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JARS
       I loved my mom and she loved me. It wasn’t 
until years after she died that I was able to 
admit to myself that she had been an addict, a 
manic depressive who self medicated with alcohol 
and painkillers. I moved far away from home to 
go to college, then I graduated and moved even 
farther. I told myself I was going to seek some 
great adventure, but I knew that I was really 
running away. Now I was driving back to see my 
dad for the first time in three years, to empty 
out some old storage unit. My father was standing 
in front of unit 109 when I arrived. His face 
was grim, which matched the charcoal grey suit 
he was wearing. I tried to keep my face composed 
as well, but when our eyes locked for the first 
time, I was no longer an adult, I was a kid and 
I missed my dad. We embraced tightly, and then 
opened the door to the unit.

       When I left home for college it fell to 
my dad to clean out my childhood room, and I 

recognized many of my old belongings as I started 
opening up boxes: some GI joes, n64 cartridges, a 
basket of action figures. I pulled out my phone 
to see if any of it was actually worth anything. 
My dad slid past me to begin going through the 
boxes in the back of the unit.

       My dad took me on camping trips when I 
was young. He would surprise me by picking me 
up from school with all our gear in the truck 
and we’d go straight to the national park for 
the weekend. He loved to hike and we’d walk for 
hours through the woods along invisible paths 
that only he seemed to know. 

       Of these trips, one in particular has stuck 
with me. That morning we had walked a few miles 
west of our camp and were on our way back when 
my dad threw out a hand to stop me. With one 
finger across his lips he pointed to a spot a few 
yards in front of us where a  rattlesnake was 
coiled in our path, almost completely obscured 
by fallen leaves. Without a word he unclipped a 
collapsible shovel from his backpack and handed 
it to me. It felt like someone had injected ice 
water into my spine, which slowly spread down 
my arms to the tips of my fingers. My head felt 
dizzy and I stood frozen in place. Seeing my 
hesitation, dad picked up a stone and tossed it 
at the snake, striking the ground just in front 
of it. It hissed, uncoiled, and began to slither 
away. 

       I could have let it go, it wasn’t a threat to 
us anymore. I didn’t. I jumped towards the snake 
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questions grew shorter with each pint of alcohol 
we drank. Eventually we talked about mom. 

       Rather than go straight to my room at the 
Best Western, I walked my dad home. It wasn’t 
far, and I felt like I would never get another 
chance to be this open with him. When we reached 
the front door of my old home, his face fell, and 
he looked directly into my eyes.

       “At the end, she wasn’t the same woman I 
married.” It hung in the air between us for a 
moment. We stared at one another. I blinked.

       “I’ll see you tomorrow dad.” I said finally.

       As I walked home I reached into my pocket 
for my phone, only to realize that it wasn’t 
there. I quickly checked my other pockets, before 
coming to the conclusion that I must have left 
it back at the unit. I jogged the rest of the way 
to the hotel where I’d parked my car, and then 
drove back to the units. I kept playing back my 
dad’s words in my head as I drove. The thought of 
spending another day in his company seemed less 
and less appealing, and I decided that I would 
try to finish emptying the unit tonight. It was 
four in the afternoon according to the digital 
clock on my dash, which meant I had two hours 
before the units closed.

       There were only a few boxes left and I 
was eager to be done with the job. I tried to 
restrain myself from looking through each box 
as I went, but the allure of nostalgia was too 

and brought the point of the shovel down just 
behind its head, continuing to strike it over 
and over until the head had come free from its 
body. The snake’s mouth was opening and closing 
slowly as its body twitched in the leaves. My 
breathing was heavy, and I leaned on the shovel 
for support. The cold feeling was draining from 
my body and I felt weak.

       “You did fine son” my dad said, placing a 
hand on my shoulder, “are you feeling alright?”. 

       “Ya” I said. I nodded at him, and the 
dizziness increased, making me want to puke. 

       My dad set his pack on the ground and 
pulled out three things: an empty mason jar, a 
can of salt, and a hunting knife. He positioned 
the blade over the end of the snake’s body, just 
in front of where the rattle met the skin, and 
cut. He placed the severed rattle in the jar and 
poured salt over it until it was submerged.

       “A trophy” he said, handing it to me. 

       Our impromptu camping trips stopped after 
mom passed.

       After a few hours in the unit we called 
it quits for the day, and went to the local bar 
and grill for a late lunch. Neither of us said 
much to begin with, he asked about how my job 
was, and how my fiancée was doing. I asked him 
about how he’d been, if he’d seen any good movies 
or read any good books. The long pauses between 
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strong. Though most of the boxes were full of my 
old stuff, my dad had brought a few things here 
when my mom died, things he said he couldn’t bare 
having around in the house anymore. I found an 
album of wedding photos, some old cookbooks my 
mom had filled with handwritten notes, and some 
old soccer trophies with my mom’s name engraved 
on them. 

       By the time the sun was setting there was 
only one box left. It was wide but flat, and when 
I went to pick it up I found it weighty for its 
size. I set it back down on the ground and looked 
inside. The box was divided up into 24 slots, the 
kind used to deliver jams or bottles of juice. 15 
of the 24 slots were occupied by mason jars, each 
jar filled to the lid with salt.

       I drove out to the park where my dad and 
I used to camp and hiked in about a mile or so 
until I found the remains of an old fire pit. 
I laid the box in the center of the ring and 
emptied a bottle of lighter fluid over it. By 
then the sun was gone and I could see the edges 
of the moon through the trees. I struck a match 
and dropped it.

       The fire burned for a few hours at 
least. I sat and waited as ice water flowed from 
my spine to my fingertips. At random intervals 
I heard loud popping noises as the glass jars 
expanded and broke from the heat. When the 
flames had diminished I got up to scoop dirt 
over the remaining embers, and in their glow I 
saw something sparkle. I brushed away the ashes 

and picked up the shining object, placing it in 
the palm of my hand. It had been years, but I 
recognized it all the same, my mother’s wedding 
ring. I waited for some sort of feeling to wash 
over me, some kind of sadness or anger. It never 
came. I tossed the ring back into the pile of 
ashes and finished covering the embers.

       I stayed at the camp until morning, and 
then drove back to the units. I felt calm as I 
watched the complex manager give unit 109 a 
quick once-over, making sure I had left nothing 
unaccounted for. Seeming satisfied, he stepped 
out and informed me that I was good to go. I 
thanked him and rolled the metal door shut. A 
few miles outside of the city I received a text 
message from my dad, letting me know that he 
was at the unit and was waiting for me. I stopped 
at a gas station and replied: “The unit is empty, 
headed home. I love you.”
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CICADA’S
SONG

 Back in middle school, I used to spend 
a few weeks each summer staying with my 
grandparents in rural Texas. I loved being out 
in the countryside, most of all because I could 
see the stars unimpeded by the light pollution 
of the suburbs. I dreamt that one day I could 
be an astronaut and find myself somewhere 
among them, exploring the darkness with only 
those pinpoints of light guiding me to unknown 
destinations.

 Every night as I fell asleep I could hear 
the sounds of insects, cicada’s mostly, buzzing in 
the bushes just outside my window. Their constant 
humming created an odd cacophony, the shifting 
tones sounding almost like a person, drawing 
short ragged breaths. As a kid, I was terrified. 
The sounds conjured up images of shadowy figures, 
stationed around the house moving closer and 
closer ever so slowly, passing through the walls, 
sightless and horrifying, pausing just beyond my 
sealed eyelids.

 As I got older, I shook off these childish 
fantasies. The buzz became familiar and 
comforting, lulling me to sleep with its strange 
lullaby.

 My grandmother died a few years back, and 
my grandfather passed away last winter. Being 
the one who lived closest to the old house I was 
tasked with arriving first to begin cleaning 
before more capable hands (my mother and father) 
could arrive to assist me. 

 During the day I busied myself cleaning 
off old shelves and packing knick-knacks and 
small treasures into cardboard boxes, sealing 
them with duct tape and labeling them with an 
old half-dried sharpie. Before long the air was 
thick with dust and the pungent odor from the 
marker so I stepped outside.

 I sat on the back porch as the sun finally 
disappeared below distant mountains, watching 
my grandparent’s rocking chairs sway gently in 
the breeze. My memories of the stars had grown 
faded as the years passed, so as they appeared one 
by one in the darkening sky I felt the awe of a 
child once more. Seconds turned into minutes as 
I gazed, the winter chill unnoticed and ignored. 
After an hour or so I dragged myself away, 
resting my hand on the arm of each rocking 
chair as I passed before moving on. 

 My room was just as I had left it so 
many years ago, as my grandparents had so few 
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overnight visitors. I laid in bed and allowed 
wave after wave of nostalgia to crash over me, 
each more disturbing and unsettling than the 
last. My brain refused to accept the fact that 
they were both gone; that two people who were 
so close to me, such an important part of my 
life, had simply passed away, extinguished like 
a dying star.

 It was then that I heard the familiar noise 
of insects outside my window, and my mind began 
to quiet. I had almost fallen asleep when my 
eyes snapped open. I sat up slowly, as a stinging 
realization dawned on me. Cicada’s sang their 
song in the Summer. It was the middle of winter.

 As the ragged breathing sounds continued, 
a door somewhere in the old house creaked open.
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four principal architects of the firm sat on 
one side of a raised wooden table, facing their 
gathered employees.

 “I think we can all agree that it’s been a 
wonderful weekend”, said the one sitting on the 
left end. “We’ve grown far closer, and I’m sure 
that closeness will be reflected in our work and 
in our client interactions.” She sat back down to 
a round of light applause. Once it settled, the 
man to her right stood and spoke as well.

 “We’re totally excited to have each and 
every one of you onboard. Yes, even you!” he 
said, chuckling and pointing to some particular 
friend in the audience. After pausing for a few 
laughs he continued, “I’d like to extend these 
words of encouragement to our newest hires, 
one day even you will have the opportunity to 
shine!”

 In sequence, the partner to his right spoke 
next
 “As many of you already know, our oldest 
partner, Lyle Keens, has elected to resign from 
his position, and it is with great enthusiasm 
that I accept the mantle of responsibility from 
him. Tonight’s closing ceremony will be held in 
honor of his great achievements. I hope to see 
you all there! It’s going to be a very special 
evening.”

 A few of my buddies and I arrived at the 
ceremony together. Our first sight of the event 

 After graduating from college with a 
degree in architecture I spent about six months 
working at a firm called MJDR. Towards the end 
of my stint there I was invited to attend the 
company’s annual team-building retreat at a camp 
a few hours from Chicago.

 Leaving the city after so many months 
felt like reaching the end of a claustrophobic 
tunnel, I hadn’t realized how trapped I felt 
until that moment. It was noon on a Friday when 
we arrived at the Cedar Point Park Campgrounds 
and Hiking Trails. The camp consisted of twelve 
cabins on stilts arranged in a crescent around 
a large main building. The rustic aesthetic of 
the place was perfect for a group of snooty 
architects, who found the accomodations retro 
rather than repulsive.

 On the last day of the retreat, there was 
an all-hands meeting in the main building. The 

THE 
RETREAT
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expected him to spit into it. Instead, she flicked 
her wrist rotating the goblet sharply, slicing 
his throat and catching the first spurts of 
blood. The other two principals rushed forward 
to catch the collapsing old man.

 “We drink tonight to the future of our 
firm! Ave!” she cried
 “Ave!” the crowd responded.
 She drank deeply from the goblet, as behind 
her Lyle was carried away.
 “Now, please welcome your new principal!” 
She pulled one of the senior project managers 
from the audience and presented him as the new 
fourth leader of MJDR.

 I waited a few weeks before leaving my job 
at MJDR so as not to seem suspicious. Last time 
I checked Lyle Keen had retired to the Pacific 
Northwest with his wife, and I couldn’t find any 
evidence indicating that he had been killed. 
   

was bizarre, many of the senior members of the 
firm wore dark blue robes long enough to trail 
the ground and with hoods that obscured their 
faces. 

 “I think maybe this is taking team-
building to a weird place.” I whispered to my 
fellow interns. “I feel so underdressed.”

 Despite the strange dress code, the ceremony 
was normal, almost boring. I found a beer and 
some snacks and spent most of the night moving 
from group to group trying to make conversation. 
I was in the middle of a heated debate about 
doorknobs when all the ambient sound around us 
came to a halt.
 The four principles of the firm were 
standing in the center of the field behind the 
same long wooden table. 
 Did someone have to carry that thing all 
the way out here? I thought.

 The gathered employees shifted until we 
had formed a semi-circle around this strange 
display.

 Keen lifted a goblet from the table, held 
it to the sky, and drank. When he’d finished, he 
placed the goblet back on the table, spread his 
arms to either side, and closed his eyes as if 
settling into some sort of trance.

 Jen, his succesor, picked up the now empty 
goblet and held it to Lyle’s face, as if she 
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ROLL CREDITS
 The office for the Clear Lake Cinemaplex 
was cramped and warm, Topher could feel an 
uncomfortable sweat forming under his armpits 
and beads of it dripping from his forehead. The 
office was mostly occupied by a large desk with 
an old computer, boxy and clearly a relic from 
the 90s. Topher struggled to find a place to rest 
his arms among the landslide of papers and fast 
food wrappers that obscured the cheap wood top 
of the desk. The desk was occupied by an enormous 
man wearing a red “Cinemaplex!” polo shirt and 
a black cap proclaiming the same slogan over a 
greasy mop of curly blonde hair. The girthy man 
alternated his gaze between the ancient machine 
and a point somewhere just behind Topher’s right 
shoulder.

 “We’re adding an extra shift Mr. Enfield, 
and you’re first on our list to take it. We’ve 
had too many instances over the past few months 
of teens sneaking into the theater to do God 
knows what all.”, began the man.  “We can’t keep 
shutting down theaters to clean out graffiti, 
empty bottles, and used rubbers!” he continued, 
chuckling at the idea of teens fucking each 
other in his theaters.”So we’re having someone 
act as a night guard! We’ll pay you to stay here 
from the theaters close at 2am to our opening 
at 10am. It should be the easiest job you’ve ever 
had! Assuming you accept, you’ll start tomorrow 
night. Any existing day shifts you had will be 
distributed amongst the other employees.”
 
 Topher sat considering his options, feeling 
more hot and uncomfortable by the second. As a 
rule he didn’t like change. He’d spent a few 
years here in Clear Lake with the same routine 
and he enjoyed the ritual of it all. 

 “Mr. Reid, I’m flattered by the opportunity, 
but why me?”

 “Enfield, you’re the only one of my 
employees that’s not a fucking teenager. I can’t 
be sure that one of them isn’t just letting other 
kids in here at night in the first place, so we 
also won’t be informing the other employees of 
your new position. I’m hoping that if it is one 
of them you can catch them in the act!” As Reid 
finished, the phone on his desk began to chirp 
and he reached a pudgy hand over to pick it up. 
There was a brief exchange and then he hung up.
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 “Something urgent has come up Enfield, I 
need an answer by tonight, you’ll start tomorrow”

***

 The last showing of the night got out 
at around 1:45, and the last of the stragglers 
cleared the front doors of the cinemaplex just 
after 2:15. Topher thought of shuffling Zombies 
as he watched them shamble out. In order to avoid 
the suspicion of the other employees who were 
cleaning and locking up for the night Topher hid 
himself a dark projection booth and waited for 
them to leave. Rather than turn on any lights in 
the booth, he pulled out a heavy flashlight and 
flicked it on. One of the projectionists had left a 
half-finished paperback on a chair, some schlocky 
paranormal romance novel. Topher picked it up 
and flipped through it, stopping occasionally to 
read some of the more lurid sections. 

 When he felt it was late enough for 
everyone to have left the theater he chanced 
a peak out of the booth. There was no one in 
sight. Time to begin the rounds!, he thought 
with a chortle, slipping the novel into his back 
pocket. This was the easiest money he’d ever 
made. He carried the flashlight in one hand as 
he strolled through the empty theater, shining 
it around into dark corners to reveal anything 
that might be hiding there.

 “Hey!” he cried as he rounded the corner 
into a long hallway and spotted some figures at 

the end of it. He sprinted towards them and shone 
the light on them, before stopping suddenly.

 “Ahhh Fuck” he said as the light revealed 
that the cluster of people was nothing more than 
one of the ‘plex’s full-size cardboard cutout 
displays for the summer blockbuster “Bad Dads 
Two: Dads Strike Back”. He stopped in front of 
the display, staring into the blank reflective 
eyes of the one of the dads. The theater was full 
of these things. He reminded himself to relax. 
The building’s lobby had an impressive skylight 
that spanned the entire width of the room. The 
light from the moon made the typically vibrant 
lobby look desaturated and cold by comparison, 
and Topher couldn’t help but shiver. He passed 
by the entrance doors, pulling on each to ensure 
they were shut tight and locked. Nothing seemed 
out of the ordinary. He sat on the counter of 
the concession stand, pulled out the book he’d 
commandeered and continued reading.

 A few hours had passed, Topher was starting 
to feel tired. His brain was screaming at the 
change in his sleeping habits and he found that 
he couldn’t focus on the words in front of him. 
The harder he tried the more they slipped away 
from him, and in his frustration he hurled the 
book across the lobby. Then he heard it. There 
were sounds coming from somewhere down the 
hallway to his right. It was faint and he couldn’t 
exactly make out what it was, but something was 
going on. He gripped the flashlight tightly like 
a club and inched his way along.
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 As he got closer he could hear two voices, 
one male, one female. They were arguing with one 
another. It sounds like someone went a little too 
far a little too fast thought Topher, believing 
that two kids must have hid in the theater to 
get intimate after hours. There was something 
familiar about them. He was excited now, maybe 
he’d catch them in the act. The thought of two 
young lovers made him more and more excited as 
he closed in on the source of the noise. 

 The door to theater 9 was open when he 
got there and it was clear that the two were in 
here.

 “What the fuck do you think you’re doing!” 
Cried the female voice as Topher rounded 
the corner into the auditorium. He shone his 
flashlight around but couldn’t immediately see 
them. Must be laying down. Topher proceeded to 
shine his flashlight down each aisle.

 “Please stop doing that!”

 Topher grinned as he shown his flashlight 
down the last row of seats. Empty.

 He whipped around, sure that he must have 
missed them, but the theater was empty. The 
projector clicked on then, half blinding him. 
The film was blown up home movie footage, 
showing a woman bound in a chair. The male’s 
voice goaded her from somewhere off camera, and 
Topher suddenly realized why he found the voice 
so familiar. It was him. 

 He had to get to the projection booth. 

 Someone knew and they couldn’t leave alive.
 
 He sprinted back down the auditorium stairs 
and out into the lobby, then down the hallway 
and into the projection booth. Whoever activated 
the projector was gone by the time he got there, 
but the film was still running. Somebody had 
found his tapes, somebody had gone through the 
trouble of tracking him down, and somebody had 
planned for him to be here. 

 He turned off the projector and took out 
the film, stuffing it into a nearby trash bin. 
I’ll have to come back for it later, so I can 
dispose of it properly. From back in the hallway 
he could hear more sounds, someone screaming, 
someone laughing. He sprinted towards the sound, 
and saw another open theater door. Rather than go 
in, he ran straight to that theater’s projection 
booth. 

 The room was empty, but the projector 
was running. On screen, a different woman was 
enduring torture at his hands. Topher smashed 
his fists against the window and yelled. He was 
free, he had gotten away with it all, and now his 
past was here in front of him. He felt something 
hit him hard on the back of the head and he slid 
to the floor, unconscious.

 When he awoke he was in a chair in one of 
the auditoriums facing the screen. He tried to 
stand but found that something was holding him 
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in the chair, forcing him to sit and watch as 
scenes of torture played out in front of him. He 
couldn’t see his captors but he could feel them, 
sitting in the row just behind him.
 
 “Who are you!” Topher cried, “what do you 
want!”

 There was no reply. He tried to turn and 
look, but many pairs of hands grasped the sides 
of his head and held it pointed at the screen. He 
tried to shut his eyes but they were held open 
by dozens of cold fingers. He opened his mouth 
to scream but a sudden chill filled his lungs and 
he felt unable to breathe. 

 When Mr. Reid arrived to open up the 
cinemaplex he found Topher handcuffed in the 
back of a police cruiser. A detective was waiting 
by the open door, and greeted Reid as he lumbered 
forward.

 “What the hell happened, this man works 
for me! He ain’t trespassing if that’s what 
you’ve got him for.”

 “He called us himself, claimed he was some 
serial killer that disappeared over a decade ago. 
I thought it was some kinda prank call at first, 
that we’d get here and the place would be empty. 
We take calls like this very seriously however, 
so we came anyway. I found him in one of your 
theaters, passed out in one of the seats. When we 
made the arrest I figured he was just some local 
looney. I gotta admit though, he’s a dead ringer 

for the guy.”

 The police cruiser drove off and Reid went 
to investigate the interior of his theatre. After 
going over every inch of the place, the only 
damage done was to a copy of Bad Dads Two, which 
had been ripped out of a projector and stuffed 
in a garbage can. 
 

24 25


