never follow them to
where they went.  Sam had asked the first couple times, but
Mommy would only look sad for a while and not say anything.

   He could tell this officer would be the same as the
others.  His voice was already changing.  Whatever Mommy
was asking, he would do.

   “I-Is there anyone in the house with you?” he
asked.

   “No,” Sam thought he heard Mommy say.  Then
something he couldn’t understand.

   “But I-I’m on duty,” the officer said. 

Sam heard Mommy again.

“I could come back after I’m off duty…you sure you don’t have a
gun…that’s true, that’s true…well, you keep safe; don’t let anybody
in…uh, okay.  Buh-bye.”

The door shut and then Mommy locked the door.  Sam was hot
under the sheet with all the stuffed animals piled around him but
he could be a good boy a little longer.  A minute later Mommy
pulled the sheet off him and took his hand, standing him up and
walking him out of the room. 

Amidst all the noise she had been making, Sam was surprised
she’d also made him hot dogs and chips on a paper plate. 
There was also a glass of lemonade in one of Mommy’s for-special
glasses, with the tiny chunks of lemon in it the way he
liked.  He was thirsty again from being under the sheet, but
he was reverential, using both hands to pick up the glass and
drink.

The hot dogs only had ketchup on them.  Sam actually
preferred mustard to ketchup on his dogs—ketchup was for
burgers—but he didn’t say anything.  Mommy thought she was
still making them the way he liked.

He ate fast with Mommy nearby, hammering this, screwing
that.  The kitchen was in somewhat of a bottleneck, a
word he’d learned from “Die Hard 2”, as Mommy had boarded up the
back door. 

She had also put stuff up to block the kitchen windows. 
There were bent nails sticking out of random pieces of wood and Sam
looked into the living room and saw she’d done the same with the
big plate glass window, boarding it up with the coffee table and
the leaf extender for the dinner table.

“Thank you, Mommy.” He burped, resting his hands on his belly
and sat back.  She didn’t let him rest too long, taking him by
the hand again and leading him out of the kitchen.  Sam
struggled to keep up with her longer legs, but suddenly she
stopped.

He looked up to see what was the matter and saw her staring at
the door.  At first Sam didn’t see it, but then he saw there
were fingers wriggling underneath.  They were longer and
flatter than a regular man’s fingers, but Sam saw a big ring on one
of them as they curled upward, the fingernails clicking against the
inside of the door just under the doorknob and drawing even more of
the hand through.

Mommy let go of Sam’s hand and snuck over to the door.  The
spidery-looking digits fingered at the knob.  Mommy dropped to
her knees and drove the screwdriver right through the palm and
wrenched it around.

A low scream came from the other side of the door.  The
fingers scrabbled as the hand tried to withdraw but pinned in
place.  After several tugs the skin ripped between the middle
two fingers and the hand went back under the door, but not before
Mommy took several more stabs at it, breaking the handle of the
screwdriver in the process.

She tore off several strips of duct tape with her teeth and put
it between the door and the floor and rushed back to Sam.  She
pushed him ahead of her, herding him back into the kitchen where
she grabbed the Big Knife, the one she told him it was extra-extra
important for him to not touch, and then she directed him back to
his bedroom.

There was a small pile of wood by the door with a hammer and
nails on top.

“Get your book.”  She quickly blocked up Sam’s window as he
divided his stuffed animals, looking for it.  As if in
protest, there was a sigh from the wind against the house as she
drove in the last nail, blacking out the last thread of sun.

Sam looked at the Elmo clock on his wall.  The little hand
was on the eleven, the big hand on the six.  It was supposed
to be time for Sam to play outside, but it was much too dark
now.

He scooped his book off the floor and joined her on his
bed.  It squeaked with each movement as he sidled up beside
her, placing his back against the wall.

“Now this is a brand new story and I have to be sure to finish
before tonight, so don’t let me get too distracted, okay?”

“Okay, Mommy.”  He wondered why it was so important.

Mommy began reading, but as usual Sam couldn’t see any of the
words.  He knew his ABCs and a whole bunch of words but there
just wasn’t anything there.  She had explained they were
special letters only she could see.  Sam closed his eyes like
it was bedtime. 

“A long, long time ago there was a little girl.  She had
been wandering for a long time, so long that she couldn’t remember
when she’d started.  She walked through a forest of dead trees
and just along the edge of this wood was a cabin.

“A woodsman’s wife lived there and as the little girl passed,
the woman spotted her just before sunset and came outside.

“‘Little girl,’ the woodsman’s wife said.  ‘Where are you
going?’

“‘I don’t know,’ the little girl said, shrugging her
shoulders.

“It was summer where the woodsman’s wife lived, but every night
it got winter cold so she took the little girl into the cabin with
her and wrapped her up in many blankets.

“‘Where is your mother, little girl?’ she asked, but the little
girl didn’t know.  She couldn’t remember anything before she
was in the forest.  Her clothes were old and torn and the only
thing she had with her was an old book.  She didn’t even know
her name, so the woodsman’s wife decided to call her
Elgie. 

“The woodsman’s wife had been alone for a long time.  Many
years ago the woodsman had left to find wood because the forest
near their cabin had nothing but dead trees that wouldn’t
burn.”

“Mommy, was that the same forest the little girl came from?”

“Yes, baby.  It was.”  Mommy cleared her throat and
began again.

“Elgie knew she needed a place to stay for the night.  She
thanked the woodsman’s wife and hugged her.  The woodsman’s
wife liked that hug so much she decided to keep her.  She
would love Elgie and protect her no matter what.  She gave
Elgie her own little room right next to hers and the
woodsman’s.

“Before going to bed that night, Elgie asked if she could read a
story from her book.  The woodsman’s wife wanted to burn that
book.  Not because she wanted to take it away, but because she
hadn’t had any firewood since the woodsman had left.  Instead
she sat and listened as the little girl read her the story about
the lost man who found his way home. 

“Remember that story, Sam?”

“Yeah.  It was scary.”

“Yeah, it was a little scary, wasn’t it?  But you liked it,
right?”

“Mm-hm.”

“Anyway, after Elgie had read the woodsman’s wife the story they
went to bed. 

“It snowed hard that night.  So hard, in fact, that if the
woodsman’s wife had gone outside, the snow would have been up to
her chin by morning.  It was so cold that a glass of water
would have frozen in an instant.  But sometime in the night
the woodsman’s wife heard footsteps outside the cabin.  Then
footsteps in the cabin.  She was frightened, but she
had promised to protect Elgie.  Whoever was out there might
have been trying to get her.

“The woodsman’s wife peered out of her bedroom and saw a man at
the fireplace. He was really tall and broad-shouldered, with a
bushy beard and eyebrows so bushy you could only see his big brown
eyes.  But there was a fire in the fireplace!

“‘Paul?’ she said.  The man who stood at the fire was big
and tall like her husband, but it had been so long since she’d seen
him.  But when she felt his little nose nested in that beard
she knew it was him.  The woodsman’s nose was always
cold.  He wrapped his bear arms around her and she told him
all about Elgie. 

“The woodsman promised to love and protect her too and for a
long time after that they did.”

The phone rang.

Mommy stopped reading.  Sam wished it would stop so she
would continue, but she closed the book and set it in his
lap.  He didn’t know if the sun was still high up, but it felt
like night outside.  The blowing wind made it sound like the
house was taking in one big, long yawn.  Mommy stood up and
left the room.  Sam got up and followed.

When he got to the living room where she was the phone was still
ringing.  Mommy was staring at it and chewing on her
thumbnail.  Sam stood next to his mother and wrapped his arm
around her thigh.  He didn’t want her to answer it.

“Mommy, finish the story.”

“In a minute, baby.  Just a sec.”

She picked it up.  Sam could feel his heart go faster and
he pulled even closer to her.

“Hello… hello?”  The voice was loud enough for Sam to
hear.  It sounded confused.

“Leave us alone—you hear me?  Just leave us alone.” 
Mommy’s voice was shaky and loud.

“Is this… Linda?” the voice asked.

Sam began pulling on Mommy’s shirt.

“You… you killed me?  Yes, you shot me.  There’s a
hole in my chest?”

“You’re just sick.  You’re really sick.”  Mommy
sounded a little calmer, but her voice was still shaky.  “You
need to go to a hospital right now, okay?  There’s a poison in
your blood.”

“Hospital?  Yes, I’m sick.  I’ve been poisoned.”

“Go now.  There’s one on Ballenger and Corunna. 
Hurry.”

“Yes.  I have to… hurry.”

Mommy held the phone, waiting for something, but didn’t say
anything.  Sam pulled on her shirt harder.

“Mommy.”

“Hang up the phone now.”

“No—I… I need to hurt you?”

“No!”

“Yessss.”

“Mommy.”

“Let me… in the house.”

“I won’t let you hurt him, do you hear me?  If you come in
this house I’ll shoot you again.”

“Let me in the house.”  The voice didn’t sound confused
anymore.

“Don’t you come near this house again or I’ll kill you, I swear
it!”

“Mommy!”

“Let me in!”

Finally Mommy looked down at Sam and saw why he was pulling on
her shirt.  He was pointing at the phone cord.  There was
a big bulge right in the middle of it.  Mommy held onto the
phone with one hand and pulled out the Big Knife.

The bulge had inched to a few inches away from the base of the
phone all while the voice on the line screamed, “Let me in!” over
and over again.  Mommy dropped the phone and grabbed the cord
where it lay on the table.  She held the knife way over her
head and when the bulge got close to her thumb she brought it down,
slicing through it and into the table. 

Inky black spurted from the open ends of the phone cord. 
Black stuff spouted all down Mommy’s shirt, up to her chin
and all across the table while the voice on the phone screamed in
agony.  Mommy picked up the severed receiver and looked at it
as the scream continued.  She held the knife above the cradle
and brought it down again and the voice grunted.  More of the
black stuff oozed from the phone from each new wound Mommy stabbed
into it, over and over again until the line finally went dead.

Mommy got the trashcan from underneath the sink and dropped the
phone in it.  She took off her shirt and threw that in too,
then she walked to the front door, peaked outside, and threw the
whole thing out onto the lawn.  It was so bright outside Sam
squinted away from the light.  Mommy resecured the tape while
Sam waited for her to come back to him.  She washed her hands
and face in the kitchen sink before grabbing a new shirt from her
room and ushering him back into his bedroom.

“Where was I?” she asked, once they were back on the bed.

“You were at the part where the woodsman came back home. 
Are you okay, Mommy?”

“Right.  Yes.  I’m okay.”  She grabbed and shook
his leg, smiling.  “We’re okay.”  Her eyes
looked funny.  Mommy opened the book and made a show of
finding the right page; licking her fingertip and turning each page
after twirling her hand in the air.

“Mommy?” Sam asked before she started reading again.

“Yes, baby.  I can see the words.”

Sam nodded.  It was dark, but that wasn’t what he’d wanted
to ask.  He let it go.  He wanted to know if the man
would get in.  But he was afraid she wouldn’t know the
answer.

“Okay.  News quickly spread that the woodsman had
returned.  He had been well respected before and people from
the forest village came to see him.  They knew Elgie wasn’t
his daughter; she was much too young to have been born before he
had left, so people were curious about her and her little
book.

“They wanted to know what was in it. 

“‘Stories,’ she told them.

“‘Perhaps you could read us one,’ the blacksmith said.

“First she read the story of the little girl who turned to
water.  They thought it was sad how she got drank by her
brothers in the end, but they loved it so much they asked for
another and she read one about the trees that made the house out of
men.” 

“A house made out of men?”  Sam made a face.  He
didn’t know that one.

“Arms and legs and everything—but she read story after story for
three weeks until she had read them all.”

“‘There are no more,’ she told them.

“The villagers were saddened, but the butcher’s daughter asked
Elgie to read them again.

“‘I can’t,’ she said.

“‘Why?’ the town crier asked.

“‘Because the words have all disappeared.’”

There was a knock at the door.

“Is it him?” Sam asked, gripping Mommy around the waist.

“I don’t know.”  They stood up at the same time.  Sam
picked up the book, ran to the corner and covered himself with the
sheet.

He heard Mommy leave the room.  He hoped it wasn’t the man
in the suit; that he had left and wasn’t coming back.  Sam
didn’t believe that, though.

The front door squeaked open.  He heard Mommy talking to
someone.  This time he could hear her but not the other
voice.

“Just watch the house.  He’s going to come back.  I
know he will.”

The other voice.

“Yes.  You are special to me.  Very.  I
need you.  I would be… grateful if you protected
us.”  Sam wondered what that meant.

The other voice.

“Yes.  Don’t be afraid to shoot him.  I know he’s
around somewhere.  Don’t worry—you’ll be helping
him.  I have to get back.”

The door shut.

When Mommy came back to the room Sam had already pulled the
sheet down.

“Mommy, I gotta number two.”

She looked down at him.

“Right now?”

“Yes.  I gotta go now.”

Her eyes jumped around.  She took Sam by the hand into the
bathroom.  She pulled down his shorts and his undies, sat him
on the toilet and stood back.

Sam stared at her.

“What?” she said.

“Can you leave?”

“Leave?”  Mommy kneeled and put her hand on his bare
thigh.  “But I always come in with you.”

“But I don’t need you anymore and I gotta go real bad.”

“Oh.”  Mommy stood up.  She made another funny face
before nodding and walking to the door.  “I’ll be outside if
you need me.”

“Okay, thank you.”

He waited until she’d left.  He could still see the shadow
of her feet under the door.

“Okay, thank you!” he repeated.  After another moment her
feet disappeared.

Sam had to concentrate.  Mommy had been in the bathroom
with him for so long it had gone away.  He swung his legs,
shackled together by his clothes pulled down around his ankles,
kicking his heels against the bowl.  He hoped he wouldn’t have
to come back later; he hated that.

There was a sound coming from the sink.  It was a whistle
like the wind outside, but really low.  The boarded up window
in the bathroom gently shook and Sam knew that was really the
wind.  Then someone began speaking through the faucet.

“Hello?  Hello?” said the voice.  It kind of sounded
like when he would blow over the mouth of a glass bottle.  Sam
just sat on the toilet with his mouth open.  “Sam?  Is
that you, buddy?”

Sam shook his head, but he didn’t speak.

“I… I hear you.  What are you doing in
there?”

The sink was between Sam and the bathroom door.  He held
his breath; unable to move and afraid to call out to his
mother.  Now he wished she would come back.

“Come on outside, pal.  It’s real nice out.  It’s time
to play.”  The voice was really slow and went up and
down like one of those whistles you blew on and pulled the thing
back and forth on the other end to change the tune.  Mommy had
told him the word when someone did something on purpose and the
voice made him think of it now.  It was
deliberate.

Sam sat quiet, closing his eyes and thinking the voice away.

“I know you’re there.  I can hear your tears.”

He wiped at his face.  It was dry.

“Not those tears.  The inside ones.”

Sam looked down at his stomach.

“Peek-a-boo!”  Sam heard bubbles coming from the
bowl beneath him.

“Maaaaaaa!”  Sam leapt off the toilet and made for the
short hallway to the door.  He tripped over his forgotten
undies and shorts just as a skinny hand shot out of the
sink drain and reached for him.  Sam landed on his elbows and
the door shot open, Mommy stepping in and scooping him up and
depositing him behind her just outside.  Sam registered the
knife in her hand just before the door swung half closed.  He
saw Mommy lunge toward the sink, her lower back and leg visible in
the wedge of doorway as she worked. 

She was grunting and using bad words while the voice in the sink
was howling and below that, Sam could hear sawing.  A
minute later she came back out with something folded underneath her
shirt, her thick black hair all over the place and sticking to her
sweaty forehead.  Her shirt was stained with something black
just like the muck that had come out of the phone cord.

“Pull your pants up,” she said to Sam and kept walking.  He
peaked into the bathroom and saw a trail of something
sludgy-looking clung to the lip of the sink and down the cabinet
door.  He pulled up his pants and shut the door, quickly
following his mother.

When he came into the living room he saw Mommy on her knees,
piling the fake logs into the fireplace.  She was in her bra,
her shirt off, lumped on the floor next to her.  After all the
fake logs were in place, Mommy rolled the shirt up like a newspaper
and placed it on top. 

She struck a wooden match and lit her shirt on fire.  In
less than a minute the flame had caught onto the fake logs. 
Mommy put the gate back in place and left Sam there watching the
fire build.

“I’m gonna go grab another shirt,” she said.

She was only gone a minute but that was long enough.  Sam
heard the man in the chimney.  He was shimmying down but as
soon as he felt the heat under him he started clicking his heels
together, trying to work himself back up.

He screamed as the fire built, but was unable to do anything but
slide down.

Mommy rushed back to Sam’s side, half in a t-shirt that read
“Who, me?” above a picture of a pinheaded, bug-eyed,
snaggle-toothed man.  Sam had liked that shirt until it got a
huge coffee stain on the lower half.

She picked Sam up and held him on her hip as the man, trapped
between the chimney and the fire, slowly slid down into the
flame.  It felt like forever to Sam, watching the man slowly
burn as he struggled to break free.

“Finish the story, Mommy.”  Sam turned his head away from
the fireplace, tucking his face into the crook of her arm and she
laid a hand on the back of his head.

He felt her looking down at him.  It was a while before she
spoke.

“It started three days later,” she began.  “There was a man
at the door when Elgie and her mother and father were asleep. 
He pounded on the door, insisting to get in so he could eat their
little girl and her book. 

“Elgie recognized his voice and remembered he was the
sheep-shearer she had read the Big Bad Wolf-Man story
to.” 

Sam remembered that story.

“The man yelled and yelled and when the woodsman and his wife
didn’t let him in he began howling; his voice so loud it shook the
whole cabin.  It went on for hours until they realized that he
really would eventually blow the house down if he could. 

“The woodsman’s wife didn’t need to remind her husband of his
vow to protect her daughter.  He took a carving knife and
snuck out a window, creeping up on the Big Bad Wolf-Man.  He
was big, but the woodsman was just as big and with that knife he
carved the Wolf-Man into a hundred little bits.

“But the Wolf-Man’s little pieces tried to crawl past the
woodsman to get to the door.  So the woodsman put them all in
a big sack and the next day fed it to three little pigs one of the
other villagers kept in a big red barn.

“The next night the woodsman stood watch.  The son of a
seamstress came by with a small sack and began digging a hole by
the cabin.  He planted a handful of beans the woodsman thought
were harmless until a beanstalk sprouted and began lifting one
corner of the cabin.

“The woodsman chased the little boy away with his big axe and
began hacking away at the beanstalk.  But every time he
chopped it down it would keep growing until it lifted the whole
cabin off the ground. 

“Elgie and the woodsman’s wife had to jump to keep from being
carried away by the giant beanstalk.  The woodsman caught them
and they had to run.  There were rabbits.  Dozens and
dozens of man-sized rabbits standing up on their hind legs and
hopping after them.”

Sam remembered the stories Mommy had read him with rabbits in
them.  There were so many.

“So they ran into the dead forest.  The rabbits followed
and when one got close enough the woodsman would lop off its head
with his axe.  Except the bodies kept hopping and the heads
kept coming too, using their ears to roll along.  There were
other creatures from Elgie’s book that followed them.  Three
great big bears with blonde wigs—each one bigger than the next were
coming from the other direction.  To either side of them they
could see hundreds and hundreds of yellow eyes.”

Sam could hear Mommy’s voice shaking.  He peaked from under
her arm and saw the man sitting in the fire of the fireplace. 
Only it wasn’t the man—it looked like a police officer.  Mommy
was holding the fire extinguisher in one hand and the working end
in the other while holding on to him.  She sprayed the man and
the fireplace until the fire was out.

“Mommy, why is that—”

Before he could finish she pressed his head against her chest
and rushed out of the living room.  The house felt
hotter.  The air smelled funny, like when Mommy had burned the
ham in the oven earlier this year.  Sam coughed, trying to get
a breath as he heard her knocking around more stuff in the
kitchen.  He heard the hiss of the gas stove but she never
struck a match to start a fire.

Back in her bedroom, the air was cleaner, less stuffy.  She
sat Sam on her bed and was doing something at the door.  Sam
couldn’t be sure because it was so dark, but it looked like she had
made a hole in the door.  She took some duct tape and made
long strips all the way around the door and then it was really
dark.

For a moment, he lost her.  He couldn’t see anything,
couldn’t hear her, but he knew she wouldn’t leave him.  The
loose vinyl siding licked against the outer walls of the house as
the wind howled outside the window.  He tried to imagine the
tree branches raking against the house were only tree branches, but
the skiiiiitch sound they made itched his teeth.

There was a groan from the floorboards and just as he jumped he
saw a dark hand reach out and grasp his shoulder.  He relaxed
as Mommy slid behind him and wrapped him up with her arms and
legs.  Her body hugged up against his, her heat driving out
his chills.

She kissed his cheek and whispered, “I’m sorry, baby.  I’m
sorry this happened.  I won’t let him get you.  I promise
I won’t.”

“Mommy, finish the story.”  Sam felt silly saying it, but
it felt important, like she was supposed to tell him the story.

“You… want me to?”

He paused.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, but I may have to get up and do some things.  You
just sit there and listen.  And no matter what you hear, keep
still.  Okay?”

“Okay.”  Sam stopped nodding when he realized she couldn’t
see him.

“On both sides of Elgie, the woodsman’s wife and the woodsman
there were all these eyes.  Hundreds and hundreds of yellow
eyes.”

There was a bump somewhere outside the bedroom.  Sam felt
Mommy rise; he wanted to pull her back to him, to cling to her, but
she had to protect them.

“Elgie still had her book with her and the woodsman’s wife had
an idea.

“‘You must tell another story,’ the woodsman’s wife said.

“‘But I don’t have anymore,’ replied Elgie.

“‘Of course you do.  You must have missed the one with the
spider bride and the tree groom.  He was an oak.  Surely,
you’ll see it in the back if you look?’”

Mommy laid Sam down and covered him up with a heavy blanket,
tucking him in at the sides in just the way he liked.

“At first Elgie didn’t understand.”  She was closer to the
floor.  Sam heard water sloshing around.  Mommy grunted
as she spoke.  “But as the woodsman and his
wife looked at her with nothing but
love—hold on a second, this might be cold—nothing but
love in their eyes, knowing that they would lay
down their own lives to save her she knew.”

Mommy poured the water on Sam and all over the bed until he was
soaking wet.  He shivered from the sudden cold and clenched
the covers even closer, chattering his teeth.

“She read that story, the Spider-Bride and the Tree-Groom, even
though there were no more words in her book.  She saw the
words with her mind.”

“M-M-Mommy, is that the same as making it up?” Sam asked, his
teeth chattering.

“Kind of, baby, but more special than that.  Sometimes,
when you really believe in something, you really do see it. 
Even if you know in your head it’s not real.  You know it with
your heart and that makes it true.”

Sam heard her pouring water again from where ever she
was. 

“Before all the fairy-tale creatures could reach them, Elgie
hugged them both.

“‘Goodbye, Elgie.  We love you,’ they both said.

“She could see the woodsman’s wife already changing; her body
shriveling and shrinking, her face sprouting extra eyes.  She
could feel the woodsman’s body hardening, his limbs stiffening.

“He lay down his axe and scooped Elgie up.  The woodsman’s
feet grew into the ground, his body widening, his arms stretching
high and keeping Elgie far out of the reach of the other
creatures.  But the bears began to climb him.”

Another bump somewhere outside the bedroom.  Then a
slide.  The wind made a low, moaning.  Somewhere in the
house a glass broke.

“The woodsman’s wife scuttled to the top of the tree with Elgie
and began weaving a web as fast as she could.  She broke off a
few of the thick branches and tied her web around them, fashioning
them into a glider.  The spider-bride wanted to say goodbye to
her little girl, but couldn’t speak anymore.  Elgie took that
glider and floated past all the fairy tale creatures, out of the
dead forest where none of them could reach her again.”

Another slide.  Whatever it was, it sounded heavy and it
was getting closer.

“Mommy?”

“Yes baby?” 

“Is that story real?  Really real?”

A moment passed before she answered.

“No baby.”

“Then can you tell me the real ending?”

“What do you mean—that is the real ending.”

“No, it’s not.  You changed it.  Like you always do
when you don’t want to tell me something.”

“What?  How would you know—”

“You sound funny when you tell a fib.  And the story didn’t
end right.  The little girl isn’t supposed to escape;
somebody’s supposed to save her.  The fairy-tale creatures
have to get locked away or pushed off a cliff.  They can’t
just walk around—they’d just go after some other little girl. 
And didn’t everybody change because she read them stories from the
book?  Then how come the woodsman’s wife didn’t change after
the first story Elgie read to her?”

He heard Mommy sniff.  She was silent for a little
while.

“You’re very smart, Sam.  You’re a very smart little
boy.  You always figure things out.  Even when you were a
little baby you could figure out things.”

“So that’s not the real ending?”

“No.”  Another sniff.  “It’s not.  I thought
after all this time I could change it.  I thought I
could.  I promise, after tonight, I’ll tell you the real
ending.  The really-real one.”

But her voice was funny again.  Sam was too afraid to ask
this time.

Another slide.  The bump sounded like it was right against
the door.

“Liiiindaaaaa,” a voice said just outside. 
“Saaaaaam.  Come out, come out, where ever you are.” 

Sam heard Mommy strike a match.  There was a brief flame
before everything went white.

His ears were still ringing when he could see again.  Weak
light came from the living room.  The bedroom door lay flat
and scorched on the floor, blown in from the explosion.  Sam
threw off the soggy covers, now warm, and crept out.

Flame had touched virtually everything.  All the walls were
scorched, some still were burning.  The toys he’d left on the
mantel were plastic stalactites stretching to the floor.  The
television was charred—embedded in the wall opposite the fireplace,
bowed out as if it were about to collapse.  The bathroom door
was off one of its hinges, but his bedroom door appeared to be all
right.

He couldn’t see Mommy anywhere.  Sam pinched his nose and
breathed through his mouth in little gasps, trying not to inhale
the smoke.  His eyes burned.  A layer of smoke clung to
the ceiling and he could see a large bump near the front door.

A head popped out.  Black as night, Sam was glad it wasn’t
facing him.  He sneaked into his bedroom where he buried his
head in his pillow and took several gulps of semi-pure air.

He was going to need something to fight his way out.  Sam
looked around and saw nothing but useless toys—rubber and plastic
miniatures of fictional soldiers and fake warriors that could do
nothing.  He swept them aside and there was his book. 
Sam had forgotten all about it.

Where ever Mommy was he’d have to figure out how to get her out
of here too.  She’d done everything tonight to keep him safe;
the least he could do is rescue her one time.

And then he knew. 

Sam had been wondering why the story was so important for Mommy
to tell him.  She had been telling him all along, but not
really telling him.  Mommy had called things like that
circumspect.

He scooped up his book and headed for the door.

The man-thing stood in the living room, looking at the
ceiling.  He was different—like a skeleton covered in skin
black as night.  He turned and looked at Sam, smiling, though
the boy had never seen such a mean-looking one, holding out a hand
to him that looked like a rake, complete with several too many
pencil-thin fingers.

“Sammy.”  The voice sounded full of hate.  The white
centers of his cerulean eyes locked onto the boy, narrowing as he
took a step closer.  “Ready to go play?”

Sam took a matching step forward.  The man-thing’s face
twisted.

“I’m not here to harm you, Sammy.”  It pointed at Mommy,
lying still on the floor, with one of those knife-shaped
fingers.  “She made me come here.  She wanted me to…
kill you.  But I tricked her.”  It held
both hands out, both bigger than Sam’s but one much smaller than
the other.  “I just wanna have some fun!”

“No.”  Sam clutched the book and took another step
forward.

The man-thing laughed.  To Sam it sounded like
coughing.

“What are you gonna do with that?”

Sam’s eyes flashed to his mother lying on the floor.

“Put you back.”

This time it did cough.  Great racking ones that made the
creature double over.  It didn’t see Sam take another step
forward.

“With your little book?  But what if I don’t fit in
there?”

“Then I’ll chop off whatever doesn’t.”  Sam spotted a knife
on the floor between them, but he had the Big Knife tucked down the
back of his pajama pants.

The man-thing seemed not to like Sam’s answer.  It made an
even uglier face.

“Don’t you know I can’t be stopped?  I am purity and
hopelessness—fury and legend.  I am a world-eater.  Come
here, you little—”

Sam took a last big step forward and flung the book open. 
Reddish light bathed the half of the room in front of him—the
man-thing, the burned television, the front door and Mommy were all
in it.

Its eyes were locked on the pages.  His black body
immediately began to compress as if it were being squeezed front
and back. 

The man-thing put its arms up and made a whooping-scream sound
that seemed to go on forever, as it stood paralyzed.

Its edges became fuzzy, little bits began peeling off and fly
onto the pages.  The book started to get warm, but Sam held on
as tight as he could.  The pages flipped randomly and more and
more of the man-thing began breaking off and being sucked in.

Sam ignored the heat as best he could, holding onto the book by
its covers until the man-thing’s screams faded.  He opened his
eyes and saw it was gone.  Sam dropped the book and ran to his
mother’s side.

“Ma?”  He shook her gently.  “Ma?”

She didn’t wake up.  Sam used his shirt to wipe the bit of
blood just underneath her eyebrow.

Sam could feel the tears coming.  He shook once, twice but
then he pushed it back.  He would not cry.  Instead, he
wiped his nose on his shirt and looked around.

Sam knew his numbers.  He read the big clock above the
fireplace.  Ten-oh-five; well past his bedtime.

“You don’t have to wake up, Ma,” he said.  “I’ll read you a
story.”

The book was right behind him.  Sam picked it up.

When he opened it, there were letters inside.  Words,
even.  And Sam could read them.  He read the first two
lines silently, his lips moving along with his eyes.

Sam didn’t know this story.  But it sounded all right.

He began to read aloud, unsure if he were pronouncing all the
words right, but he hoped Ma was listening.
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