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The sun had just set and Karen and I didn’t go inside. We talked 
longer, opening up another bottle of wine to really push us into the 
danger zone. We were friends. Have been for a long time.

I don’t remember how we landed on the subject of witches, but 
Karen was ready for the topic. Said she’d been thinking about 
them a lot lately. 

“You don’t really believe in them,” I said. Her back was turned to 
me, lighting those tiki torches to keep the flies off and save us from 
the darkness. 

“What do you mean? Hell yeah I do,” she said. It was a matter of 
fact. No debating with her. I was the odd one. 

I drank some wine. I couldn’t smell it that well. The smell of the 
tiki torch feul was running the show. 

On Witches
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“Not grabbing a broom and flying off into the sky type of shit, 
though,” Karen said. “Ow!” she sucked on her finger. Burned. 

“Is there a different type?” I asked. 

“Well, let me put it this way,” she stopped what she was doing. She 
left the torch she was working on and rejoined me. It stood alone 
in the darkness unlit. Like an outsider looking in.

“Think about it this way… People have a lot of energy, right? A lot 
of good energy and a lot of bad energy, right?”

“Sure.” I thought of my aunt. Bad energy. Really bad energy. Don’t 
know why I thought of her. She had make-up tattooed on because 
she didn’t want to ever fuss with it. Like that old story by Oates… 
The man with the painted mask, the colors running out at the neck.

“And so, yeah, spells and shit and curses probably aren’t real. Like 
taking a cauldron and putting things in them and chanting and 
shit. That’s fake.”

“Right, so-,” but she didn’t let me finish. 

“-So, what I’m afraid of are the people that do it anyway. Imagine 
someone with so much ill will towards you. With so much evil and 
hate towards you that they go out of their way to do impractical 
things. Things like piss and bleed into a jar and bury it on your 
property. Things like steal your hair or prick dolls with pins.” 

“Okay,” I thought of Aunt Selena again. Her gnarled knuckles. 
How she’d make my dad cry late at night. How he’d scream for her 
to leave.

“And what’s the difference? I mean really?” Karen asked. She 
looked at her wine glass. Her face, through the warped glass, bent 
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and morphed. Beyond her, past her shoulder, the unlit torch stood 
there in the darkness. A spectator watching from the black. 

“When someone has that much hate towards you,” Karen contin-
ued, “It doesn’t matter if the magic is real.” 

I ended up staying the night at her place. Sleeping on the couch. 
Thinking about home… The home I grew up in, not the one I live 
in now. The home with my father and mother and my Aunt Selena 
living in our attic. I imagined her shuffling around. Murmuring. 
Sometimes she’d come down thrilled to see us. Sometimes we’d go 
weeks without a word. 

My mother hated having her in the house. My father, I think, deep 
down, did as well. But Latinos don’t leave their family behind. It’s 
tight knit. But nobody tells you, as a kid, who in your family is 
what. What they do. What they like. 

Karen lives on a lake and I can hear the swell and brush of the tide. 
The dock, not too far off, creaks.  It’s past midnight and it takes 
me a second to notice that one of the torches in the backyard has 
turned on. The orange flame flickering alone, whipping back and 
forth in the breeze. 

When my mother left, my father turned away from the world. Aunt 
Selena kept telling him, telling us, that she wasn’t right. That my 
mother was the bad one. That my mother was keeping our family 
back. 

I remember my father, drunk, talking to me in the dead of night. 
His breath was thick with rum and mint. He had tears in his eyes. 

“There’s a door inside of me,” he told me. He held my wrist tight. 
His hairy arms. His bald head. His voice quivered. “There’s a door 
inside of me and I closed it tight a long time ago.” 
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I was eighteen when this happened. About to go to college. My 
mother had been out of the picture for some years now. 

“I can feel it trying to open. I can feel the door knob rattling. Shak-
ing.” 

“Let your father alone,” my Aunt Selena chimed in. She was stand-
ing at the glass door of the lanai. The light behind her obscuring 
her features. Like a dark shadow in the window.

Now I’m walking towards the one flickering torch in the backyard. 
I didn’t bother to wake up Karen.  I’m drunk and the world is kind 
of spinning and the closer I come to the circle of torches the closer 
I can see faces. People that I know. 

My Uncle Javi, my Aunt Maria, my abuela, my grand uncle. Faces 
I only remember from old faded photo albums. Photo albums cov-
ered in dust that my Aunt Selena would plop down onto our kitch-
en table and talk to me about. My mother would always leave the 
room. My dad would sit quietly, subdued, eyes glued to the floor. 

And I can feel it. What my dad was talking about all those years 
ago. The door in my chest… The rattle of the wood. The knob try-
ing to turn. Something inside of me trying to be realized. Trying to 
come forth and spill out of my pores like bile. But it scares me. And 
tears start to sting my eyes. And when I look backwards I can see 
Karen staring from the window. 

And the torches surround me and there’s a blaze of fire. 

And then I’m ten years old again. And I’m in my attic and I’m 
watching my aunt take long folds of cloth and cut them into 
shapes. And I watch her take pins out of a cushion. And I watch 
her hands… scars like pin stripes along her palms. I look at jars. 
I look at filth trapped in glass. And downstairs I can hear my dad 
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sobbing. And the door slams and my mother has just left and I will 
never see her again. 

And when my dad’s crying peaks I turn to run down the wooden 
steps to him but my Aunt says, “Let your father alone.” And so I 
do. And I watch my aunt work on her crafts. 





many years ago, I found myself in the car with my dad. he was 
taking me to the airport early in the morning, around four or five. I 
was probably flying back home to New York.

I remember I was sitting in the passenger seat, staring out at the 
purple florida sky as the sun was getting ready to rise. the highway 
was empty and calm

we don’t really talk, my dad and I. we only listen to the morning 
radio. this particular host was asking people to share stories of 
unexplained things that happened to them.

i remember one woman called the station and recounted a time she 
was sleeping when she heard a noise in the other room. it was late 
at night and since she lived alone, she was concerned. she went out 
to the living room and saw, through the dark, a large figure in the 
corner of the room, about twenty feet from where she stood. the 
figure was tall, over eight feet, crouching slightly so as not to hit 

in the car with my dad
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the ceiling. it was covered in shadows.

the woman neither fled nor fought. she could only stand perfectly 
still and stare, unsure of what to do. the presence did not feel good 
or evil but powerful. the woman was afraid, but she didn’t fear for 
her life. she just knew it didn’t belong there. she wanted it gone

the figure said nothing and only looked in her direction. After a 
few long moments, the figure opened its monstrous wings, dark-
ening the room even more than what seemed possible. she braced 
herself. finally, the figure beat its colossal wings one time with a 
loud crack!

the entire apartment filled with a rush of cold air, almost knocking 
her to the ground. when she looked back up, the room was empty 
and the air was still. the only sound she heard was her ceiling fan 
whirring in her bedroom.

after some time, she was able to fall asleep again. the next morning, 
she awoke to a call from her mother. her father had passed away in 
his sleep the night before. he had lung cancer.

back in the car, the radio host sent to commercials and I was able 
to breathe again. I remember being particularly chilled by her sto-
ry. to be visited by a creature like that in the dead of night must’ve 
been a horrific and incredible thing

my dad noticed my discomfort. without looking away from the 
road, he said:

“you don’t have to worry about him. I haven’t seen him for a 
while.”



Slowly creeping across the tight down carpet of the small apart-
ment, Dalmatian splotches of Newport ash, notice them, keep 
moving, stay low, see the cheap brown wood walls, the popcorn 
ceiling, the whirring fan in the corner of the room buzzing left to 
right, the game is on, which game, doesn’t matter, dad’s passed out, 
seven empty beer bottles sit on the coffee table, there’s a half full 
on its side, the gold ocean in glass, Little Spanks takes his bike off 
the wall and leaves the nest. He will never return. He will be dead 
by lunchtime.

Little Spanks got his name the way any rad fourth grader would. 
He spanked Charlene May when they were waiting in line to re-
turn from recess. It was hot as hell and the mulch from the play-
ground was rancid from the piss and shit of birds, raccoons, and 
quite possibly the littler kids that played out there earlier in the 
day. Donkey Knee O’ Malley said he wouldn’t but Little Spanks 
reared his hand back like his dad often showed, gripped Charlene’s 
shoulder, and let her have it. He kept at it too, quick, little spanks, 

Purple Beef



you are not alone14

pa! pa! pa! And Charlene May cried into the sky and turned and 
shoved him good and hard and ran to the teacher who was a skin-
ny pale fool of about twenty years young. 

“Oh I didn’t do nothing! She’s a lair!” Little Spanks spat back 
violently. He marked Charlene in his mind, as what? A target? He 
was an idiot, the poor poor Little Spanks – an idiot kid that never 
stood a chance. 

When his father found out he was suspended he beat him nice and 
good, real nice and good, and tossed a couple of Ice House beers 
at his head. This was back when the logo of Ice House was still the 
picture of that frigid, snow covered cabin that nothing could grow 
in. It was such an icicle-covered place that the idea of any warmth 
inside of it was impossible. The first few bottles missed and shat-
tered along the wall but one clipped Spanks on the down turn and 
the butt of the bottle cut his lower lip, ripping the inside against his 
crooked snaggle teeth. An ugly night, but the dad got teary eyed 
and apologized but Little Spanks thought apologizing was a sign of 
weakness and told his dad, “It’s okay, pa, you didn’t do nothing.” 
And Little Spanks went to his room and what? Who cares? The 
things he did in his room, anything he ever did, ultimately had zero 
import to anybody – especially when he splatter paints the world 
with guts guts guts. 

The Bird Stompers was the fourth grade gang that Little Spanks 
was the leader of. The requirements were simple. You had to be in 
fourth grade. And you had to kick ass. But actually, the one real 
requirement for entrance was catching a bird of any kind, bringing 
it to the tree house in the woods about a mile away from the run 
down Kash N’ Karry and stomping on it for everyone to see. They 
wore white t-shirts with BS painted on the back. And they’d say, 
about anything that was bullshit, “We’re BS and that’s BS!” and 
that’s how the kids toiled away their breaks.
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As Little Spanks rode his Huffy down Main Street he liked to poke 
his nose into the air and feel the wind wrap him like a stone in a 
stream. It was Saturday and the boys were waiting at a Halloween 
Shop because the word on the street was that the old coot that ran 
the joint had dementia or something and stored old war relics in 
the back. Little Spanks liked the idea of stealing from an old whim-
pering man. He imagined the man on his hunched back clawing 
for God like an upturned turtle. He chuckled to himself. He felt his 
nose cut the air, the breeze billowed up the little short sleeves of his 
t-shirt like a stunted ugly duckling. An ugly duckling that would 
never be graced with the happy ending simple enough it could be 
delivered with a turn of a page – an ending that simple was never 
in the cards for Little Spanks. In his deck was muerte, dos de las 
manos, diez de cervezas, y cero de corazones. 

And onward he glided, his rubber taking him far, kicking up dust, 
gone gone gone like his mother may have done if she used an 
actual car to leave, rather than the blood ocean she set sail on in 
the bathtub of their tiny cage when he was what, one, two? Who 
cares? He was excited to see his snot nose friends. Donkey Knee 
O’ Malley was the second in command when Little Spanks was 
out. He got his name when he took Belly Beth’s sack lunch and she 
gave him the good ol’ kick to his gonads – and though they hadn’t 
dropped yet – she kicked them even higher. He let out a mule’s 
whinny and stomped his foot on the ground like a counting jackass 
before he fell over to the boisterous laughter of the kids that had 
either gotten their nicknames already or were close to. Donkey, 
too, came from a stressful household for his dad beat on his mom 
like she had a box-spring in her. His famous combo was to put a 
grapefruit in a pillowcase and when it was pulped up and juicy it 
was breakfast for Donkey in the morning. What can ya do, right? 
She took it like a champ, though, only showing her face around at 
Parent-Teacher Conferences. However, no amount of foundation 
covered up how it looked like purple beef, which was only fitting 
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because when cows are about to be slaughtered, and they realize it, 
a surge of adrenaline hits them and effectively purples their meat. 
So, you know. 

When Little Spanks met up with his cronies they set out to the 
Halloween Store. The kids whispered that the old bat inside had, 
in the far back, a grenade. A Model 24 Stalk Hand Grenade that 
the krauts probably used to kill Jews – and Little Spanks watered 
at the mouth at this. Not that he was anti-Semitic or anything like 
that – he just thought it was badass. For Halloween he would wear 
an entire SS uniform if he could. Instead of doing what he always 
did when dad bailed on taking him shopping, which was wrap the 
funny section of the paper around his body and go as a stand up 
comic.

A few of the boys stood lookout as the others crept in like rats. The 
door didn’t jingle upon opening. The old man, translucent in the 
right light, fake slept on the counter. His wispy cobweb hair gently 
waved with his breaths. The racks and racks and rows and rows of 
the store were filled with garish rubber masks and horrific plastic 
weapons and cheap outfits of cheap cotton and nylon. 

Little Spanks led the way, on all fours, crawling to the back behind 
a curtain of sparkles. Behind the curtain was a wide room with a 
single light bulb sticking out of the ceiling. On the ground, pre-
sented to the boys, was a delicately arranged pile of porno rags, 
like fifty issues of hot pink popped flesh and on top of that, like a 
cherry, was the grenade. It was arranged just for them like a fruit 
basket of pestilence. Little Spanks felt the crotch of his pants tight-
en at the glossy watery everything. He grabbed the grenade and 
commanded his cronies to grab the rest. 

“Leave no boobie behind,” he ordered and giggled to himself. And 
with that, the kids left. 
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“Let’s see how far we can throw this thing,” Little Spanks said as 
he pulled the cord at the butt of the handle. The Bird Stompers 
gathered around their leader. They thought they had pulled a fast 
one on the shopkeeper, but the troll man was older than Methu-
selah and knew what was to happen the moment Little Spanks 
slithered out of his mom. Back at the store the man stood there and 
smiled at the emptied back room. Under the dim bulb the gross-out 
geezer looked moldable like a warm hunk of wax. And he smiled 
at the space on the floor where the pile was. His brown teeth stuck 
crooked like mulch.

 The moment Little Spanks set off the timer he gripped the stick 
and pulled his arm back. He thought of how his dad would grab 
the neck of beers and really let them rip, and he followed suit. But 
his skinny chicken grease fingers dropped the stick and it clanged 
to the floor at the feet of the kids. They stared at it for five seconds 
and then it exploded in a disgusting confetti blast of entrails. They 
stood behind the run down Kash n’ Karry and faced the woods but 
it made no difference. The parking lot was coated red with BS.  

Every egg there burst: Little Spanks, Donkey Knee, Yapper, Ugly, 
Footface, Otterpunk, and even Ugly’s trailer park mutt Veneer. 
They all burst like a million firecrackers tied to a million hams. Or 
like a blender with someone’s hand in it. Or like that flesh pocket 
on Jesus’ chest when that spear got it good. It was an explosion 
the kids would’ve gotten excited about watching on HBO, when 
their parents were done with them. 

And so to the universe, it wasn’t surprising when the resulting 
meat chunks started to shake and move. The bones rolled in the 
dust and the organs wormed their way together like reverse silly 
string. All the bits and pieces piled up and mashed into the same 
hunk. One hunk here, a foot there, a torso tied to this, a spleen 
wedged there. They smacked and smushed, play-doh-ing them-
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selves into a semblance of something and Veneer’s dog head rolled 
to the top of the red bleeding mass and it barked with human teeth 
and double tongues stupidly and without recompense. 

Amalgamating in that dirt patch a fleshy mass of carrion and 
hellion rose to its bent and crooked feet. It donned a leather jacket 
and rode a motorcycle out of there. Later in its life it raped and 
robbed and was never there for anyone. And everybody that 
looked at it thought, “Well, that’ll happen when you’re from that 
home.” And the bleeding sludge man with a dog head will nod in 
agreement and it’ll ride off like fissures through a prairie, cracking 
and seething brimstone. 

And that warlock from the magic shop knew all along that Little 
Spanks snatched the stick. And he whimpered and capered about 
when he felt the blast in his heart and through the ground. Then 
the crust wax man melted back into hell where he planned it all 
again because that’s what you did when you came from that home. 



July 3. I’ve tried everything. Drano, snaking it, bleach. I routine-
ly get down on my hands and knees and just yank at the hair and 
mess that, seemingly, forms over night. 

It’s not an impossible fix. It just seems like I’m doing it far more of-
ten than I should be. I’m talking about my bath tub, of course. The 
water slowly fills up, past my ankles. And then slowly slowly goes 
back down. You know, leaving that brown ring of filth and grime. 
How the hell am I supposed to bring a girl over with this? 

July 13. I was told to not pour Drano into it. Apparently it’s bad 
for the pipes. Newer buildings with newer pipes can handle it, but 
old lead pipes corrode faster than you think. This is what Timmy 
tells me. I don’t know why I should believe him. He’s not a plumb-
er or anything, he’s just old. Some people just command that type 
of authority though, I suppose. No Drano it is then. 

But then what? 

Tub
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July 15. Super doesn’t care. Landlord doesn’t either. Maybe I 
should withhold rent. But how’s that gonna look? “I’m not paying 
because of the hair in my drain.” How do I prove it’s not mine? 

July 16. It’s not just hair in my drain. I can hear the skittering in 
the pipes. Delmonte tells me this is normal. Just roaches and bugs 
and shit maneuvering around. Why did I move here? Hell – why 
does anybody move here? I should have gotten the apartment in 
Kensington. The rent was affordable, the buildings were nice, it 
was just far as fuck. 

Not that I’m going anywhere though. 

July 20. I think someone else is showering in my shower. Timmy 
showed me this article about a guy who found a squatter living in 
his attic. I think that’s happening. I can just feel the presence of 
someone around each corner. In the dark, when the lights are off, 
sometimes I can feel them there. And if I just quickly grabbed at 
the darkness I’d get their elbow or their hair. They’re that close to 
me. 

July 25. When I got home my apartment door was open. 

July 26. Strange night. Went with Delmonte to get my cards read. 
The woman couldn’t do them. She said there was a lock on me. She 
looked scared. Her and some others whispered in a hushed tone. 
Delmonte took me outside and said I should probably head home. 

July 28. Delmonte isn’t returning my calls. 

July 30. There’s something in my apartment. I can hear it. I can 
feel it. When I was showering, the water, per usual, started to flood 
past my ankles. I turned off the water and stood there. Listening. 

And I heard it – clear as day. Saw it too. Two distinct splashes like 
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two feet were stepping into the bath tub with me. I watched the 
water break and splash and even ripple. 

The steam in the room took on a different density. It was a wave of 
cold. 

August 1. Timmy ran into Delmonte outside of Baby’s All Right. 
Said he seemed shook. Apparently asked about me a lot. How 
do you refuse to talk to someone but then ask a million questions 
about them? We were close. I miss him. 

August 2. The nice old black ladies don’t come to my door any-
more. They used to slide Jesus and God flyers under my door 
every week. I was leaving for work and caught them. They looked 
scared, like I caught them in some act. Tried to be charming. Asked 
if I could have one. The woman was shaking. 

August 3. Bought Drano. Don’t know why. Might drink it. Just 
kidding.

August 3 again. had a dream about drinking drano and swallowing 
a zippo. didn’t love it. 

August 4. Woke up to the shower running. Water nearly flooded 
out of the tub. It’s gonna take fucking forever for it to go down. 

August 5. Now the sink won’t drain. Toilet either. This building is 
positively fucked. 

August 6. Knocked on my neighbors door to see if they were hav-
ing problems. No answer. Looking back, they’ve been quiet for a 
while. No TV. No music. Wonder if they’re traveling. 

August 7. Another nightmare.  Still no word from Delmonte. 
Think he also told Timmy something too. What the fuck?
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August 8. Got home and saw caution tape all over my neighbors 
door. Cops were pulling out a body on the stretcher. Trouble in 
paradise.

August 9. Got the idea of pouring drano down the drain and 
throwing a lit match down there. Who knows? 

August 10. Fuck it.

August 11. fuck it.

August 12. Tub never drained. 

August 15. Bad dreams.  A woman came and asked about my 
neighbors. Asked if I saw them digging around in front of the 
building, or maybe fucking around in the cellar.  Asked if they’ve 
ever been violent to animals or if I’ve over heard them in the mid-
dle of the night. 

Told her I had my own problems. 

August 16. Gonna drink the drano. Seems funny.

 



Like everything else, rocks, too, experience weathering. When 
exposed to constant winds and rain your hardest stone can be 
worn down slowly. The rock hard foundation can disintegrate to 
nothing. The pieces that wear off will flow with whatever body of 
water that runs over. Perhaps a river or the undulations of a shore. 
Maybe a region with heavy rain. The river, with the sediment in 
tow, will carry it far until the energy of the river is too weak to 
carry it anymore. This can happen from a down hill river reaching 
a level plane. When the energy goes away, the heavy materials will 
fall from the bottom and be deposited by the river. This is fittingly 
called deposition and over the years enough deposition will form 
riverbanks, cross beds, graded bedding, and what have you. Sedi-
ment comes in all different shapes and sizes and when they get de-
posited, a very common form is the graded bedding. This is when 
you can see obvious layers in the sediment, the bottom layer being 
the coarsest clasts. It’ll rise up typically from gravel, to sand, to silt, 
to usually fine clay on top. That is how ancient tribes near the river 
would use clay to patch their own huts and make their pottery. 

Sediment
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It’s interesting to think that their pots were years and years in the 
making, but after it’s baked it can shatter from one fumble. The 
clay will not break though. Just the pot. The clay will never break. 
If anything happens to the clay, it’ll wear down only to be renewed 
again on top, forever. 

Because many different rocks can wear down, many different 
sediments can be obtained – compositionally that is. Coquina, for 
example, is a sediment rock that is formed almost entirely from 
worn down shells, coral, and fish bones. The resulting mass is a 
grotesque amalgamation of rough skeletons. Essentially composed 
of calcite (which composes most under water skeletons), it will fizz 
rapidly when introduced to hydrochloric acid and that’s how you 
know it’s calcite. Some sediment rocks don’t fizzle and usually that 
means it is low in calcite which could mean any number of things, 
like that the cement is detrital, but as always, there is room for 
exceptions and anomalies. 

In the case of South Run River, a mile east of town (it is called 
South Run River because it runs north to south through the coun-
ty – a small thin water line often used for fishing or kayaking), the 
lithification process on the beds produced something quite unordi-
nary. For years and years the deposition had slowly gathered and 
with more water, pressure, and temperature, natural geological 
processes unfolded. Cementation happened, sedimentation fol-
lowed, and even, which is more common than realized, new miner-
als began forming. However, where a good amount of the bedding 
was detrital, with bands of biochemical sediment here and there, 
an altogether new organic mineral formed on itself. And by “new” I 
mean had never existed. Ever. Because, if you didn’t already know, 
the very notion of an “organic mineral” is an oxymoron in and of 
itself, seeing how the very definition of a mineral is “inorganic”, 
but as stated earlier, this is something that had never happened. 
Granted, you could have sediment formed of previously organic 
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materials like plant matter with peat and what have you, but this 
was something different. Something not right. 

But deep down underground a lot of things beyond comprehen-
sion can go on, and what occurred under South Run River, in 
the miles between the market and Old Pine Apartments, was 
something, quite frankly, otherworldly. The unidentified organic 
mineral, which will now be referred to as UOM, began to rapidly 
crystallize and bridge from one bed, across the stream, to the other, 
all underground beneath the gaze of the townsfolk. But who’s to 
blame them? It’d be unfair to expect of a small town the constant 
vigilance of all geological changes. But you may argue that they 
should know what’s going on with their county river. True. But 
in the miles between the market and Old Pine Apartments there 
is a bifurcation of the river making a nice capital D shape when 
the confluence appears shortly past the complex. It is here, under 
the weak little stream, the curved part of the D, where this UOM 
appeared. 

Now the stream before was by no means a hazard to cross. It was 
about the width of a two-lane street and was maybe waist deep on 
a good day. The protrusions, the visible signs of this odd plutonic 
gate shape, poked out like little cabbage patch heads, through all of 
the layers of sediment, out of the fine wet muck of the streambeds. 
To show it, physically, extend your index finger and your pinkie 
(like the rock n roll sign) and the fingers in between would be the 
stream and the extended ones (not counting the thumb (is that a 
finger? Or a thumb?)) would be the crystalline protrusions. Silky 
purple like a fine amethyst – though no quartz at all present, or any 
silica based anything for that matter – glimmered in the autumn 
and the two lumps looked quite ornamental when the fine dew 
gathered on it in the early mornings.  

Being behind the Old Pine Apartments, the stream was a con-
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stant play spot for the kids of the complex, though it was certainly 
against parental discretion. They were known to run and fish and 
the bigger ones, on calmer days, would splash across to the other 
side to prove their worth, only to splash back, wet and shivering, 
but proud of themselves. 

Rudolph was nine years old and he was thin and pasty. When 
fall came around his nose began sporting a fine reddish hue that 
intensified with the dying of the trees and by winter his nickname 
proved true. The sleeves of his sweater often had strips of hard-
ened glossy mucus from when he would wipe his nose with it. He 
lived in apartment 3013 with his father and only his father. He 
would bike around the complex and to school and he wasn’t the 
type of kid who had no friends, but he was also not known for hav-
ing a plethora of them. He had one good friend named Brett who 
was taller and larger and their bond was the young type that was 
rarely broken, if at all. 

It was in the beginning of November when our young duo stum-
bled upon the UOM. Upon finding it they did what most kids their 
age would do, which was poke it and kick it, but the rock (being 
connected deep down) did not budge. It was early on a Saturday 
morning and their hands were wet from the dew on the purple 
lump. Their bikes sat in the dead leaves from the trees over the 
bank and the two kids poked and rubbed it with the fervor of new 
explorers. 

Quick to move on, the kids stood up and the light from the corre-
sponding lump, on the other side of the stream, caught Brett’s eye. 

“There’s another one over there!” Brett exclaimed pointing a dirty 
finger across the moving water. His blond hair was matted under 
his bright blue beanie. He moved to the edge of the water, the cold 
stream licking the toes of his shoes as it passed. 



27october 2018

When Rudolph’s attention was brought to it, it was all he could 
see. The lump of purple crystal was hidden like a lawn gnome 
among the dead leaves and brown mud. 

“You think it’s the same thing?” Rudolph asked. His voice was 
high and his gapped teeth sat over his pink chapped lips. 

“It’s gotta be. We should go look at it. And maybe we’ll find more,” 
Brett said over the stream’s bubbling. But he knew the water was 
too cold and if he were to make it to the other side then he’d have 
to come back and he’d be soaked. 

“Well how do you plan on it?” Rudolph asked, nudging the purple 
hunk with his shoe. 

“Oh come on. It’ll just be a little cold at first. Besides, our home 
ain’t even far. We could get a towel after,” Brett explained more to 
himself than to Rudolph. There was no use in persuading Rudolph, 
he had made up his mind to not do it the second they saw it. And 
Brett respected that and would never make his friend do some-
thing he didn’t want to do. Besides, he liked being the adventurous 
wild one in the group, and having Rudolph’s pale and shy compan-
ionship only emphasized his wild streak. “If I get a good running 
jump, then I can land in the middle and just trudge the rest of the 
way,” Brett said measuring the width of the bank. 

“You’ll just splash a lot of water and get yourself a cold,” Rudolph 
replied, “It’s not a good idea, I don’t think.” 

“Rudy, what if it’s a discovery?” 

And Rudolph was silent. A discovery? Like Indy? Well now that 
was something worth risking for. Quietly, to himself, Rudolph 
backed away from Brett’s running space, and day dreamed about 
the possibility of it being a secret gem, or a hidden treasure, or 
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maybe if Brett touches one while he touches the other a passage 
will open and –

“Here it goes, Rudy,” Brett said, rocking back and forth, his butt 
against a tree. 

“You can do it, Brett!” Rudolph said excitedly. Watching his best 
friend do adventures was his favorite way to spend his days. There 
was one time when the two went dumpster diving (and by two I 
mean that Brett did and Rudy was look out) and the two made off 
with some killer splinted hockey sticks. 

And 3,2,1 go! Brett rocked from the tree and sprinted down the 
bank, through the dead leaves, his shoes sort of sinking into the 
wet mud more than he anticipated, and he leapt up – not far at all, 
he was ten – but far enough for Rudolph to cheer in excitement. 
But then Brett landed with a splash in the water and stood there. 
The current was soft and the water flowed around his belly. Brett 
looked at the distance he covered. Then at the distance he had 
to go. Then at Rudolph, and the two started laughing about the 
anti-climactic landing. 

Rudolph clapped his cold hands together, they were white and 
ghostly. He wiped his nose with the back of one and cheered Brett 
on. Brett, in the water, teeth chattering and shivering, waded his 
away across the weak stream to the other bank. He climbed the 
other muddy side and gave two thumbs up to Rudolph. 

“Cold?” Rudolph asked, not having to even raise his voice, that’s 
how near Brett was. 

“No,” Brett lied.  

And Rudolph watched Brett near the purple stump and Rudolph 
turned to his own stump and crouched down near it. 
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“See if you can wiggle that one a little bit,” Rudolph suggested and 
he dug his little fingers into the soil hugging the stump. He clawed 
away some of the mud and autumnal detritus but it was clear that 
the stump went down deep. 

“I can’t wiggle nothing,” Brett said, and then he stood up and 
wiped his hands on his cold wet pants. 

“Well what should we do with it?” Rudolph asked.

“I don’t know. We can go see if Mr. Yardly knows of it. But we’ll 
be sure to tell him we were the discoverers.”

“Perfect,” Rudolph smiled and he went back to his bicycle to get 
ready to ride. He watched Brett slowly enter the water again. The 
cold stream wrapped around his torso. 

“You sure it ain’t cold?” Rudolph asked sincerely, “We can go get a 
towel before we see Mr. Yardly.”

“Maybe that’s a good idea,” Brett admitted, “And maybe some new 
pants.”

And then Brett, in the middle of the stream, started moving in be-
tween the purple stumps, which sat on either side of him like two 
sides of the same door way. 

“I just really wonder what in the world these –“

And then he was gone. Not a splash for an exit. Not a sound. 
Nothing. He disappeared and the cold stream moved on between 
those two purple lumps and Rudolph sat there on his bicycle 
dumbfounded. 

Returning with his father he had trouble warding the tears from 
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flooding his eyes. He kept wiping the back of his cold white hand 
across them, keeping his other hand safe in his dad’s grip. Rudolph 
desperately tried to explain what had just happened to his father 
and his father took a knee on that dirty riverbank and looked at his 
son with the most sincerity a busied father can muster.  He ignored 
the knee of his pants getting muddied by grass and pine needles. 
Rudolph cried and whined in his high voice about Brett and point-
ed at the river and then at the purple lumps sitting translucent and 
glossy like two lips to a maw. 

Dad walked over to the nearest one and placed his work boot on 
it. He gave it a shove with his foot but it didn’t budge. Then he 
squatted low and looked at it closer, wiping the moistness off with 
his palm. 

“This rock is the problem?” his father asked ultimately shrinking 
Rudolph’s concern. Yes. The rock was the problem. 

“Dad, Brett’s gone and I think he went with the river, but I can’t be 
sure. He just sunk under.” 

Then, with realized urgency, “You didn’t say that earlier. He was in 
the river?” 

“Yes, dad, but he didn’t splash so I don’t know!” and the pressure 
mounted for little Rudolph and he broke down crying and his 
father took off down the side of the bank hurrying for the life of his 
son’s towheaded pal. 

Down the coarse of the little river stream Dad ran hard, his boots 
sucking into the wet clay bank. He kept his gaze on the stream. It 
was far too slow to have taken down the boy, and if it had there’d 
be no chance he was taken this far. The Dad returned and jogged 
back to crying Rudolph. His chest wheezed. The cold air and pan-
icked running was hard on his lungs. 
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“Maybe he crossed the river when you weren’t looking,” Dad said 
as he kicked off his shoes and socks and started wading across the 
slow stream. 

Rudolph wiped his eyes more and cried for his father through his 
gapped ugly teeth, “Dad, no, come back. He’s not over there.” 
But his father was determined to not have to call Brett’s parents 
and explain that he just disappeared. The Dad waded around and 
splashed at the water and could easily see through the rippled, 
wrinkled current to his bare feet now going numb in the cold. 
Before he realized where he was wading he passed the threshold 
of the two crystals and, exactly like his son’s friend, he just disap-
peared. 

Rudolph wiped his eyes once more and watched the slow water 
weave its way down. His lips trembled and he looked at the two 
crystals and he noted how much taller they were. How much more 
purple too. 

“Dad?”

Maybe for centuries this UOM was appearing and disappearing 
all over the world, going unrecorded and unexplained since the 
creation of the rock we call home. Surely it isn’t that unbelievable 
for a mouth to appear from dirt and mud and swallow things whole 
like Charybdis once did to the great warriors of that dead time. 
Maybe this UOM finds its home in Homeric legend or maybe it 
goes back even further, denying all historical texts, and preceding 
all mouths before it. 

Or maybe it isn’t a mouth at all, but a portal, a door way to another 
world. Not born from the earth but something quite opposite, in 
fact. Something celestial – manifesting itself to take take take and 
deliver in a frenzied goop on the other end of whatever birth canal 
it may be. Everyone’s in a womb until they pass through the purple 
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lips. Then real life starts. Or maybe nobody will ever know what 
it is and if the voice of my narration could careen and dolly its way 
through the doorway and catch up with Brett and Dad then maybe 
we’d have an inkling as to what was going on. But I can’t, and I’m 
sorry. However, what I can tell you is this: Rudolph ran far away 
that day and has been since living with his Auntie. A rescue team 
did appear and start searching for the two and, not unlike the two 
before it, were being swallowed – excuse me, teleported? – to a 
new someplace. Sometimes it happened one by one when nobody 
was looking, sometimes it happened in droves. The point is, no-
body found anybody that crossed that path and by New Years Eve 
the purple crystals stood like obelisks, thirty or so feet high, purple 
and throbbing, erect from the mud and moist on the tip. 

It was an unspoken agreement of the town that they would just 
build a barbed wire and electric fence running the length of the 
small stream, cutting it off on the bifurcation and confluence. They 
did throw around some ideas on demolition but everyone that 
could have been suitable for the job was too afraid to get near it 
– and the town heads were very understanding about that. So the 
fence is what they did, and had it even patrolled by the bravest of 
the town. A guard at an outpost every half mile or so and even one 
patrolling the banks of the water. These men served their duty to 
god and their town and nobody could take that away from them, 
not even whoever lay on the other side. 

So this was how the town of Mudberry functioned. It mourned its 
loss with flowers and pictures at the edge of the fence and then it 
kept a very tight lip disposition on the matter, not craving to have 
hordes of scientists peer in and poke and prod at the inner goings 
on of their Podunk lifestyle. And this course of action proved 
fruitful (if by fruitful we mean that disappearances stopped) until 
deeper into February when the night sky turned purple. 
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There’s much speculation as to why this started happening but 
the most common and agreed upon idea is that it got hungry. You 
see, around February 20th the purple obelisks started glowing – a 
gentle pulse of purple swirling like lightning inside the crystalline 
pillar. It was first noticed by Thrash, the patrolman that kept his 
ATV on the bank and made his living by riding up and down the 
spine of the stream by night and life guarding at the YMCA by 
day. This man was fit and young and hot. He had a drop down 
chin with blonde patches of hair and a darker, more bark colored 
head of it. His nose was sharp and his hands were big but his 
biggest catch were his eyes, deep and green but not soft, no, harsh 
and captivating. Like if you were drowning in the pool he’d rescue 
you and then his gaze would reprimand you. And he was the first 
to be attracted to the pulse and throb of these pillars. He stopped 
his little ATV next to the water’s edge and dismounted. He put his 
walkie talkie to his lips but then refrained (Why? Who knows?) 
and walked into that water as if no matter what he did in his life it 
would have always led him right there, wading through cold black 
water now glimmering purple from the reflection, wading on to 
the efferent halls of oblivion. And then, like every fool before him, 
he passed through and disappeared, the obelisks grew taller and 
deeper in hue and now, just peering above the trees of the woods, 
they sparked little purple flashes from tip to tip, and shot some into 
the sky like two telephone towers signaling some esoteric message 
to a greater beyond.

And it was in this way that the people of Mudberry were attracted 
to the damned mouth. It started first with just the people of close 
proximity, the guards at the outpost, the people with outer win-
dows in Old Pine, but with each new morsel, the threshold grew 
taller and taller, licking the sky and illuminating it with an other 
worldly pigment. People on the roads, attracted to it, drove calm-
ly to the wet purple lips and parked their cars and jogged to the 
stream. Everyone – and I mean everyone – was doing it. Parents 
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brought their toddlers not so much as offerings but more as “You’ll 
understand one day.” And prepubescent daughters came fast won-
dering if it’ll hurt and older more experienced daughters came next 
assuring the littler ones it’s fine and only natural. By morning, the 
town of Mudberry was empty. 

Rudolph was in St. Louis with his aunt during the exodus of 
Mudberry and consequently, he had no idea what was going on. 
During that night of February 20th no emergency calls left the 
town because nobody sent them. Everyone shambled to the gates 
voluntarily excited and aroused. However, when Auntie couldn’t 
get a hold of any town officials on the still stagnant whereabouts 
of her brother (nobody could get a hold of anybody) she took it up 
on herself to drive down there and see what it was all about. And 
if you’ve ever had to await more dead-end answers on a missing 
persons report, you can imagine how stressful and anxious and 
hopeless she was when she drove down the freeway, little Rudolph 
in the back seat. Auntie sped in her ugly little Pontiac, her mind 
reeling with all of the responsibilities her brother’s absence was 
making her abandon. Her own kids she’d need to feed. Her own 
husband she wanted to be with. Her own job she couldn’t pass up. 
But what could you do when your brother goes missing? Not take 
in the kid? For shame if you thought, “Yes” to that, for shame. 

The ugly car with the ugly woman and the ugly boy sped its way 
and entered the ghost town from the east. Cars were abandoned 
and shops were wide open, the lights still on from late night, or off 
from closing. The front doors of houses were open too and a fine 
humming coursed through the streets and down the narrow alleys 
and across the back yards of small town Missouri. New cars from 
other worried relatives sat in the street, the engine still purring on 
a few. 

“Auntie,” Rudolph squeaked out, pathetic as usual, “I’m scared. 
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Where is everyone?”

“I don’t know, honey. I don’t know,” Auntie said as she rolled 
through the empty town. This life of silence continued until she 
turned the corner and saw it herself, rising even higher than the 
telephone towers, higher than the water towers too, two massive 
monstrous obelisks – a feverish display of purple flashes and light-
ning shooting between the two tips and also out in to the air like 
wild hair. 

The Pontiac sat there like a turtle and Auntie gazed, bewildered, at 
the colossal gate way to oblivion that stood only a few miles north. 

“Auntie, what is that?” Rudolph asked, fidgeting in his seat, 
leaning against the strain of his seat belt. And without an answer, 
Auntie accelerated her car towards it. 

“Auntie, why are we going near it? Auntie,” Rudolph kept asking 
growing more and more afraid at the frantic driving of and acceler-
ation of the Pontiac. The trees were barren and snowfall had begun 
taking place. Whirling winds and howling gusts of the icy snow-
flakes splattered the window and the streets grew whiter and whit-
er and Rudolph could see his breath in the car for it had no heating 
unit. He wrapped himself up tighter in his parka and scarf and 
Auntie’s knuckles got redder as she clenched the steering wheel. 

When they got to where the metal fence was Auntie stopped the 
car and got out and began walking through the woods, the snow 
crunching over hidden twigs and branches, the bare trees looking 
like twisted legs upside down, contorted in sex. Rudolph hurried 
to keep up but Auntie was on a mission. She didn’t even close the 
wool coat she had on and had left her purse in the car. The snow 
landed softly on her steel wool hair. 

“Auntie, I don’t want to be here,” Rudolph whined. “Auntie.” But 
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she kept marching in her snow boots. When she got to the stream 
she stopped. She looked up higher and higher and higher and then 
she marched herself towards the opening. 

“Auntie! Auntie, what are you doing?” Rudolph yelled and 
screamed and he tried to grab her hand and pull her back but 
she shook him off and he fell onto his back in the snow. “Auntie, 
stop!” But Auntie wouldn’t listen and she marched onwards to the 
opening and Rudolph began to cry and shake his head and he was 
terrified of the things and what they’ve done to everyone and then 
he watched Auntie walk on through, kicking up water, and then 
disappearing forever. And the obelisks of that UOM shook and 
vibrated and grew even taller and shot out purple fire into the sky. 

Rudolph cowered and crawled through the snow behind a stump 
and watched in fear for anything else. The snow fell harder and got 
into his eyes and he wiped them with his gloved hand. He shiv-
ered violently. And the snow fell harder and obscured everything 
around him. Then he tightened his scarf again and watched the 
fire shoot from the pillars into the day sky. The purple fire and the 
white snow and the blue of the stream now freezing and the gray 
of the dead trees and his nose, always with his nose, running and 
sore from constant use with tissues and his sleeve, always sore and 
always raw and always red. 
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