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Toby Osmann moved out of the shadows of the forest and lumbered up the steep hill. He 

paused to catch his breath, allowing the two plastic gas cans he was lugging to settle into the 

snow. He slowly scanned the area, listening intently as he turned his head from side to side. All 

he could hear was the roar of the wind moving in the leafless trees and his own panting. He 

trudged on, trying to lift the heavy gas cans above the thick blanket of snow, his arms and legs 

too short for the task. As he sucked in the frigid air and forcibly expelled it, his jaw moved up 

and down, marionette-like. Nearly inaudible ramblings began flowing from his mouth––

scatological obscenities and foul oaths. 

Reaching the old farmhouse, he stopped for a moment, again looking and listening for 

any signs of life, any movement. There were none. 

One at a time, he pushed the cans onto the deck, then, grabbing a railing, he pulled 

himself up. He trudged along the exterior wall of the house, avoiding the deep drift that had 

formed on the outer edge of the porch. 

He stopped at the kitchen door, taking in its features in the dull blue light reflecting off 

the snow. He peered into the window in the upper half of the door. Frost on the interior of the 

glass partially obstructed his view. 

Pulling off his gloves, he ran his hands over the cold smooth surface. A sharp chill ran 

through his frame. 

“No one here. No one to hear. I’m in control. Pick the lock, leave the window.” He 

worked a tension tool into the cylinder on the doorknob, then raked the key pins. The cylinder 

slowly yielded to his clockwise pressure. 



Moving in largo time, the rhythm of his life and the speed of his cognition, he pushed the 

door open, the rusty hinges protesting with a dissonant moan. He set the gas cans down inside 

the door, switched on a small flashlight, and ran the yellowish beam around the rubbish-covered 

kitchen. Every horizontal surface—counters, the kitchen table, the sink, the top of the 

refrigerator––was stacked with dishes, pans, yellowing newspapers, empty food containers, and 

other assorted trash. 

He moved through the rest of the refuse that filled the rooms on the ground floor. Gazing 

at the smudged mirror in one of the bedrooms, he was startled by his reflection in the dim light—

large eyes, magnified by thick glasses, peering from a round face bound by tangled, shaggy hair. 

He felt his control slipping away. With a sharp left jab, he shattered the mirror. The 

flashlight slipped from his hand, hit the floor, and the world fell into darkness. He fished around 

on the cold floor, his fingers sifting through the glass splinters. He wanted to push against the 

sharp edges until he felt the unique joy of rubbing his fingers in warm, slippery blood. “Stay in 

control,” he said. “Toby hears you, Dr. Schulte. I’m not a cutter, not a cutter anymore.” 

He searched his pockets for his headlamp, filling the silence with a singsong of mumbled 

obscenities until he located it. After struggling to get the headband in place, he stood for a long 

moment as his eyes adjusted to the brilliant white beam. 

Finding the door to the basement at the back of the kitchen, he climbed down the open 

staircase, controlling his descent by tightly clinging to the handrail. At the bottom he stood for a 

long moment, moving his head in a clockwise motion as he poured the light over the decades of 

detritus that choked the area: beat-up paint cans in one corner, a workbench littered with tools 

nearby. Tattered suitcases and cardboard boxes, some with clothing spilling from them, occupied 

much of the floor. A narrow trail through the debris led to a door at the end of the room. He 



followed it, his headlamp like a spotlight on the large hasp bolted to the doorframe and the brass 

padlock that secured the door. He carefully lifted the lock, tipping his head to put the beam of the 

light on the keyway. “Lucky, lucky little lock waiting for the tickle of Toby’s steel cock,” he 

intoned as he began to work the mechanism with his delicate picks, his hands starting to tremble 

in the cold. After several attempts, he was able to turn the tumbler and pull the lock open. He 

considered the prize briefly, then tossed it to the side and pulled the door open. 

When he stepped into the room and the beam from his headlamp illuminated what was 

inside, words tumbled from his lips, a mixture of religious awe and profanities. 

Shelves lined the walls, each holding neatly stacked boxes of ammunition. Rifles and 

shotguns stood sentry-like in a long floor rack. Pistols, barrel ends facing right, were carefully 

aligned on a board above the long guns. A large automatic rifle occupied the one table in the 

room. Behind the weapon, near the wall, were piles of cartridge boxes. He picked one up—

Winchester .30-06. 

After filling his backpack with cartridges, he lugged the heavy rifle up the stairs, 

repeating the mantra, “Lucky, lucky me. Lucky, lucky Toby. The game will soon be on.” 

Back on the main floor he fetched the gas cans and tipped one of them at the top of the 

basement staircase, listening as the five gallons of gasoline splashed down the stairs. Then he 

poured the second container around the house. Finally, he pulled a corrugated paper box from the 

front pocket of his backpack and placed it on the floor of the kitchen. He opened the top and 

looked into the interior at the time clock, batteries, igniter, and explosives. Toggling the switch 

from off to on, he smiled as the seconds on the digital face began rolling forward. 

 

 


