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It had already been a week since the service, but Ray Williamson still felt the pain of having lost his big brother. He had gone through countless therapy sessions and “Everyone Goes Eventually” talks, but it had done him no good.  It wasn’t fair, he thought. Alex had been a good kid. And besides, it’s not like he had been the one driving drunk. He had just been driving home from work, minding his own business, and WHAM! Out comes this drunken idiot that was probably heading home from some house party or something. He was rushed to the hospital, but it was too late. Dead on arrival. Those words had stung Ray more than any other words could have, would have, in his entire life. But it was pointless to dwell on those thoughts over and over again, as he had for the past week. Ray knew it, but he couldn’t do anything about it.


He stood in front of the fountain in the middle of the town square. He clutched the quarter so tightly it was almost painful. The frigid winter air nipped at his nose as he stood there, pondering. It was a crazy idea, he was well aware of that. It was the sort of thing you only heard about in fairy tales, stories that begin once upon a time and end happily ever after. But Ray was willing to cling to any hope he could find. In spite of this, he chuckled to himself as he raised the coin to eye level. With this, he closed his eyes tight, concentrated on the wish, and tossed the coin into the air. He heard a soft kerplunk as the coin broke the surface and sank to the bottom, to lie among countless others like it. Ray opened his eyes, and giving another light chuckle, turned around and headed home.


That evening had so far turned out to be fairly uneventful, although Ray’s spirits seemed inexplicably lifted after the events of that afternoon. He may have actually fooled himself into believing it could work. He smiled in spite of himself as he sat on the sofa, watching his favorite TV show. His parents were off at a therapy session themselves, one that Ray had thankfully been unable to attend because of school and homework. They still wouldn’t be home for a couple more hours, just enough time to enjoy himself and, for the first time since the service the previous week, be able to relax an forget his troubles.


This was indeed how things went for a while. The cold had eventually given way to a light drizzle outside, and it was just turning dark. It was around then that Ray heard the noise. It was a loud thump that came from somewhere near the front entrance. Perplexed, he got up and made his way down to the front door to discover the source of this noise. No sooner had he arrived then he heard another noise, this time louder and sharper. It had come from the front door. It was probably just some door-to-door salesman, he thought to himself, as no one else is persistent enough to knock on someone’s door at this hour. He looked through the peephole, fully prepared to shoo them away, but he reeled at what he saw. He wasn’t sure that he’d seen what he thought he had seen, so he looked, and reeled, again.


There was absolutely no way. He said that to himself over and over again until the words lost all meaning. The bangs became louder and more frequent as he stood there, his mind trying to work out what he had seen. There was still absolutely no way. The peephole probably needed to be cleaned; those things gather all kinds of dust and dirt. He told himself this again as he moved towards the door, and opened it.


He reeled a third and final time as he saw, now with horrifying detail, what he had seen through the peephole some moments before. “A…A…A-A…A…” The word stuck in his throat for several moments, until he was finally able to utter it.

“A-A-Alex?”

It was not quite his brother as Ray remembered him, for Alex never had the scratches and lacerations from broken glass, the gash were the steering column had snapped of and plunged through his chest, or the beginning signs of decay in his skin. He never wore that oddly blank look, which somehow was immensely more terrifying than even a look of rage would have been on his face, either. Ray somehow knew that this wasn’t quite the same Alex he had known—which was the only feeble thought his mind was able to form in his state of shock.

After an interminable silence, that could have been an hour as soon as it could have been two seconds, Alex’s, or this horrible abomination posing as Alex, uttered only one word, a word that seemed to echo off into infinity. “You.”

The word was still terrifyingly expressionless, and seemed to confirm Ray’s suspicion that this was not the same Alex he had known. With that one word, which “Alex” seemed to think was quite sufficient enough, he lunged at Ray.

At that moment, Ray broke out of his state of profound shock and jumped backwards to avoid “Alex’s” grasp. His legs seemed, to Ray, at that moment to gain superhuman strength and speed as he dashed in fear out of the door, which seemed at the moment to be the only place to run to escape from this hideous creature. He ran as fast as he could away from it, towards the city.

As he was running, his mind raced, trying to comprehend what could have brought his brother back to life, or this half-life that he seemed to have now.  As his mind passed over the words “Back to life”,  a look of sudden comprehension spread across his face. That afternoon, the fountain, the quarter, the wish, it all came rushing back to him. He had wished that his brother would come back to life, and that was precisely what he had gotten. The phrase “Be careful what you wish for” had never borne such a literal meaning to him. He had no time to ponder over the irony of the situation, and his mind began to frantically search for a way out of it. A light bulb went off in his head. He searched his left pocket. Nothing! All he found there was a bad report card from school. He tossed it away, good riddance. He searched his other pocket. Yes! He pulled out a quarter. His lunch money supply was rapidly diminishing from all the events today, but he didn’t bother to dwell on that thought. He began to make his way towards the town square.

As he drew close to the town square, the familiar sound of the fountain now in range, he at last decided to look back. “Alex” was behind him only by a couple dozen yards. For someone who was dead, Ray’s brother was awfully quick on his feet. Ray ran on regardless, and he was now within the bounds of the town square.

It was in his euphoria that his crazy plan might actually work that Ray lost his footing. The ground came up to smack him in the face, and the quarter slipped out of his grasp and clinked to the ground. He shook of his dizziness and began to frantically search the ground for the quarter, but it was frustratingly difficult in the dark. He eventually located it and, not wasting a second, darted forward again. When he at last reached the fountain, “Alex” was so close that Ray could hear his pounding footsteps. Ray closed his eyes, and pouring every ounce of his will into the wish, tossed the quarter into the air. He listened for the soft kerplunk of the quarter breaking the surface and sinking to the bottom. That moment seemed to go on forever, and he could practically feel “Alex’s” icy breath on the back of his neck. The quarter splashed into the water, and the sound of pounding footsteps stopped.

Ray relished the silence, and slowly turned around. There stood the form of his brother, the Alex he remembered, his body unblemished and glowing softly. Alex’s lips formed the words “Thank you.” Ray blinked his eyes, and his brother was gone. He had crossed over to the other side, just as Ray had wished.

