Pink Jack-In-The-Box 

"Get them! Get them, you useless cowboy! What do you think you're doing? I could ride better than you fools!" Mr. Prescott shouts, glaring at his black and white TV with the black and white horses running and the black and white horses galloping and the black and white 
static hiding them. "Get them, you fools!" 

Just a few feet away, a bell rings softly, and Dianne Rastor walks into the store, her polished black heels clicking sharply on the hardwood floor. 

"Good morning, Mr. Prescott," she says as she passes the front counter. "Who's winning?" 

"The Indians, of course. You think those stinkin' cowboys even know how to use a rope? Nah –
 the cowboys need to get their act together." 

She laughs softly. "I'm sure they'll win in the end, Mr. Prescott. You watched that one last week, remember?" 

"Ah, yes. Well, don't ruin the surprise for me! I had forgotten
." He turns away from the TV and rests his arms on his front desk. 

"So, what can I do for you today, Miss Dianne?" 

"Oh, I actually found what I was looking for last week. It's Erin's birthday in just
 three days; she's going to be five." 

"Well, is she now? That girl grows so fast. You should bring her in sometime." 

Dianne laughs. "She'd want to buy the whole store, Mr. Prescott. But I think she'll really enjoy what I'm getting her. I saw it last week but wanted to check with my sister, just to make sure Erin hadn't outgrown it yet –
 who knows how long kids want to play with jack-in-the-boxes?" 

"Well, jack-in-the-boxes are a personal favorite of mine. Let me know if you need anything, will you?" 

"Of course, Mr. Prescott." 

With that, she turns and heads to the back of the store, exactly where she had been the week before, crouches, and starts shuffling through the jack-in-the-boxes Mr. Prescott sold
, leaving him alone to watch his store. He can hardly see anyone in it –
 he has toys on the floor and in the boxes and on the shelves and on the wall and on the ceiling – 
but he could hear them all. He loves the sound of his store; he loves hearing the voices of happy children echoing in his walls, the excited squeals when they come upon a favorite toy. 

In just a little while
, Dianne returns. He smiles at her. 

"You found what you where looking for?" he asks, turning to his computer to get the scanner. 

"Yes I did; a pink jack-in-the-box," she says proudly, setting the box down on the counter. 

His hand freezes over the scanner. "P-Pink?" he stutters, not turning to look at it. 

"Yes, pink. Erin's going through that girly-girl phase – she can't seem to own enough pink!" 

He risks a quick glance at the toy out of the corner of his eye. "I see…" 

"I was so lucky to find this, though! Pink must be a popular color. This was your last one!" 

"Was it now?" he asks, picking up the box gingerly. He turns it in his frail hands, searching for a price tag. He finds none. 

"Miss Dianne, I don't think I can sell this to you…" he begins in a whisper, still holding the box as if it were a precious jewel. 

"Why not? I mean, it is very girly, but she's only five, she'll-" 

"You can't… it's not supposed to be there
…" 

"-grow out of it, and even if she doesn't, so what? She is a girl, and pink isn't-" 

Mr. Prescott finally looks up from the box, his face white, his eyes wide. "This is not for sale!" he yells, and Dianne recoils away from him. 

"Mr. Prescott, what are you-" 

He shakes his head, turning away from her, hunching his shoulders like a shield around the box. "I'm sorry, dear… you can't buy this… go look 'round the rest of the store… see if you can find anything else little Erin would like… but not this…" 

He turns and walks through the beads hanging in the doorway, leaving Dianne there, her purse open, children running around her, mother's tapping their feet behind her, to listen to the chimes. 

Mr. Prescott hears Dianne calling out his name,
 but ignores her. The walls seem to cave in around him and her voice seems far away and the hall seems to never end but he keeps walking. He has to keep walking. The jack-in-the-box is held in front of him, and he has to put it in the back, with the others, where it can't take Dianne. Not Miss Dianne… 

He takes out his keys and fumbles with them, trying to balance the pink jack-in-the-box in one hand and find the key in the other. He finally comes across what he's looking for – the rusted black one – and sticks it in the slot. It clicks, and he slips in, leaving the key in the lock. 

The room is huge, and the lights way up on the ceiling are a bright fluorescent, but that doesn't faze Mr. Prescott. He walks right to the middle, muttering under his breath. "Please don't do this. You can't do this. You already took so many, please don't take her too. She's so nice… Please don’t." He was shaking his head, and his hands where shaking, and the jack inside the box was shaking, and his knees where shaking, but he had to do this. 

He takes a deep breath, steadies his hands, steadies his legs. "I won't let you take her." He raises the box above his head, then throws it to his feet, breathing hard as the top breaks cleanly off. 

"Mr. Prescott?" he hears from behind him, and he turns to see Dianne standing my
 the door, her eyes wide. "Mr. Prescott, are you okay? Did you mess up with your medications again
?" 

"Get out of here!" he yells. "Get out! It's going to get you! The store's going to get you
!" 

"Mr. Prescott, I'm going to call the doctor
… you'll be fine, just stay in here…" She backs out and slowly closes the door behind her. He lunges at the door, but it's no use – she's already shut and locked it. 

"No! Let me out, Dianne! Let me out!" He pounds against the door, trying to ignore the heat he feels building up behind him. "Let me out!" 

"This is for your own good, Mr. Prescott," she tells him through the glass. She backs away, her body shaking. 

"No! Dianne, you don't get it! It's… it's…" But then he stops, because he feels the heat build, feels it growing closer and closer. And the flames that had erupted behind him, the flames that had eaten all those in the pink jack-in-the-boxes on the wall, engulfs him. 

And when the fire dies down, all that's left is the pink jack-in-the-box, fully restored, with Mr. Prescott's name written in his blood on the front and his ashes inside
.
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