Home Invasion
By Jen Conley

It was a cold winter night in 2001 when Keon Dedl tis very first and only
burglary. He had robbed before—grabbed pursek,tammey from friends, stole car
stereos, even held up a store by gunpoint (notsulethat gun), but he’d never broken
into a house, much less a house owned by peoplewdid afford a maid. Keon, who
was just eighteen, was tense and uneasy as hetbhatlbackseat of the dark sedan while
Ramone—one of those roughened-up white guys whalbad hard time—was in the
passenger seat, giving directions to Booker, treedming the driving. Booker, who was
black like Keon, steered the car with his left hamd grip loose and relaxed, like they
were heading out for pizza instead of a break-in.

Ramone wasn'’t referring to their plan as a breasria burglary. He referred to
it as a Home Invasion, mocking the term used ingpapers these days. Booker had
done a handful of them, he said, a couple of yleack, and there was nothing to it. But
this one wasn’t Booker’s idea—it was Ramone’s baBgmone had a girl who lived out
these ways, on the border of Burlington and Oceamties. She knew about the house
because she had been the maid; around here it ost/imvoods and lonely back roads
where the Jersey Devil was rumored to roam.

Booker smoked while he steered the car along tistihg and turning roads. In
between giving directions, Ramone told the storyualbhe Jersey Devil: how after Mrs.
Leeds found out she was pregnant, she cursed tldebeltause it was her thirteenth; how
after it was born, it grew into a devil with horfoves and bat wings, and then it beat
everyone in the room bloody with its forked taibvir after the gory thrashing, it
screeched a horrific cry and flew up the chimney.

Booker was originally from South Carolina, so hd haver heard the story
before, but Keon knew it well. He had been broughin New Jersey and it was
something all kids learned in school. “It’s jusitare. New Jersey culture,” Keon
remembered his fourth grade teacher saying. Bustibry had scared him enough to
press her about it. “Will the Jersey Devil comertp house?”

His teacher shook her head. She had thick brogakles on her nose and cheeks.
“No. He only bothers the people in south Jerseyhé Pine Barrens. We live in central
Jersey.”

Still, the story frightened little Keon and gavenhnightmares.

Keon wasn't so little anymore—standing almost feleven. He was lean but
muscular, not bad looking in a wiry sort of waye tas also the only one in the car who
hadn’t done time, although that was just stupidhasis. Recently, he and TJ Jones had
robbed an Arab at gunpoint. Keon just walked rigkd the convenience store, put the
gun to his head, and demanded the old man operasiteregister. TJ grabbed the cash.
“Thanks for following directions,” Keon said to thean before they fled. And they were
never caught.

“Right here, right here,” Ramone said. “Yeah. Tikif.” Booker turned the car
onto the gravel road, a long driveway winding tlgloghick woods until it ended at a
large house. Booker flipped the lights off and Kesocked in his breath, fingering the
gun in his pocket. This time, it was loaded. EarlRamone had explained that the



owners of the house were in Ft. Lauderdale fomtimeer. Ramone’s girl, who had been
the maid for a short while, had told him this. S¥es from the Ukraine and very
beautiful—naturally blonde and slim. She had astieXace with Siamese eyes and
wide-set cheekbones. “It's called the Slavic I6¢kamone explained to Keon. “If | had
it in me, I'd send her down to AC so she could msdmme serious cash in a club. But the
thought of Olya sitting on some fat old shit fdap dance makes me very ill.”

Keon and Ramone worked together in the kitchenrestaurant owned by a large
man. Every few days, the man strutted into thehlen, his huge chest and stomach
protruding like the breast of a pigeon. “Make mehaesesteak, Ramone. And don’t put
too many onions on it.” His name was Dennis CdRamone called him Dennis Pork.

Yet what surprised Ramone was that Dennis had etlaéeon to work at all.
“Dennis Pork don’t hire brothers. He says theytdhl. How’'d you get yourself hired?
He must have been hard up.”

“Don’t know,” Keon said with a shrug. He had gsdhool in October after a
fight with his Phys. Ed. Teacher. “Go fuck youfsSeie had yelled. An hour later, the
school secretary explained he had earned himgek tthays’ suspension. “Fuck off,” he
told her and the next day quit. It didn’t matteuch anyway. He was supposed to be a
senior but he only had enough credits for a sopmembot long afterwards, Keon got a
job at Dennis Cork’s restaurant.

Ramone agreed with his decision. “Just get youDGFou ain’'t heading for
college, are ya, Colin Powell?” Ramone had his G&idnething he got while he was
doing time. Ramone had a ten-inch scar that stamethe left side of his neck and
traveled down his chest in a jagged angle. Hissamere covered in black tattoos. He
had spent his teen years in Jamesburg—a roughfiuvimys—and a couple more years
up in Rahway State Prison. He was missing hig pgtkie finger. After working beside
each other for some time, Ramone explained to Keenhe had come to lose it. “When
| was a kid, my mother ran with this motherfucker & while. One afternoon, he was
drinking hard and he got mad at me when | droppedilk all over the kitchen floor.

So he grabbed me, took something like this,” Rantaié up the cleaver he was using to
cut a piece of raw beef into strips, “and held rapdhon the counter and chopped it off
like that.” Ramone placed the cleaver over thetmreaked it forward and backwards,
slicing through the pinkish beef. Then he liftee piece up and let it dangle from his
hand. “My finger came off just like that. Quickdclean, brother.”

Keon stared at the pink strip of meat. “How old-evgou?”

Ramone shrugged. “Eight.”

Keon nodded like it was nothing, but he shuddensdie. He himself had been
in and out of foster homes and now lived with hisngimother in a dilapidated
neighborhood. He had seen his share of shit,dsigdme reason, like the story of the
Jersey Devil, the missing pinkie story gnawed at ke a mad ringing in the ear.

“Olya says there’s a key in a flower pot,” Ramong& safter Booker killed the
engine. “Next to the back door.”

A lit lamp glowed in the front window of the housBooker chuckled and said it
was probably one of those keep-robbers-away lightkake people like us think they're
home.” He lit a cigarette. “And then we’d stayagu/

Olya had worked for these people for five monthsl tme woman had let her go.
There was nothing she did wrong, the woman toldaOtyer husband simply wanted to



cut back on expenses. Olya said fine, finishetlerpvork, and left pleasantly. There
was no bad blood. Yet there were some things Glbgerved or learned that she
eventually spilled to Ramone: the woman had afiggwelry; the husband kept a box of
cash in his desk drawer; apparently, they wentdada every year after Christmas and
stayed until Mother’s Day.

“They’re stupid people, leaving keys around,” Rameaid. “Dumb-asses.”

“Let’s go,” Booker said.

They got out of the car and headed towards the.b@bk night was cold and
Keon shivered as he walked along the gravel driyewdis stomach was in knots—he
was real nervous—talking about the Jersey Devildiaen him a bad premonition.

The moon, full and bright, revealed a clear vievinaf large house, which had
two floors, a porch that wrapped around the sidd,law long windows. In the backyard,
a shiny black iron fence enclosing a covered irnsgtbpool, glimmered softly in the
white moonlight. Thick woods surrounded the propekeeping it nestled and cozy, like
something in a fairy tale.

The three of them put on gloves.

The key was indeed in an empty pot near the deon shook his head—he was
bothered by this stupidity. Ramone grinned. “Cdggs they have a daughter who
comes and checks on the house once a week.”

“Then why don’t they just give her a key?”

He opened the door. “I know, brother. Stupid peofumb-asses.”

Booker stood outside and smoked. Keon, shiveriog the cold (and from
nerves,) stared at him. “What're you doing? Smokele. It's freezing out here.”

Booker took one more drag and then dropped it ergtbund. “Habit, man. My
mom makes me smoke outside.” Keon nodded andtheldoor for Booker to pass
through.

They entered into the kitchen, which was the largetoor kitchen Keon had ever
seen. The counters were bare and they gleameul jrettee slight darkness. A dishtowel
hung along the counter in front of the sink. Thehen connected to the living room,
where a lamp shone near the front window. RamaodeBmoker walked around, poking
their heads behind the plaid couches, picking updea knickknacks, flipping through
old magazines that sat on the tables. Keon sighpdtiently. He peered out one of the
kitchen windows and walked into the living roome t#as nauseous now. “Can we get
this done?”

Ramone turned to him. “You okay, brother?”

Keon shrugged, trying to play it cool. “I just wan get this done.”

Ramone told him to go upstairs and find the jewelde and Booker would look
for the cash. Keon nodded and climbed the carmtectase. He held a small flashlight
and flipped it on when he reached the upstairsMagil guessing the master bedroom was
the last door on the left. When he arrived, héhpdghe door open and, to his horror,
immediately saw the bed was rumpled and unmaden Isod for a second and listened,
swinging the flashlight about the room, over thd bad dressers. An overturned open
book lay on the night table. Worn jeans, a the#t sweater, and a large white bra were
draped on the far chair. His heart knocked hatusrchest. He pulled his left glove off
and placed his hand on the white sheet—a trickdgesleen in a movie. The mattress
was warm.



When Keon had stuck the gun against the Arab’s lteade was a sense that he
was playing, like when he was a little kid and inm&gl he was a bank robber. He knew
the Arab would be scared and do what he said. né&kiothing was going to go wrong.
Hell, there were no bullets. And because it happdeso fast—like that freefall
amusement ride at the Boardwalk—he had no tima fegrvous stomach.

But now, this was different. This whole thing waking too long—the drive out
to the house, that Ramone and Booker were takiagarely approach—everything
seemed bizarre and doomed. Keon inhaled deeplyhamndexhaled. He swung the
flashlight back to the night table and looked &t ttlephone. She’d called the police,
hadn’t she? He tugged the glove back on and piakeitie old white phone.

There was no dial tone. It didn’t work.

He put it down and listened again. He could hezwkér and Ramone downstairs,
moving around, banging things around, their voroesfled.

A small movement came from the closet. Keon froze.decided not to check it
yet. He did nothing but feel the gun in his pocket

And then Ramone appeared. He swung his flashdigtitss the room until he
found Keon. Instantly, Ramone noticed something ofd Keon swallowed and nodded,
pretending he had everything under control. Ranpmieted to the closet door and, after
hesitating for a moment, Keon nodded once more.

Ramone smirked and pointed. Check it out.

Keon took a deep breath and waited, but Ramone&s @gre on him. Keon'’s
hands shook.

“Boy!” Ramone hissed.

Keon pulled out his gun, walked to the closet, apdned the door. He shone the
flashlight and there she was, huddled in the counaater the hanging clothes. She let out
a timid yet frenzied cry.

“Get up,” Keon ordered. It took a long minute, Bbt wrenched herself out from
the corner and stood, whimpering. She was a wamhar sixties, bland in the face with
coarse dark hair. She wore a flannel red nightgamdhwhite puffy socks. She looked
familiar to him.

Ramone stuck his head into the closet and poingedun towards the woman.
“Looky-here!”

The woman wept.

“The phone’s dead—I checked it,” Keon said quicki$o no police were
called.”

Ramone lowered the gun and turned to Keon. “Yauag, you make me
proud!” His voice sizzled like burning eggs onkéllst.

Keon said nothing.

Ramone ordered the woman to step out of the clasdthe and Keon moved
aside as she stumbled forward, trembling and mngethe flashlight making shadows
bounce from ceiling to floor to the woman. Keomglt quick glimpses of her face. Yes,
she resembled someone he knew.

“This ain’t good,” Ramone remarked, clucking hisgae. “No good at all.”

Then, suddenly and oddly, Ramone announced heohatetk on Booker—he didn’t
trust the dickhead, you see. “We've had issues.”

“Can you handle this?” Ramone asked.



“Yeah,” Keon said.

Ramone, seeming satisfied, walked away. But bdfereft, he flipped on the
overhead lamp. “No point using flashlights if thdy of the house is home, is there?”

Instantly, in the new harsh light, Keon recognibed: Mrs. Mullins, his seventh
grade math teacher. He’d only had her for a femtin®because he wasn't at that school
for long. Eventually he was removed from the foktme he was living in and sent back
to his grandmother’s.

She didn'’t let on that she recognized him, whicls waod. Keon pointed his gun,
directing her to walk to the bed and sit on it.e $lid so obediently.

Keon asked where she kept the jewelry.

She pointed to the top drawer of her dresser. f@kea lot in there,” she said, her
voice quivering, reminding Keon of the way his giamother’s tea cups slightly rattled in
the cheap china cabinet. “You can get plentyHient.”

Keon shoved the gun in the back pocket of his jed¥su got no safe?”

“It's in the basement,” she whispered.

Again, Ramone appeared in the doorway and he gtimmgely. “In the
basement? So there’s more money than what's idebkk drawer?”

Mrs. Mullins peered up at Ramone and then dropgedhead. He glared at her
for a long moment before he spoke once more, “Lgdyr age and ugliness is gonna
save you from you-know-what.”

She looked up, terrified.

Keon felt a nasty chill ride through him.

Ramone chuckled. “I'm going downstairs againl & back in a second.”

Keon turned to the dresser drawer, picking up rangs$ necklaces. “Is this real?”
he asked, holding up a piece. “Don’t give me amy. df | find out any of this is fake,

I'll come back.”

“I know you,” she finally said, her voice rattlimpw. “You're Keon. Keon
Dell.”

Keon paused for a second, his breath halting shisrjeart thrashing against his
ribs like a thick, mean hammer. He forced himselfarry on and shuffled through the
drawer. “That ain’t my name.”

“Yes. | was a teacher and | had you a few years rgjat before | retired. |
remember all my troubled students.”

Keon picked up a thick, gold bangle. His hand &hdd his real?”

She nodded. “You lived with that nice family, thauber’s.” Her voice acquired
a hopeful tone. “They still take in kids, you knéw

Once again, Keon told her she was mistaken. Ske'ateacher he particularly
liked. She was nasty, screaming at kids who daydeel or had no explanation why they
were missing homework. She had yelled at him, fimoslouching at his desk, his newly
grown long limbs stretched out into the aisle arsctiick hands stuffed in his pants
pockets. “Pay attention, Mr. Dell! Or you’ll beaying attention tomorrow afternoon in
detention.”

Keon liked that school, though. Mostly it was vehkids, but there were a good
handful of black and Hispanic students. He wasufaypbeing all street and tough. He
had been living with the Lauber’s since the begigrof sixth grade, and by the time the
summer began, he had grown to love his clean bedhensteadiness of the family.



Every Thursday, Mrs. Lauber let him choose the @irmenu. Most times, he picked
tacos or her homemade mac and cheese with hotdloggventh grade, he made the
basketball team, but he only played four gamesusecafter Christmas, the state sent
him back to his grandmother’s. “You gonna behdwetime,” she told him. But he had
never behaved for her, no matter what she saidhetWyour mother gets back, she’s
gonna be horrified at how you conduct yourself.& thdn’t seen his mother since he
was ten, hadn't lived with her since he was sike #as up in Brooklyn somewhere,
with some man.

He didn’t stay with his grandmother for long aftee Lauber’s. He was sent to a
group home for a while, and then another fosterdyand another, and then back with
his grandmother. All told, by the time he had adreighteen, he had been in five
different homes. Yet the Lauber’'s had been thé b@sll to this day, Keon pulled out
the recipe for that mac and cheese with the hotdadsnade it for himself and his
grandmother. “Not bad,” she’'d always say. “Nod laa all.”

“You must remember me,” Mrs. Mullins said. “I yedl at you all the time.”

Keon shook his head. “Nope.” He had a sack ferj¢lwelry, and when he was
satisfied he had taken all the valuable stuff,lbeex the drawer. “What about your
husband? Does he have something? A watch maybe?”

She said no.

“Where is he, anyway?”

“Florida.”

Keon became angry. This was a stupid lady. Tlmehvas off. The key was in
a flower pot. She didn’'t even try to lie and s&y husband would be home any minute.
“Now why tell me your husband ain’t nowhere neas fhlace? Why not tell me he’s on
his way home?”

She shrugged. “You do remember me, Keon? | gauadgtention a few times
and you always came.”

Ramone stood in the doorway. “She knows you?”

You stupid woman, Keon thought, his heart sinking.

Ramone walk forward, pulled out his gun, and pto iter head. “You know
him?”

She shook violently, but controlled her voice, etadting on a slight authoritative
tone—surely an old defensive strategy from herhiggcdays. “Yes. Keon was a
student of mine.”

Ramone laughed. “Now how fucked up is that?” Hesed the gun away and
shoved it in his back pocket. He picked up a pilend tossed it to Keon. “They have a
basement. The mister has it all decked out likEmglish pub, but there ain’t no beer on
tap. Imagine that?” He flicked his head towatdswoman. “Let her give you a tour.
Let her open the safe for you.” He eyeballed lf&ou know the combination, right?”

She said she did.

Ramone glared at Keon. “It’s right behind the bar.

Keon shook his head. “Get Booker to do it.”

“He’s busy. Get going.” Ramone pulled the womaraand pushed her to the
door. He grabbed the sack from Keon. “Go on,’boy.



They walked downstairs and passed Booker, who tkagainst a wall in the
kitchen. He nodded, opened the basement dooedeanand held out his hand like a
game show host. “Check it out, man. It's cool.”

The steps were wooden and they creaked as KeoWemndJullins made their
way down. With his right hand he held his gun pothted it at her back, and with his
left hand, he gripped the pillow, his stomach sicth anxiety. The basement was large,
carpeted, and paneled in dark brown. A mahogangdtan the far corner with a dozen
or so bottles hanging upside down. There weresttaps and bar towels and thick
ashtrays—all with names of beers Keon didn’t recoginHe looked around, searching
for a way out. To the far left, he noticed a gldser. “Where does that go?” he asked
her.

“To stairs that lead outside to the pool. | hateRwmit it in for the grandkids. This
way they can take their wet clothes off withouttiget water all over my house.” Her
voice was rickety and frightened, yet she pressedwonoying Keon. “I have five
grandchildren. | love them to death. You sho@d my Visa bill at Christmastime.”
Her tormented chatter knock-knock-knocked in hischeHe needed to think and her
talking distracted him.

“Keon, do you have any sisters or brothers?” skeds*| adored my brother.
Oh, how | worshiped him. Do you have any siblirigs?

Keon didn't answer. He walked backwards, holdimg dun so it faced her, and
tried the door. It was bolted. He walked towdnds again. He was shaking now.
“Why's the phone off?”

She swallowed. “Because I'm usually in Florida.e Yrn that and the cable off
to save money. I'm just here for a few days. Megrfd died. You might remember her.
Mrs. Lattori? She taught math too.”

He vaguely recalled a tall, skinny woman with shblack hair.

“She walked with a cane. I'm sure she had the edren you were there.” He
now clearly saw the woman limping in the hall, eelipronged gray metal cane at her
side. “MS,” Mrs. Mullins said. “Multiple Sclergs”

“What's in the safe? More jewelry?”

“Cash. Money. Our passports. Birth certificdtes.

Keon let out a disgusted deep breath. He nevegrstwbd why regular people
kept cash in the house. “Why does your husbanckle®ney in the house? Why not
leave it in the bank?”

She trembled. “Emergency.” Her voice quiverewe‘leave it when we go to
Florida for our daughter in case she needs it.sldkl fashioned. He thinks people
should always have cash on them.” She contindkih¢ggand shaking. “A lot of us
older people keep cash in the house. They darst the banks. | guess Pete has some
of that in him. The safe is fire-proof, too.”

He still didn’t understand. “Then why does he guminey in the desk upstairs?”

Mrs. Mullins blinked her eyes and shrugged sadly.

Keon decided to move on. “You sure you know theloimation to the safe?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Open it now.”

They walked over to the bar and behind it, on #@ad shelf, sat a small beige
safe. Mrs. Mullins bent down and, with tremblirenkls, twirled the dial three times,



until it opened. She pulled everything out—pappessports, cash—and placed them on
the counter. Keon could hear Booker and Ramonkimgahround upstairs, the front and
back doors opening and closing. What were theggfiKeeping watch?

“That’s all there is, | swear,” she said.

He told her to come out from the bar and walk talsahe glass door.

“Keon,” Mrs. Mullins began.

“Shut up,” he whispered. He looked at the glassdéie wanted her to hit
him—no, to kick him, right in the groin, so he cdwlouble over and she could make a
run for it. He still held the pillow in his hand.

He stared at the door once more. She didn’t seesatth on, so he decided he
would have to tell her what to do.

But there was no time. Suddenly, Ramone came hogmibwn the stairs,
laughing. “What'’re you doing, boy?”

Keon didn't answer. Ramone shook his head, annoy@d/e me this.” He
grabbed the pillow from Keon, put it against Mrsulvhs head, and with his other hand,
pulled out his gun, sticking it against the pillo8he screamed and shook horrendously,
but she did not try to get away. She only pleddedher life, her voice desperate, her
pitch high and frantic. “No! No, please! Don'tlove my grandchildren!”

Ramone tilted his head and gazed at Keon. Keoneapkis mouth to—do
what—stop the motion? But Ramone returned hisdacuhe task before him, and
simply fired.

Her body buckled and collapsed. White stuffingedtvith red floated in the air.
Ramone threw the pillow next to the body. Blood areces of gray seeped out of her
head and onto the floor, a greenish carpet withlis:gigold designs. Keon and Ramone
stared at the body. “She said she taught you rhath?

Keon nodded. He was stunned and sickened andkteieerything in him not to
cry out. “Yeah,” he muttered.

Ramone slipped his gun in his pocket. He walkddrakthe bar, grabbed the
cash and several bottles of Scotch. “Help me atisl ¢jo.”

They shut the back door when they left. Bookelt loemvn to the ground and
picked up the cigarette he had smoked before. *“treant them getting my DNA now.”

Booker drove the car in reverse down the long drdreeway. Keon watched
the light in the front window disappear as it beedntocked by trees, his heart so
horribly sickened, he imagined it was gray andwated—contaminated.

They split the five thousand in cash and each eintbook some jewelry and
Scotch. Keon got a few gold necklaces and a dmmmg. Too young to have acquired
a taste for Scotch, he gave his two bottles tavidJackson next door.

Keon read his grandmother’'s newspaper articlesyeday as they followed the
murder of Barbara Mullins, age 63, mother of tw@rgimother of five. Nothing was
ever traced back to them, not even to Olya. “Shd me off the books,” Olya said one
night, a few weeks later, while they all hung otAnd she always call me Tatiana. So |
just answer to that.” Whether Olya knew the dstaflwhat happened that night,
Ramone never said.

By summertime, Olya and Ramone had moved to CaldorShe wanted to live
in San Diego and Ramone said he liked the ide@ioiearing a bikini twelve months



out of the year. As for Booker, he got into soroéwater with a local gang member and
had to slip out of town.

On a humid July afternoon, Keon walked by an Arexruiting station. He
stopped and stood before the glass windows, statitite posters of young men and
women in their military uniforms, gazing proudlytarthe sky. Keon went inside. Once
he sat down, his hands stuffed in his pocketsreabmriiter asked him if he liked the idea
of seeing the world. “Europe, Japan, Hawaii.”

Keon thought for a moment and then said, “I codchbppy in Hawaii.” The
recruiter laughed. Keon took his hands out ofploiskets and sat up straight, suddenly
reviewing his life. He had nothing now. The diardaing he got from the robbery was
cracked and the gold bangles weren’t worth mucdherd@ wasn’t much cash left after a
couple of months. He was sleeping on old Mr. Jaglsscouch because his grandmother
had kicked him out a week earlier, after had shddfifty dollars missing. Keon had
not taken it, but she didn’t believe him. He didmave a good behavioral record to back
it up.

So he joined the Army. And after a few months19%appened. And after that,
Irag was invaded. He never saw Japan or Hawaiweyer, it wasn't all bad. The good
thing about being a soldier in a war, Keon thouglats that so many things got jumbled
up. For the longest time, after Ramone shot Mmgllis, Keon woke in the middle of
the night, like he did when he was a kid, dreanghthe Jersey Devil. Yet, it wasn'’t just
the Jersey Devil he was dreaming of now. He waarding of Ramone’s finger, and
Mrs. Mullins and her blood and brains. But now th@ was a combat soldier, the blood
and brains of his kills got all mixed with Mrs. Mink and Ramone’s finger and
sometimes, on a good night, all that evil confusied. And for a brief moment, when he
was sitting up, wide awake, breathing hard, gettisgoearings, the last traces of the
dream breaking up and dissolving, it was like he w&id again telling himself that the
Jersey Devil was just a story. For a brief momafter waking from the dream, mercy
would fall upon him, and he would tell himself MMullins and her bloody death never
actually happened.
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