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DEDICATION

Lord, this series is for you.
For taking me places I don’t want to go to.
To do things I don’t want to do.
And to deal with people I don’t like.

So I can

See the beauty in the places I stay
To broaden my mind to experiences I would have missed.
And to see pass the pain and brokenness of people with
compassion

Forgive my murmuring and lead on, for the best is yet to
come.






— ¢

Gail stood by the door, watching her beloved Uncle Perkins lie
there in bed with an oxygen mask on. She glanced around the
VA hallway, seeing it busy with activity this Thursday morn-
ing before taking a second peek. She pulled away from the door,
wrapping her hair into a ponytail and resting over her left
shoulder. She glanced again around the door frame, watching
him rest before pulling back and taking several deep breaths.

“You okay?” Danny asked, walking up behind her. Grab-
bing her shoulders, he leaned in beside her, taking a peep for
himself before pulling back, giving her a reassuring hug.

“Yeah, I'm fine,” she said, squaring her shoulders and
composing herself. “C’'mon Gail, let’s get it over with before I
chicken out.” He gave a reassuring nudge to her hesitancy. As
she entered, her uncle smiled under the oxygen mask.

“I was wondering how long you were going to stand out
there,” he whispered. “The training never really goes away.”
Gail moved closer to his bedside and kissed his liver-spotted
forehead.

“Uncle, how are you today?” She asked, pulling up a seat

3



P. ANTHONY MICHAEL

beside him. He weakly grabbed the remote, hitting the
button that angled the bed up. Seeing Danny come in, he shook
his head.

“How are you, sir?” Danny asked, moving to stand
alongside Gail.

“My body wants to give out, but I won'’t let it,” He said with
a determined look on his face. “Okay,” the elder smiled,
recognizing Gail’s best friend. “Oh no, if you’re back, this can’t
be good. It was a bad idea to talk to you about it when my mind
wasn'’t right,” he snarked at Danny before looking at them with
a united front. “What are you two up to?” Gail looked back
uneasily towards Danny, who nodded twice, motioning her to
tell him.

“Well, Uncle, we’re going,” Gail said. “Time to put those
bad dreams your stories have given me over the years to rest.
I know they’re not true and just made-up fables to scare me.”

“I agree, sir,” Danny said. “Though, I must admit those
were some doozies of tall tales you told me under heavy
sedatives.” He began to laugh but stopped as a male nurse
came in the room.

“Excuse me,” the middle-aged nurse said holding a
clipboard and wearing sky-blue scrubs, “we’ll be by with your
daily medications in a moment.” He stood before the foot of the
bed. “Are you feeling any discomfort right now?” Uncle Perkins
shook his head. “Okay, just be a moment or two,” he said before
exiting the room and disappearing into the busy corridor.
Perkins returned his focus on them, first eyeing Danny, then
his niece.

“Gail, please reconsider what you’re about to do,” he said,
reaching for her hand. She quickly grabbed his shaky hand,
placing it by his side.

“No, Uncle,” Gail said, cocking her head to one side. “You
told me some whoppers over the years that still make me sleep
with the lights on, but no more. Now it’s time to move on. I just
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graduated from college; I have an HR job lined up, and I start
in two weeks.” The elder inhaled deeply before letting out a
slight sigh, then he nodded.

“Okay, and go with my blessings, but stay at the bottom
by the playground,” he said as he pointed at her with trembling
fingers, “it should be safe there.” His hand drifted to his side.
“Yeah, you’ll be safe there.” He paused. “Don’t go up that
mountain.” he said, shaking his head. “Promise me.” He looked
up at them more insistently. “I said promise me.”

Gail and Danny glanced at each other before looking back
at the elder and giving a slight nod. “We promise,” they said in
unison, with Danny crossing his fingers behind his back.

“You’re going with her?” he asked with knitted eyebrows.

“Of course I'm going with her,” Danny chuckled. “We’ve
been friends since high school, so when she finally told me
about her nightmares, I was the one who said you have to face
your fears.”

“Just you two?” the elder asked with mist in his breather.

“Oh no,” Gail replied, shaking a finger at him. “Neal is
coming with me.”

“And I'm taking my girlfriend, Paula,” Danny said. “And
don’t forget, Sam.” He said tapping Gail on the shoulder.

“Gawd, not him!” Gail exclaimed as she rolled her eyes.
“He’s an immature weed head.” The elder smiled at the news.

“Good, strength in numbers,” Uncle said, looking at Gail.
“Mind what I told you.”

“Of course, Unc,” Gail said as she placed her hand over his.
“So, how do we get there?” He looked at her, then Danny,
before giving away a trade secret.

“It’s been a lifetime ago since I've been there. You can’t go
the way I went. That way will be closed off to all visitors.” He
gave a sly grin. “I know another way.” He chuckled to himself.
“Look for a paved road on the side of the highway that doesn’t
belong there. You’ll know it when you see it.” He looked at
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Danny. “Travel down that road. It will appear that you will be
heading toward the mountain, but it will turn right, running
parallel. Follow it till you see a worn, rutted path into the
woods. It will lead you to the parking lot. Stay at the parking
lot and I hope all your nightmares stay there, too, forever.”

“Thank you, sir,” Danny said as he smiled, looking at Gail
before bumping into her shoulder.

The jolt awakened Gail in the back of the Jeep, speeding
through Friday morning rush hour down a four-lane highway
beyond the rustic forest nestled at the foot of the mountain.

“Are we there yet? Are we there yet?” Neil and Sam recited
in unison over and over, making Danny hunch over the
steering wheel.

“Will you two shut up!” he snarled as he glared at them
through the rearview mirror. They glanced first at each other,
then back at Danny before shouting, “NO!”

“Damn it!” Danny hollered as the girls laughed. He noticed
an odd side road up ahead as a black pathfinder came
recklessly skidding out onto the highway, swerving several
times before speeding off down the road.

“You see that?” Paula pointed as the rest watched.

“Yeah,” Danny said. “Check out the license plate.”

“Can’t see the numbers,” Paula said leaning forward. “The
last letters spell BAD.”

“Where they’re coming from is where we’re going,” Danny
said, slowing down and easing over to the gravel shoulder. He
decelerated the gray Grand Jeep before slowing at a sharp
bend in the road. He accelerated the Jeep briefly before
slowing at another sharp bend in the road by the forest, which
ran parallel to the base of the mountain, just as the elder said.

“The rutted road,” Gail said, leaning forward and pointing.

“I see it,” Danny said, slowing down. Stopping by a well-
worn but clearly rutted trail, Danny turned onto it, proceeding
into the woods. Headlights on and accelerating at a slow pace,
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the Jeep ran over a broken chain and partially dirt-covered
placard labeled KEEP OUT that rested across the path just
outside the darkened woodland. As they entered, sunbeams
cresting through the tree canopy rested upon fallen and
broken tree limbs of various sizes on the brown earth.

“Okay,” Sam said, looking around. “This isn’t creepy.”

“Like hell, it isn’t,” Neal said, looking side-to-side into the
semi-darkened woods. Several yards later, the Jeep emerged
from the woods to a grassy plain where a lopsided sign with a
handwritten BEASTLY inscribed over the word FINCH
Mountain. All eyes were glued onto the sign as they passed.
Silence fell on the jeep inhabitants. Past the sign, they entered
the parking lot with the mountain beyond in plain view.

“Wow,” Neal pointed, “take a look at that!” As they drew
closer to the mountain, it seemed to enlarge itself
exponentially, becoming more foreboding, menacing, yet
majestic. Proceeding slowly, the group saw faded white
parking lines on the ground interspersed with four-foot-high
overgrowth from cracks in the asphalt as far as the eye could
see. Passing the fifteenth row, where an abandoned kiddy park
stood, the vehicle came to a stop at the last faded parking spot
on the lot. Danny cut the engine off and sat silently, melting
into the soundless stillness of the area. The rear doors clicked
open with Sam and Neal exiting one side, while Gail exited the
other.

They stood looking about the kiddy park, speechless. The
swing-set leaned to one side with a noticeable bend in one of
the metal legs, as if something had hit it with great force. The
wooden seats were utterly gone, with only rusted chains
swaying in the breeze. Wild vines covered the monkey bar and
the park bench frame stood lightly covered in moss. Thick
grass patches shot up from cracks in the pavement throughout
the parking lot and the area was silent. After taking it all in,
the three moved to the rear of the truck as the front doors
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