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The Middle Path 

By Shedrick Pittman-Hassett 

 

 Axel huddled in the corner of the empty room, shivering. 

Tears parted the caked dirt and blood that clung to his pallid 

face. A dirty light bulb hung limply from a cord in the ceiling, 

excreting a pale yellow glow that seeped across the floor.  

Outside, hordes of monsters pounded on the walls, moaning in 

hungry frustration. Axel shrieked as cracks spread out along the 

sheetrock walls. The fissures grew wider with each strike. His 

heart hammered in his chest as he gathered his knees up and 

began to rock, murmuring, "It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. 

It’s just a dream..." 

 He was pretty sure that they had already gotten Mom. He 

vaguely remembered the ceiling of the living room being peeled 

back like one of Uncle Otto’s cans of herring and the monsters, 

rotten men whose skin sagged and split against tar-black bones, 

poured in through the roof.  She told Axel to run and he ran.  

He couldn't save her. He couldn't save Uncle Otto, either. 

He wanted to--wanted to so bad that his chest hurt with the need 

of it. But he was too scared to fight; too scared to stay. So he 

ran.  
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He ran down the hall to his room, but the hall went on 

forever. It was even longer than the track at school and his 

door slipped farther and farther away. He heard his mother 

screaming behind him, a long wordless wail.  

And then she stopped.   

Now he was here, in the doorless room. He couldn’t remember 

a room like this being in his house yet part of him knew that he 

was still at home. It was an odd feeling, like not remembering 

that your favorite toy is actually yours. He was scared and 

wanted his mother but knew that she would not come. He couldn't 

protect her. He had ran and left her behind. Now he was alone.  

At least Bonzo hadn’t gotten her. Bonzo had already gotten 

Uncle Otto--which meant that Uncle Otto might be outside with 

the others, coming for him, coming to eat him, slurp him down 

like his smelly, old herrings. 

 Bonzo was the king of the monsters. He brought them here to 

get Axel, his mom, and Uncle Otto. Sometimes, when the house had 

windows, he could see Bonzo outside on a big hill looking down 

at the house. He shone against the full moon like a werewolf 

from the late night movies; the kind of movie Axel's mother 

wouldn't let him watch, but he did anyway when he was at Dad’s 

house. But Bonzo was not a werewolf. He was much worse than 

that. 
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 "It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream. It’s just a 

dream..." 

 The ruptured walls split further, the wood and mortar 

moaning and grating with the effort. Moonlight and the stench of 

septic garbage poured through the fissures, riding a sickly 

green mist. Hands, black boned with putrid bands of flesh 

dangling from the digits, reached in and pulled away chunks of 

sheetrock. Axel could hear the Monster King’s shrill laughter 

coming from outside.  As the wall peeled away, more green fog 

rolled in; the stench choked Axel’s lungs and stung his tear-

filled eyes. The monsters finally cleared a hole in the wall the 

size of a door, allowing their King to step through and claim 

his prize. 

Bonzo wore a one-piece clown suit with wide vertical 

stripes of yellow, orange, and purple running down from neck to 

ankle. It hugged his squat body tightly, like a sausage skin. A 

large white ruffled bib hung around his thick neck, its surface 

marred with brown-black stains.  

The Monster King threw back his head and cackled as he 

danced a jig, clicking the heels of his enormous, cleated, 

crimson shoes in the air. His wide mouth, sporting rows of 

needle teeth, split his pale, powdered face and housed a pair of 

the longest fangs that Axel had ever seen. His white makeup had 
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worn away in patches, revealing sickly green skin beneath the 

greasepaint.  

 Axel's voice stuck hard in his throat; he couldn't breathe, 

much less speak.   

Bonzo's laughter stopped abruptly as he pointed a filthy, 

long-nailed finger at Axel and grinned. Then the grotesque 

creature squatted low to the floor and leapt, closing half the 

distance between him and the boy, who sat frozen in wide-eyed 

terror. When he landed, Bonzo spoke, his voice a cross between a 

bullfrog’s croak and a snake’s hiss.  

"Three."  

He squatted and leaped again, this time landing within an 

arm’s length of Axel. 

"Two." 

Bonzo reached out with his dirty hands, the long-nailed 

fingers fluttering in anticipation, and guffawed, a deep, hollow 

laugh that ended abruptly when he slapped his knee. Axel could 

see red-tinged saliva dripping from the Monster King’s quivering 

lips. His fever-rimmed eyes, surrounded by wide blue circles of 

greasepaint ornamented with crimson spindles that ran down his 

face like bloody tears, danced with glee and hateful mirth. 

Axel shut his eyes as Bonzo’s hands closed around his 

throat. The Monster King's hot breath tickled his nose and 
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filled it with the tang of rotting meat as Bonzo whispered, 

"One." 

Axel woke to find himself wrapped tightly in his blankets, 

panting. Whimpering, he violently tore the covers away. Once 

free, he took a deep breath.  Light poured into the room from 

the high window across from his bed. He looked up to see if it 

was morning and instead saw Bonzo, his monstrous grin splitting 

his rotten face as he drummed his long nails against the glass. 

Axel choked on his scream as Bonzo laughed from behind the 

window. 

Axel woke again; the blankets lay in a heap on the floor. 

His heart threatened to beat itself free of his ribs. The high 

window across from his bed showed only stars. He clenched his 

jaw as he gathered his blankets and went to sleep on the sofa in 

the living room.  He wasn’t a baby. He wouldn’t cry. But he 

could not sleep in his room any more that night. 

 

 Mom woke Axel up gently the next morning and ushered him 

into the kitchen to have breakfast. "C’mon, kiddo. Looks like 

you had another rough night." 

 Axel settled onto the barstool by the center island as his 

mother poured him a bowl of cereal with milk and a glass of 

orange juice.  She blew on her coffee and then pulled up a stool 
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beside him and ruffled his hair. After watching him eat for a 

moment, she asked him the inevitable question. "Do you want to 

talk about it?" 

 Axel didn’t. He didn’t want to remember the details of the 

nightmares that had plagued him ever since they had left Dad. If 

he didn’t think about them for awhile, their intensity always 

faded. After a few hours of watching TV or playing video games, 

he could honestly say he couldn’t remember much.  

 Except for Bonzo. He always remembered Bonzo. 

The worst part about the question was the feeling that 

everyone expected something out of his answer. Like he secretly 

knew why the nightmares came and he was keeping it from them. 

Everyone; Dr. Barnes, Mrs. Callimer, even Mom, always seemed so 

disappointed with his non-answers. He squirmed under their 

scrutiny and then felt guilty because he couldn’t help. He gave 

his mother the most honest answer he could. 

"No. Not really." 

She sighed. "Honey, you know I worry about you. Talking it 

out might help you get some rest." She frowned and rubbed out 

the worry lines on his forehead. "I don’t want you to have to 

take the pills again." 

Axel hated the pills. They made him feel heavy and dried 

out, like a lead mummy. And they didn’t stop the nightmares. 
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They mostly made him sluggish and unable to think his way out of 

them. He got more sleep but was more of a prisoner to his dreams 

than ever before. 

Axel slurped the milk out of his cereal bowl and set it 

back down. "This time was a little different," he ventured.  

Mom smiled. "Tell me about it." 

"Good morning, liebchen." Uncle Otto shuffled into the 

kitchen and kissed both of their heads on his way to the coffee 

machine. 

"Morning, Uncle." Axel's mother smiled at her uncle as he 

filled his giant porcelain cup with black coffee. Uncle Otto had 

lived with them ever since "the incident" at his nursing home. 

Neither he nor his mother would talk about it, but Otto was such 

a kindly, if occasionally silly, old man that Axel couldn’t 

imagine what he could have done to cause such a stir.  

"Good morning, Uncle Otto," Axel murmured. 

 "You said your dream was a little different this time," Mom 

prompted. 

 So Axel described what he could remember of last night’s 

dream, and managed to talk very fast over the parts where his 

family got hurt. Those parts always embarrassed him, like it was 

his fault that it happened or that because it was his dream that 

he had wanted it to happen. He knew he didn’t, but he blushed 
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all the same. When he got to the part where he thought he was 

awake but then saw Bonzo in his window again, he heard Uncle 

Otto murmur something like "Demeter vague" and his mother looked 

sharply at the old man. 

 "Isn’t your show on, Uncle?" 

 Uncle Otto raised his hands in surrender. "All right, all 

right. I go now." He shuffled into the living room to watch the 

morning news program--or rather Rand Pocatello, the show’s 

photogenic host who, according to Otto, was "dumb as a bag of 

stones, but pretty to look at in the mornings." 

 Mom turned back to Axel. "So you dreamed you woke up and 

then woke up again. I imagine that was pretty scary." She softly 

stroked the side of Axel’s face. 

 "But it seemed so real. It didn’t feel like a dream." 

 "But that’s all it was, honey. Just another dream." She 

kissed the top of his head and cleared away the breakfast 

dishes. "Everyone is fine and you’re perfectly safe. Just tell 

yourself that it's only a dream and you'll be fine. I promise." 

 Axel frowned. He could still hear Bonzo’s frenzied 

laughter. It had seemed so real.  

  

 Axel woke up panting, clawing at his own throat. Once again 

the army of monsters had broken through to the empty room, 
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clearing a path for their king. Bonzo laughed triumphantly as he 

counted down, three—two—one, to Axel’s demise. He had woken up 

just as Bonzo’s claws clicked in front of his face like the 

mandibles of a giant beetle. 

 Sighing with relief, he kicked the covers off his bed. 

Looking up, Axel saw the dreaded face in his window once again; 

Bonzo tipped his bulbous head back almost to the breaking point, 

laughing and pointing at Axel inside the supposed safety of his 

room. Written in the condensation on the window, backwards so 

that Axel could read it, was the word "One". The letters dripped 

red, as if written in blood on the glass.  

 Axel felt ice run down his spine as his muscles grew taut. 

Grinning wide and exposing his long fangs, Bonzo reached out and 

through the glass, the dirty claws passing through the window as 

if they parted a curtain of water. Axel could do nothing but 

watch, trembling but otherwise immobile, as Bonzo’s arm 

elongated, swaying in a serpentine dance across the room to 

reach Axel and gently stroke his cheek, the same way that his 

mother had when she comforted him that morning. Then the hand 

turned on its ruffled wrist and tweaked Axel’s nose, hard. The 

boy felt tears stream down his cheeks as something burst inside 

his head. Bonzo’s hand was now covered in blood. From behind the 
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window, Axel could hear the Monster King’s raucous laughter at 

his great joke. 

 Axel woke to grey, early morning sunlight streaming into 

the room from his windows. He frantically touched his face and 

could find no blood, though his head pounded with the beat of 

his racing heart. He rolled out of bed and tried to calm down.  

The windows were heavily fogged and only allowed a small amount 

of dawn to trickle in. At the far end of the room, light shone 

bright through the word "ONE" written in smudged letters from 

the outside.  

 Axel screamed, and did not stop screaming until Mom and 

Uncle Otto rushed into the room and he fell into their arms, 

sobbing. 

 

 Later that evening, Axel woke feeling cotton-mouthed and 

groggy from the living-room couch. His head still pounded and he 

saw clear kaleidoscopes dancing in front of his eyes. Migraine. 

That morning, after Mom and Uncle Otto had calmed him, he told 

them what he saw, about the word that Bonzo had written on the 

window. By the time he had led them back to his room, the 

morning fog had burned away, taking the evidence with it.  

 Mom had settled him in on the couch to rest and made him 

take the dreaded pills, insisting that he needed to get some 
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real sleep. She also set up another appointment with Dr. Barnes, 

who was nice but smelled like cigarettes. 

 Now, disoriented and no longer sleepy, he got up slowly and 

shuffled into the kitchen. The television was on, but the sound 

was turned down as KITT glided silently across a desert highway. 

Uncle Otto must have been watching T.V. in here while Axel had 

slept in the living room. He felt hungry, but still a bit sick, 

and wanted to find Mom. So he continued through the kitchen down 

the hall towards her room, where he saw light shining from 

beneath her door. As he approached to knock, he paused and 

listed as Mom raised her voice, apparently addressing her uncle. 

 "You will do no such thing, Otto! You're going to make it 

worse for him!" 

 "How else will he defend himself? Or anyone else? If he 

continues in ignorance..." 

 "Do you remember, after you disrupted everything at the 

home, and you agreed to drop this dream nonsense...?" 

 "It is not nonsense and you know this. I was helping 

William with his problem. Like I helped you, liebchen. When you 

were small and had the dreams of the toy soldier and the 

knives..." 

 "Don't change the subject, Otto. William died of a heart 

attack in his sleep. God only knows why you decided it was 
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'helpful' to go into his room and smash up all of his furniture. 

And yes, when I was a small I was lonely and scared and had bad 

dreams, but I got over it. Now Axel is having a hard time 

adjusting to us moving away from David and..." 

 "Ach. You did not 'just get over it'. You choose not to 

remember the truth. To forget." 

 Mom sighed heavily. "I chose to grow up, Uncle Otto. Axel 

will have to do the same." 

 Axel scurried back to the living room couch, dizzily 

gripping the furniture along the way.  

 

 In the morning, Axel woke to find Uncle Otto sitting in the 

living room playing solitaire on a TV tray while watching the 

morning show with the sound turned off.  

 "Guten Morgen, Axel." 

 "Good morning, Uncle." The boy rolled off of the couch to 

sit on the love seat beside his uncle and watched him play in 

silence for a few minutes. The cards flew fast and furious; Axel 

always had a hard time following exactly what Uncle Otto was 

doing.  

 Uncle Otto had always reminded Axel of Popeye the Sailor. 

His dark eyes were very squinty and he had a perpetual white 

scruff around his jutting lower jaw. He even had a tattoo on his 
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arm, though it looked like smudged-up numbers instead of an 

anchor. 

 Otto picked up the cards to shuffle them once again. "Have 

you had that dream again?" 

 Axel shook his head. "The medicine makes me sleep too 

hard."  

 Otto waved a dismissive hand. "Bah, medicine. They gave 

such pills to me in the home as well. To help me sleep, they 

said. Made me a, what do you call them? Zombie. Yes." He held 

his arms in front of him, dangling his hands loosely by the 

wrists while pulling his face into a comical dead-eyed 

expression.  

Axel giggled. That was exactly what the pills made him feel 

like. 

 The old man leaned to look down the hall to where his niece 

slept and then turned back to Axel. "You must be very careful of 

these dreams, little Axel. Your mother does not wish me to speak 

of it, but if you are to beat this thing, you must know." 

 "Know what?" 

 "Der mittlere Weg." 

 Axel shook his head in confusion. 

 Otto checked the hallway again before continuing, his voice 

little more than a whisper. "It is the middle path." He 
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separated the cards into two stacks. He took one in his right 

hand. "You know when you are awake, yes?"  

Axel nodded.  

Otto took the other stack in his left hand. "And you know 

when you dream." 

 "Yes," Axel said.  

 Then the old man shuffled the decks together. "And 

sometimes it is hard to tell where one ends and the other 

begins, yes? That is the middle path." 

 Axel gulped. "He was in my room that night. He wrote on my 

window." 

 "Who was in your room?" 

 "Bonzo. The King of the Monsters." Axel felt his eyes tear 

up as he remembered that morning and the ominous writing on his 

window glass. 

 Otto pursed his thin lips. "Was he there? Or was he in der 

mittlere Weg?" 

 Axel let his tears fall. "I don’t know." 

 Otto sighed and stroked the little boy’s head. "I believe 

you, Schatzi. I believe you." He squatted down to look into the 

boy's eyes. "Listen to me, Axel. You must fight these monsters. 

In the dream and on the middle path, and in this life as well. 

You must always fight. If you do not, they will take you. They 



©2013 Shedrick Pittman-Hassett   15 

 

will take your family. Everyone you care about. Monsters never, 

ever stop." 

 The old man rose and self-consciously rubbed the tattoo on 

his arm. "They never stop." 

 That night, Axel decided to sleep in his own room. And when 

his mother gave him the pills Dr. Barnes had prescribed, he 

pretended to swallow them and then spit them into his 

wastebasket after his mom kissed him good-night. 

 

 Once again the monsters had torn apart the walls of the 

empty room where Axel cowered in the corner. Bonzo stood in the 

shattered ruins of stone and wood and crowed, flapping his arms 

and strutting like a malevolent rooster. The monsters 

surrounding their lord chuckled, a sinister reptilian rasp that 

made Axel’s skin crawl. 

 Axel tried to remember what his Uncle Otto told him, tried 

to remember to rise and face the Monster King, to fight the 

monsters. His leaden limbs refused to move, to rise or to run or 

to fight. His throat was filled with bile, choking off even his 

whimpering. 

 Bonzo approached slowly, taking one exaggerated step after 

another, rubbing his dirty, clawed hands together, clearly 

relishing Axel’s display of abject fear. He licked his fangs 
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with a long, bumpy tongue. Behind the blood-red tears of his 

makeup, Bonzo’s eyes glinted with sickly green light.  

 Then Bonzo took a final hop to land at Axel’s feet. The 

spikes on the bottom of his outsized shoes sparked against the 

stone floor. The Monster King reached down and gripped Axel by 

his chin and held his head up, forcing the boy to face him. 

Bonzo’s lips peeled away from his pointed teeth. "Mine!" His 

voice emerged as a canine growl entwined with a serpentine hiss. 

Axel closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see those fangs pierce 

his flesh. 

 Axel opened his eyes to find himself in bed, wrapped 

tightly in his blankets. Sweat beaded on his brow and he felt 

like he was sleeping inside a furnace. With a cry he untangled 

himself from beneath the comforter. Bonzo stood inside his room, 

between him and the door. The odious creature looked around the 

room with his fanged jaws hanging open, his eyes wide with 

wonder. His gaze fell upon the doorknob beside him and he 

smiled.  

 "Mommy..." 

 Axel sprang up. This wasn’t real; he was still dreaming. 

Wasn’t he? Or maybe it was the middle path, like Uncle Otto 

said.  
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 Bonzo turned the knob and licked his lips. He opened his 

maw but Axel’s voice came out. "Mommy! Uncle Otto! Help me!" 

 "No!" Axel sprang from the bed. It might have been a dream. 

It might have been real. But whatever had frozen his limbs in 

the broken house no longer held him here. He would fight, just 

like Uncle Otto said he should.  

 Axel threw himself at the Monster King, wrapping his legs 

around the squat clown’s torso and gripping his wide head with 

his hands. Bonzo, in turn, wrapped his arms around the squirming 

boy and reared back to sink his fangs into Axel’s shoulder. The 

boy screamed but held on as tight as he could. He felt blood 

running down his back and tears filled his eyes. Swallowing his 

fear, he reared back and sank his own teeth into Bonzo's flesh. 

The Monster King howled in anger and pain as he lurched about 

the room, trying to throw Axel off of him. But Axel held on. He 

poured all of his fear and his anger into holding onto Bonzo. He 

would do whatever it took to keep this monster from leaving the 

room and attacking his family.  

He would fight. And he would never stop. Not until Bonzo 

left the middle path. 

  

 Axel's mother sat beside the hospital bed, holding and 

stroking Axel’s hand. She watched intently as his eyes twitched 
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behind his lids, hoping to catch a glimpse of her son's deep 

brown eyes for the first time in over two weeks. The only sounds 

in the room were the various pings and beeps of the instruments 

connected to her sleeping boy.  

 The door opened and Uncle Otto shuffled in. "Come, 

liebchen. I’ve had the car brought around. It’s time to go home 

and get some rest." 

 "Just a little while more, Otto." 

 Sighing, the old man knelt beside his niece and placed an 

arm around her. "There’s nothing you can do for him tonight, 

liebchen." 

 She nodded. "I know. But if he wakes up, I want to be 

here." 

 Otto kissed her forehead and gently wiped a tear from her 

cheek. "He will wake when he is ready. When his work is done." 

 She turned to her uncle, shaking her head.  "I should have 

listened to you, Uncle. I'm his mother. Who else can protect him 

from the monsters?" 

end 

  


