


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abraham Table was in the office again. Bloody nose.

He often combated nosebleeds; in fact, they forced him to
the office at Polk Middle School more times than he cared
to go, but this time it was nothing his body could have
concocted for him without some outside help whose name
was Hector Serafin (who was probably the nicest kid in
school). Accidents happen.

Mrs. Green handed him a fresh gob of paper towels with
blue hands – disposable gloves that smelled like mint.



“Keep your head tilted, Abe. I know it hurts, but put
pressure on your nose. We need to stop the bleeding
enough so that I can look at what happened, okay?” She
stepped out of the room, doubling her efforts to handle all
the people in the office. The last thing she needed during
the busy lunches was all the trouble his nose was going to
cause.

A brown bottle of peroxide was out on the sink in the
cramped health room, but it wasn't seeing any action yet.
Abe spotted drops of blood on the floor as he sat down on
the little cot, crunching the paper cover. He leaned over
thinking he should dab it up with the extra paper towels in
his free hand, but a pounding like a pulse in his nose
forced him to sit up right away and a new torrent of blood
threatened to overrun his hand, the paper towels and
anything else that might be used to stop it.

After Mrs. Green determined that the cut was fairly small
and wouldn't need stitches and had called his mom, Abe
had to remain in the health room until his nose-bleeding
tendency relented. So, the office went through its hectic
paces during the two lunch periods: kids came and went,
two kids were brought in who had started a fight, parents
picked kids up and dropped kids off. The principal came
in and out. The deans came in and out.

Everything was normal. Abe caught pieces of the



conversations in the office, paying attention sometimes,
not paying attention most of the time. Things grew quiet
and he could see that only the student aid was sitting out
there. Both secretaries were typing on their computers.
Mr. Borland, the boys' dean, came in with a voice too big
for an office, but Abe wasn't really paying attention to the
conversation he struck up. Until he heard the word
problem.

“This is becoming a real problem. I've tried to line things
up differently, but it hasn't worked. I don't think we have
any choice. It's like chaos. The only way to deal with it is
divide and conquer – like we talked about. I've made
some trial uprights out of steel pipe. I think it will hold,”
Borland said.

“Will it have a solid enough base to stay upright?” Mrs.
Jensen asked.

Abe couldn't figure out what they were talking about, but
he sat up on the cot so he could hear better.

“I think so. It's steel. And fairly heavy.”

“We've got plenty of rope,” Mrs. Green chimed in.

“The rope is fine, but when you get those bodies pulling
on it, hanging from it... that could be a problem.” Mrs.



Jensen always had practical considerations.

Abe wondered what in the world they were talking about.
When he thought about it for a minute, he chuckled to
himself. It sounded like they were talking about building a
scaffold to hang people. Mr. Borland interrupted his
overactive imagination.

“If one person hangs from it, don't worry. The rest will
fall in line.”

Abe's eyes bulged. He leaned out on the cot so he could
see Mr. Borland.

“But what about JM?” Mrs. Green asked. The office staff
often used student initials when talking about kids. Like
the other students couldn't figure out who they meant.

“If he hangs once, it will be his last. He's on a pretty short
rope anyway,” Borland said. A Grinch-like grin crossed
his face. “He's as good as gone,” he said and left the
office.

Abe sat stunned. Were they really talking about hanging
someone? Jorge Martinez? He got in trouble sometimes
because he ran his mouth a lot. But they couldn't have
meant hanging him? He shook his head and laughed to
himself.



“Did the bleeding stop?” Mrs. Green popped in the health
room and surprised him; he jumped.

“I think so.”

“Alright. I'll send you off to 6th period with a paper
towel,” she said as she worked a small bandage over the
cut. “If things start flowing again, come back down.” She
looked at his cut again holding his head with new minty
gloves.

With a tardy slip in hand Abe opened the office door.

“Come right back if you have any problems, and we'll take
care of you.” She smiled and Abe left wondering about the
strange conversation he had heard.

 

* * *

Jorge Martinez was gone.

Issues with Abe's nose were resolved for the most part by
the next day, a Friday, and when he got to first period
Algebra, Jorge was absent so Abe asked his table if they'd
seen him. Yesterday was still fresh in his mind.



Unfortunately, Lisa Lawless sat at Abe's table. She talked
non-stop. So did Jorge. Normally. “Jorge withdrew.
Family problems. Custody issue is what I heard. Dad lives
in Montana or something and he had to go back with him.
Probably wanted to. He was like so angry about being
here.”

She would keep rattling on if Mr. Z hadn't started things.
Abe was curious about the coincidence. Jorge was gone.
The office people had talked about building a scaffold.
Mr. Borland said he was as good as gone. The idea of the
office doing this was so ludicrous, Abe couldn't possibly
talk with anyone about it. Not even his best friend, Ray
Medina. Not yet.

Exactly one week later, Abe's nose decided to have a
relapse and he found himself again in the health room. Mr.
Borland came back in the office and it felt like deja vu for
Abe.

“I think it will work. I've tried it out and I think a body
could swing from that rope with no problem,” Mr.
Borland said.

“What about the base? Will that hold?” Mrs. Jensen asked.

“That's easy. Concrete. It will be just fine. I tried it out
too. It will be a cheap solution until we get to next year's



budget.”

Abe tuned in again. How in the world could the office
have two conversations, a week apart, talking about
hanging someone?

“Can that stand up to shoe's kicking at it?” Mrs. Green
asked.

Abe imagined someone with concrete around their feet so
they would fall harder from the gallows. He winced. He
had to stop thinking like this. It was an absurd idea that
(A) couldn't be pulled off in the modern world of law
enforcement and (B) could never be pulled off at a school.
The next thing he would hear, he was sure, was that the
school sponsored a prison ship like they used in the
1800s. Yeah. Right.

“Sure. It works better than straight cinder blocks. I've used
the same mold before as an anchor. It will be strong
enough to withstand the kicking and still hold. You could
send someone to the bottom of a lake with it.”

Just then Matt Lawson barged into the office yelling
obscenities.

Mrs. Jensen looked over at Mr. Borland. “You could send
anyone?”



Abe's eyebrows shot up and he sucked in a breath
involuntarily.

Within a week, Matt Lawson had been suspended. The
word around school was that he wasn't coming back. At
lunch, Abe saw the school janitor bring in two cinder
blocks with a foot of heavy rope between them. He
couldn't resist asking.

“Mr. Aimes, what are those for?”

“Ask too many questions, Abe, and you might find out. Are
you sure you want that?” His smile was as disarming as
his words were terrifying. “What if I told you we used
these to sink naughty kids to the bottom of a pond?”

“You don't...”

“Naw. I'm just kiddin',” Mr. Aimes said. “But it could be
a good way to take care of serious problems.” He winked
and crossed the cafeteria with the blocks in tow.

* * *

“Ray, the office is killing people.” Lunch had started. Abe
and Ray Medina were in place at their normal table. Third
from the end, backs to the wall, near the drink machine.

“Yeah, the office has been killing people for a long time.



It's their job. They make some rules, we break some of
them, and they haul us in. Then it's off to the cafeteria to
wash tables, or out by the basketball courts and the
football field to pick up trash; could be detention in Mrs.
D's room. Yeah, their killing us alright.” Ray chugged his
milk as if he'd made an exhausting speech.

Abe looked around. It was near the end of lunch; most kids
had started to filter out to the basketball courts. No one
was close enough to hear or pay attention. “No, I mean it. I
think the office is really killing people. Like dead.” He
gulped. He wasn't sure he could say this out loud, even to
Ray. The guy was either going to laugh him off or think he
was a genuine nut.

“What are you talking about?” Ray tilted his head and
squinted.

“I'm talking about what happened to Jorge Martinez and
Matt Lawson. They're gone, you know.”

“Gone... but not dead. You think the office says something
like, 'Oh, we suspended Matt because he was bad' and
then kidnaps them and kills them?” Ray used a high
pitched voice to mimic a secretary.

Abe's eyebrows shot up. “Exactly. That's exactly what I
think they're doing.” He took a draft of his milk like it



might be his last before a showdown. He even wiped the
back of his hand across his mouth.

“Abe, you're crazy. Let's go play some ball before you
start explaining why you think the office is killing people.”
He got up with his lunch tray and Abe followed. “First of
all, think how inconvenient that would be: They'd have to
send a letter home. Dear parents of Matt Lawson, We
regret to inform you that Matthew broke our rule about
safely standing in line for lunch. We have taken
appropriate action according to the rules that may or may
not be mentioned in the student handbook. Matthew won't
be able to return home this afternoon or any other
afternoon because he has lost the right and all other rights,
including the right to live. If you have any questions, we
won't be able to answer them.

“Please know that Matthew will serve as an excellent
example to other would-be rule breakers. Sincerely, Jason
Breedlove, Principal, Executioner.”

“You see what I'm saying? That's not going to work out too
well.”

Abe laughed. “Guess you're right. It's ridiculous. After
those guys left school, and what I heard in the office...
well, it seemed like it could be possible.”



They got into a game of ball for the last 10 minutes of
lunch. Abe felt embarrassed, but that's the kind of situation
Ray could always make sense of quickly. He didn't sweat
stuff like that. He just figured it out and moved on. Abe
liked that.

But he couldn't do it.

* * *

Lunch ended and Ray was off to Language Arts on the
other end of the building. Abe had Art class, which was
next to the cafeteria, and he didn't need to go to his locker
to get any books, so he always had extra time. Like today,
he often helped Mr. Aimes put up the lunch tables and then
followed him into his office to receive a Tiger Ticket – a
positive reward for helping out.

It wasn't a typical office, of course. He had a tool bench,
boxes, a dolly or two for hauling things, broken desks
waiting for a fix, and a door into the boiler room.

Mr. Aimes had showed it off to him before. For a middle
school boy, the boiler represented the ultimate place in the
building. The lighting was terrible – dark and shadowy
with only a single exposed florescent bulb casting its eerie
glow across two enormous natural gas heating units (they
didn't use boilers any more, but Mr. Aimes said it looked



and acted like one).

It looked like the innards of an old steamship. Probably
just as scary too. The door was ajar.

While Mr. Aimes stepped into the small room where his
desk and filing cabinet were, Abe waited and peered past
the workbench and clutter into the gaping hole of the
boiler room.

Something dark was just sticking out on the floor in there
and Abe couldn't make it out. His feet carried him
involuntarily toward the door so he could see better. He'd
seen enough movies to know what he was looking at.

It was a body bag.

He knew it! He knew something was going on. Suddenly,
he felt flushed – he was embarrassed, scared and panicked
all at the same time and had to get out of the stifling little
office.

“I wouldn't wander back there. It's dangerous.” Mr. Aimes
had stepped out of his desk area and startled Abe. “Things
have been heating up. We can't have kids back there.” His
face was stern and not the way Mr. Aimes normally acted,
Abe thought. “At least, not live ones.”



He laughed and his face returned to the normal friendly
version Abe knew as he waved him out of there, handed
him the ticket, and clapped him on the shoulder to move
him toward the art room.

What he would do now, Abe Table wasn't so sure. Every
time he turned around, something happened to make him
think that his imagination wasn't just imagining.

* * *

Abe's locker and Ray's were at opposite ends of the long
hallway that housed their section of the alphabet. Ray
came threading through the after-school crowd like a
Heisman trophy fullback.

“You may be right,” he managed through quick breaths.

Abe scrunched his face and started talking. He hadn't seen
Ray for the rest of the day, so he hadn't been able to tell
him. “Wait till I tell you about Mr. Aimes' office. I went in
after--”

“No, no, no,” Ray interrupted, “you've gotta hear what I
saw in Band. In one of the practice rooms, I went in to
look for a different stand for my snare; you won't believe
what I saw.”



Abe knew that whatever it was, it wouldn't match his body
bag, so he waited with the patience of a saint. “What?”

“Dude, it was a stinkin' coffin. I mean it was behind this
black material, like they were trying to hide it, but I pulled
it aside because it looked, well, because that's what I do,
you know. And there it was. Standing upright. A tall
narrow wood box. Taller than me.”

Abe's response surprised even himself. “Ray, that could
be anything. They could ship trombones in something like
that.” He was thinking that 'they' didn't need a coffin
because they had body bags.

“What?” It was Ray's turn to act inquisitive. “I thought
you'd be all over that with your office-killing-people
theory.” If he was a tire, someone had just let the air out.

“Right. Well, I would be except, I don't think they're using
coffins. They're using body bags. Probably doing
something like burning the bodies so there is no
evidence.” And then, mid explanation, it dawned on him.
The boilers. 'Things have been heating up'; 'we can't have
kids back there'; 'at least, not live ones.' They were
burning the bodies!

* * *



Abe and Ray both walked home, usually together. They
took the path that wound by the football field and led up to
the elementary school on the hill. That's where they parted
ways. Today was no different except that Abe knew Ray
must have thought he was absolutely nuts. And he forgot
his math book.

“Dang. I forgot my math book.”

“One through 23 all tonight. You better get it. Be careful,
though. I mean, can you trust those people down there
anymore?” Ray adjusted his Mariners cap against the
afternoon sun.

“It's not like there aren't people in the school right now.”
Abe knew that Ray was half making fun of him. He didn't
care. He knew what he heard and thought what he thought.
Ray or not. “I'll be alright.”

They bumped fists and Abe was off.

He was going to wish he hadn't gone alone.

* * *

In back of the school, behind the track shed, a bizarre
drainage basin nestled as inconspicuously as could be
done inside a six foot chain link fence and “native”



landscaping. It appeared to be a mini-wetlands the size of
someone's front yard – so small that the fence looked
either vastly overblown or like it was protecting
something radioactive.

Abe noticed from the path that the padlock, chain and gate
were open. Not what he expected. Mr. Aimes had worked
his way somehow down through the blackberry bushes and
was wading, thigh deep, in the stagnant water, reeds and
cattails brushing his elbows.

That didn't stop Abe. He was curious, but had to get to his
locker before the school shut down for the day.

On the way back the situation had changed.

As Abe started to climb the path and looked back down at
the pond, just to check on Mr. Aimes, he saw him
struggling with something. He could only see his head
because of the angle and the brush.

Someone, not something!

A hand flopped up in the air and it didn't belong to Mr.
Aimes. It looked like he was either dunking someone or
pulling him out.

Abe shouldered the other strap of his backpack and took



off for the shed. Warning bells were going off in his mind.
This was going to be it. He'd catch the wicked office right
in the middle of killing someone and he would be a
hometown her--

He stopped and plastered himself against the shed wall.
He wouldn't be a hero. They'd kill him, too! Just to shut
him up. Thoughts were beginning to back up like rush hour
traffic in his head and he didn't know what to do first.

Cell phone. 911. Call home. Text Ray. Make sure what he
was seeing. Get closer. Too dangerous. Have to do it.

He peeked around the corner. Mr. Aimes had someone
under the arms! Algae and plant stuff was covering the
poor kid's head. He didn't appear to be conscious. Abe's
worst suspicions were confirmed.

He hid behind the wall again and breathed deeply, looking
around for other kids who could be witnesses with him.
He pulled out his cell, but forgot that they were allowed to
use them for calculators in math – his battery was dead.
Just his luck. He was paralyzed with fear like it had
skewered him to the wall of the shed.

“Abe?” It was Mr. Aimes. If his heart hadn't already
fractured when it had slipped to his toes, it missed a beat
now.



Abe peeked around the corner again as if he hadn't been
called or noticed.

“You don't know anything about this, do you?” Mr. Aimes
was still tugging on the figure in the pond.

Now what? This guy was in cahoots with cold-blooded
killers and Abe knew it. Now Mr. Aimes knew that Abe
knew it. He was dead. He stepped out into the open and
half expected to hear death music like he was in the final
showdown with the killer in the movie... except he was
going to lose. He'd face it like a man. His hands dangled to
the side like he was waiting to draw two six-shooters.

“I know what you're up to, Mr. Aimes. You and the office
people.” He was going to go down with dignity. “You
ought to be ashamed. You'll never get away with it. How
many have you murdered now? Three? Four? The police
will be here any minute. And you'll be taking a long ride
downtown.” Hollywood had paid off! He was able to
deliver the line like a pro in the face of certain death.

Abe had boldly marched to the fence. The body was still
half submerged, but his suspicions were accurate. A peel
of laughter came out of Mr. Aimes like pent-up demons.
He fished something out from under the body.

He tossed the cinder blocks with ropes on to the bank in



the one open spot between the blackberry bushes. Abe
shook his head. He knew it.

Between fits of laughter, Mr Aimes said, “Abe, did you
think this was a real body?” He pulled up the whole thing.
It was a CPR dummy. Abe suddenly felt foolish. “This is
just the victim of middle school vandals. You thought the
office and I were killing people?”

“Well, with Jorge and Matt disappearing and your blocks
there sending bad kids to the bottom of a pond and the
office talking about ropes and hanging people...”

“Wait, wait. Ropes and hanging people?”

“Yeah. I heard Mr. Borland talking about making the
uprights stable enough so that a kid could hang from the
rope.”

More laughter. “Abe, they were talking about the lunch
line dividers. The little poles with rope between them.”

Abe was still stunned, relieved, and embarrassed. “You
mean they weren't--”

“No, they weren't hanging anyone.”

“But what about Jorge and Matt?”



“Moved. Expelled.” As Mr. Aimes dragged the dummy out
of the pond water drained from its open torso. Abe wasn't
sure who the dummy was. “You want to give me a hand
taking the blocks to the shed door. I promise you'll be safe.
As long as you keep our secret, we won't have to take you
out.”

Abe smiled and grabbed the blocks. He didn't know how
he'd face Ray, but he knew the next time he had a nose-
bleed and had to sit in the office, he'd listen more carefully
to everything.

End.


