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AN INTRODUCTION TO UNTCIGAHUNK: The
Complete Little Brothers

 


Parents don’t
love one child more than another. At least they shouldn’t. Sure,
some parents might understand or “get” one child more than another;
some children are more difficult to raise; and parents no doubt
love each child in different ways; but a parent’s love is (or at
least should be) unconditional.

The same
applies to a writer’s books.

I love
every one of my books, of course, but you should by no means think
that means I think any of them perfect. Far from it. But if I
didn’t love my books, I wouldn’t have written them in the first
place.

Once a
book is finished, though, a writer can pause and look at it and
see—like parents with their children—that some aspects are just not
quite right. Some books are easier to write while others are hell
on wheels tough to get out onto the computer screen. But every book
is imperfect in some way or other … sometimes in far too many
ways.

Writers
also, of course, are never fully satisfied with the finished book.
No book I’ve ever written scratches the itch to my satisfaction.
Otherwise, why bother to write another one?

That being said, I can state that Little Brothers and the short stories
gathered here under the title Untcigahunk are special to me for a
couple of reasons.

Although I am often asked (and usually irritated by) the
question: “Where do you get your ideas?” I remember quite clearly
when the initial idea for Little
Brothers hit me. It wasn’t exactly a
stunning moment of overwhelming creative insight. It was more in
reaction to a comment from my editor on my second novel, the
atrociously named Moonbog.

Side note: After working on my second novel for more than a
year, my editor didn’t like that this book wasn’t supernatural, as
was my first novel, Moondeath. Why the “Moon” in the first
two titles? All I’ll say is, these weren’t my working titles for
those books. Those titles were foisted on me by my editor. The
original titles were The Dark
Brother for Moondeath, and simply
The Bog for
Moonbog. After having the
title of my third novel, Nightstone, also forced on me against
my strenuous objections—the original was The Menhir—I was determined to come up
with a title for my fourth book that the editor wouldn’t be able to
change no matter how much she might want to. Hence,
Little Brothers.

Any way, while I was revising Moonbog, my editor kept asking me why
I couldn’t put, like, some creatures in the bog that were killing
off the people of the town. If you’ve read Moonbog, you know that it’s more of a
mystery/thriller than a straight horror novel. When I saw the
hideous cover art for the book, I was appalled. It was terrible.
Ridiculous. Funny, even. My first reaction was that anyone who
bought the book based on the cover art would be disappointed
because the cover totally misrepresented the contents while anyone
who might actually enjoy the story would never buy a book with such
a cover. I saw this as a lose/lose proposition, but I was just
starting out, and I had zero clout with the publisher.

Welcome
to the world of publishing.

Moonbog it was, atrocious cover and
all.

When my editor kept asking me to “insert” some creatures that
hid in the woods and killed people, while I was fishing for an idea
to follow up my third novel, Nightstone, I gravitated toward that
suggestion. After doing a small amount of research into Native
American myths and legends and a whole lot of “making stuff up to
suit the story,” I hit upon the idea of the Untcigahunk, the Micmac
word for “little brother.” I created forest creatures who, like
locusts, emerge periodically from underground and wreak
havoc.

I thought it was a cool idea at the time, and I obviously
still like it. That’s why later on I wrote these short stories. I
kept getting ideas for new ways to deliver the depredations of
these creatures. With “Witch House,” I even concocted an “origins”
story that is hinted at by the “cellar hole” in the novel. I was
also working with comic book artists Steve Bissette and Michael
Zulli, hoping to launch a Little
Brothers graphic novel, but for a variety
of reasons, that never came to pass.

Since writing Little
Brothers, I’ve gravitated more toward ghost
stories, which have always been a passion of mine. Starting
with Nightstone and
right through to Waiting, the novel I recently completed and hope will be published
soon, I’ve enjoyed the eerie, spectral frisson of the ghost story. The bulk
of my novels are more “supernatural” than “horror,” if I can make
such a distinction.

But I’ve always liked writing monster stories too, as
Little Brothers and the
later books Moonwalker (also not my original title, which was The Siege) and The Mountain King attest. They’re a
blast to write, and it’s always a challenge to come up with
something original.

I hope I don’t sound too egotistical here when I say that I
think the “little brothers” are unique. It never fails that when I
do a book signing, at least one person—often several—will say
that Little Brothers is their favorite novel of mine. Sometimes, that comment hurts
because...well, the book was my fourth novel. I would like to think
that, after writing something like thirty novels, some of my more
recent books would hit the mark a bit better. But I was also always
a proud parent, as it were.

I enjoyed
writing this book, and now that it’s the first of my “children” to
see electronic publication, it’s like the novel is the first of my
children to go to graduate school for an advanced degree. I have
always harbored the hopes that—someday—someone in Hollywood would
read this book and want to make a movie of it. With the CGI effects
filmmakers can pull off these days, it would make for one fun scare
fest. Who knows? Maybe it will happen.

In any
event, I hope you enjoy the book and stories—either for the first
time or for a second go-‘round.

Beastly
good wishes!

Rick
Hautala

March 21,
2010


Westbrook, ME

 


UNTCIGAHUNK-THE NOVEL

 


 



PART
ONE

 


JUNE 17
THROUGH JUNE 19

 


“Poika on poika vaikka kuinka sen rasvassa paistaa.”

 


A Finnish expression which, loosely translated, means: “Boys
will be boys no matter how
long you fry them in fat.”

 


 



CHAPTER
ONE

 


“The Cellar Hole”
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Kip
Howard was lying on the couch, trying to keep his gaze from
wandering out the window. Beyond the splashes of green leaves
blowing gently by the window, he could see rafts of white clouds
sliding smoothly along the horizon. Sunlight glinted from the
wooden windowsill and caught spinning motes of dust.

This is getting to be too much like school, he thought as he shifted uncomfortably, me, wishing I
was outside...not in here.

It was the middle of June. The last day of school was so close
he could practically smell it; but this...the end of
this wasn’t in sight. Not
this month...not this year...not ever, he was beginning to
feel.

“So,” the voice beside him said gently, “you said you had an
‘okay’ week. Do you want to tell me anything else about
it?”

Kip
shifted his head and took several seconds to look at Dr. Fielding.
She sat with her left leg crossed over her right knee. Her gold
Cross pen was poised over an open spiral-bound notebook, and she
was looking at him over the large rims of her round
glasses.

“Just okay,” he answered. “Nothin’ special.”

The sun
reflecting off the windowsill caught the blue silky fabric of her
blouse and shattered into a dazzle of light. The color made him
think of the sky just after the sun had set, but for some reason,
that thought sent a chill through him.

“Have you been getting along any better with your brother?” Dr.
Fielding asked. She was trying not to let it show, but Kip was
pretty sure she was getting impatient. But
why should she be the one getting impatient?...I’m the one who doesn’t want to be
here.

“Marty? He’s an as— He’s a jerk.” Kip had been close to letting
the word asshole slip out, but he’d caught himself. He wondered why, if Dr.
Fielding was supposed to be helping him, he felt so uncomfortable
about swearing in front of her.

“Has he done anything—this week? Anything that bothered
you?”

Kip shrugged and shifted his gaze back out the window. He
pondered how long it had been since he started coming here. This
was the second June he’d been doing this, so it had been more than
a year...well over a year. But last June was different. After
everything that had happened, spending time with Dr. Fielding had
been—well, if not new, at least exciting. Now, it just felt like a
chore.

“If it’s all the same to you,” Kip said, “I’d just as soon cut
this session short today. I think maybe I got a touch of spring
fever or something.”

He
cleared his throat and started to shift to a sitting position, but
Dr. Fielding’s next question took his strength from him, and he
sagged back.

“You’re not hiding anything from me, now, are you,
Kip?”

Kip shook
his head...perhaps too vigorously. “Why would I do something like
that?”

“Well...how’s school been going for you? Have you started to
pull your grades up any?”

“Yeah...sure,” Kip said edgily. “I guess I’m doing
okay.”

“Have you had any more nightmares?”

Again,
Kip shook his head, answering honestly, “No. Not this past week,
anyway.”

“Look, Kip,” Dr. Fielding said gently, but still, she held the
pen poised over the paper. “I know you well enough to know when
you’re holding back on me. I certainly hope by now I have your
confidence.”

“You do... Really,” Kip answered, but he didn’t even try to
mask the irritation he was feeling. He didn’t like the way she
could always do
that—make him feel like he was made of glass or something; how she
could read him so easily. At twelve years old, he was starting to
think he was a little more complicated than that.

“So...?”

Kip
sighed. The sunlight on the windowsill wavered, and he thought for
a moment that the clouds floating by had turned to gray,
threatening rain.

“It’s my dad,” Kip said, fighting the constriction in his
throat. The sound of her writing made him think, strangely enough,
of the scraping sound of a fly caught between two panes of
glass.

“What about your dad?” Dr. Fielding asked.

“He’s...umm.” Kip swallowed, but the lump in his throat
wouldn’t go down. “He’s thinking about starting to work on the
house again.”

“You mean the new house?”

“Um-hum.” Kip nodded, suddenly conscious of the tension
building in his shoulders. “The new one.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“How do you think I feel?” Kip said, suddenly exploding. His eyes started
stinging as tears gathered. He knew that feeling well enough, but he told
himself not to start crying now...not in front of her...not
again.

“I can see how much it upsets you,” Dr. Fielding said softly.
“Can you tell me why?”

“You know damn well why,” Kip replied. He knew she meant well;
he could hear the kindness and concern in her voice, but he
couldn’t hold back his anger and pain any longer. His lower lip
started trembling, and the stinging in his eyes got worse. “It’s
the whole reason I’m coming here to see you, isn’t it?”

“Has coming here helped?” she asked, shifting forward but
refraining from putting her hand on his shoulder.

“I still can’t remember what I...what I saw, if
that’s what you mean. I
know that I found—” His voice twisted off with a high note, and as
much as he tried to stop it, tears spilled from his eyes. “She was
dead...my mother was dead...there...in the cellar hole.”

Dr.
Fielding reached behind her and snapped a tissue from the Kleenex
designer box. She handed it to him and he took it without a
word.

“She was all cut up...slashed. I remember—or
almost remember what I
saw. There was something
down there with her. Some things in the cellar hole. Lots of
them. But—still—you know, in my mind, it’s all a blur. I saw
this...this flurry of activity...almost like they were giant rats
or something...” His voice twisted off with a high note.

“Tell me some more about the cellar hole itself,” Dr. Fielding
said mildly.

Kip
dabbed his eyes, then blew his nose vigorously. The clouds floating
beyond the trees had, he decided, definitely turned
darker.

“The cellar...where my mom and dad were going to build the
house.” He closed his eyes tightly until the pressure squeezed out
a few more tears. “They had bought the land on Kaulback Road, in
Thornton, a year before I was born, but with being so busy at his
job and all, my dad never got a chance to start building until—I
guess it was around when I was six he started clearing out the
land.”

“And this cellar hole where he was planning to build the new
house, there used to be another house there, right?” Dr. Fielding
asked.

Kip
nodded. “The kids at school—’specially Patrick MacNair—said it was
where there used to be a witch’s house. My dad checked into it, and
the best he ever found out was a few of the men around town said
that sometime back in Colonial times there was a house there that
burned down. When we were first clearing the land, when I was
little, I remember finding old rusted pieces of metal and
stuff—just junk my parents threw away, but it was like a treasure
hunt for me.”

Dr.
Fielding shrugged her shoulders, unable to suppress a shiver. “And
what did you think about that, about the idea that the cellar hole
might be haunted or cursed or something?”

Kip
stifled a chuckle, but the thought of it made his stomach feel like
he’d just swallowed a snowball. “I guess I was pretty scared...I
mean, I was only seven at the time, and I was the new kid in town
‘n all; ‘n I didn’t know if they were serious or just teasing. But
I guess— when I think about it—I wasn’t too keen on the idea of
building the house where someone else’s house used to
be.”

“How do you feel about it now?”

“Come on,” Kip said, suddenly angry. “I told you a hundred
times everything I remember from that day.”

“Maybe if you tell me again, a little more of it will come back
to you.”

Kip
heaved a deep sigh and ran his fingers through his hair. “My dad
was cutting down some trees so the backhoe and the cement truck
would be able to get in to pour the foundation. My mom was—” Again,
his voice hitched, and tears burned in his eyes. “She was down in
the cellar, picking up rocks and branches and stuff so they could
dig the cellar deeper. I had a little toy saw and hammer, and I was
over near my dad, pretending I was taking down trees. I remember
the chainsaw he was using made an awful lot of noise, and it smoked
a lot.

Kip
sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

“I remember how every now and then I’d look over at the cellar
hole, and I’d see some sticks or a rock come flying up out of
there. I remember seeing my mom’s hands flash up above the level of
the ground.”

“It was getting late. We were gonna be leaving soon. I was down
toward the end of the driveway with my dad, and all of a sudden I
got—I don’t know how to explain it, this really weird feeling, like
something was wrong. I didn’t know what it was. I had seen
Bambi recently, and I
remember thinking how the deer must have felt when the forest was
on fire. I got that same jumpy feeling except it was for myself. I
couldn’t help myself. I started to scream, but my father didn’t
hear me over the sound of the chainsaw, so I ran up to the cellar
hole, and that’s when I—I saw—”

Kip’s
voice choked off again, and he covered his eyes with both hands,
pressing the heels of his palms so hard against his eyes squiggling
point of light filled his vision. His thin shoulders shook like he
had a chill.

“Kip,” Dr. Fielding said softly, sounding like she was a
hundred miles away. “Kip, don’t force yourself to—”

“When I got there...to the cellar hole, it looked like it
was...was too dark down there...like it was the first place where
night came, even though the sun had just dropped behind the hill.
Eagle Hill, they call it. And down there, in the shadows, I saw
this...this activity—like everything was under water or something.
My mother was lying on the ground, and there were these...these
things moving all around her. They were moving so fast I couldn’t
really see anything clearly.”

“So you don’t know what these shapes really looked like.”

It was a statement more than a question. Kip shook his head
angrily. “Come on, you know
I don’t know. I’ve told you a hundred times, they
were...were little creatures...little brown things, and they were
swarming all over her. Suddenly, her shirtsleeve flew up into the
air and landed right there at my feet. I screamed, and when I did,
it was like, all of a sudden they were just gone—
vanished.”

“And then you’ve told me you were never sure, but you think you
might have blacked out for a short time,” Dr. Fielding
said.

Kip shook
his head vigorously from side to side. “I don’t know. I might have.
All I know is, the next thing I saw was my mother, lying on the
ground, all cut up and bleeding all over the place. She didn’t
move, and I think even then, as soon as I saw her, I knew she was—”
When he swallowed, his throat made a loud clicking sound. “She was
dead.”

“Now Kip, you’ve told me before that you and your father were
down at the foot of the driveway, more than a hundred yards away
from the cellar hole when this happened.”

Kip
nodded, no longer conscious of the tears streaking his
face.

“And you know, too, that the police concluded that someone—some
crazy person or maybe several crazy people—must have been hiding
down there or had come out of the woods and done that horrible
thing to your mother.”

Again, Kip nodded. “I know
all that,” he said, his voice low and trembling.
“And I know that you and everyone else I’ve told about what I think
I saw are convinced I imagined the whole thing. My dad and everyone
else is convinced that, when I saw her all cut up like that, I
sorta went crazy and must have imagined seeing those things that
attacked her.”

“I don’t disbelieve what you say you saw,” Dr. Fielding said.
She glanced down at her notebook as she jotted something down. “I
just want to help you get through this so you can let go and start
putting it all behind you.”

“That’s just the point,” Kip said, his voice winding up higher,
edged with panic. “That’s it exactly. There’s no way I’m going to
be able to put any of it behind me if my father starts working on
the house again, is there?”

“You don’t know that,” Dr. Fielding said. “Besides, don’t you think this might
be important to him? He’s got to deal with his grief, too. He’s suffered just as
much as you have. Maybe by starting back to work on the house, he’s
making his own commitment to try to get beyond what
happened.”

“Honestly, Dr. Fielding, I don’t know if I even dare go out
there again.”

“That’s my point exactly.” Dr. Fielding tapped her pen on her
notepad for emphasis. “I think you have to go out there, because I
don’t think you’ll ever get over it—not really—until you do.”

“Yeah, sure,” Kip said, and again his gaze shifted to the
window and the freedom beyond it. “Like you always say, I have to
face my fears. Confront them head on.”

“Absolutely,” Dr. Fielding said.

“But what if...what if those creatures that killed my mother
are real? What if they’re still out there?”
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Every
Friday morning, after dropping Kip off at Dr. Fielding’s office,
Bill Howard usually drove out to either the Eastern or Western
Promenade in Portland and took a long, brisk walk. Over the past
five years, he had dealt with the grief of losing Lori, his wife,
as best as he could—which, for him, meant being as solid and steady
as he possibly could be for his two boys, Kip and Marty.

The
problem was, even now he didn’t feel all that strong. Usually it
was only on these walks—and late at night—that he let his guard all
the way down. If the salty wind was blowing in from Casco Bay, he
could even almost convince himself the tears in his eyes were from
the wind.

Today,
though, he had gone back to the law office on Commercial Street to
make a phone call he had forgotten to make earlier. He parked the
car in the parking lot beside the office building, and ran up the
flight of stairs, taking them two at a time. He was winded when he
walked into the office and heard Lillian, his secretary, say, “What
a surprise. Here he is now.”

Bill glanced over to see Sidney Wood struggling to get his
bulk out of the overstuffed chair by the far wall. He’d been
flipping through an issue of People. When he dropped it onto the
coffee table, it slipped onto the floor, but he ignored it as he
started walking toward Bill.

Sidney Wood was probably...no,strike the “probably”...he
was the richest
real estate dealer and most influential man in Bill’s hometown of
Thornton, Maine. He also wasn’t
the kind of man who drove all the way to Portland
on a warm Friday morning just to make a social call.

“Sid. How are you?” Bill said, walking over to shake his hand.
The man’s grip was cool and slightly damp, the kind of handshake
Bill had always characterized as a “cold fish.” In Sid’s case, it
was most appropriate.

“Can we step into your office?” Sid nodded toward the closed
office door. The aura of stale cigar smoke clung to Sid like a
well-worn suit as Bill unlocked the door, swung it open, and stood
back to allow him enter.

Sid made
himself comfortable in the chair next to the desk, took out and
peeled a cigar, and stuck it into his mouth. He made a show of
snapping open his Zippo lighter.

“Well, Bill,” he said between sucking puffs as he got the cigar
stoked. “I seem to find myself in need of the services of a good
lawyer. And since you live in Thornton—hell, I sold you that
property out on Kaulback Road—so I figured I’d give you the
business.”

Bill had
to resist the urge to say “Lucky me.” as he watched the clouds of
blue smoke swirl up around Sidney’s balding head.

“I need you to race right over to the county courthouse with me
and get the bail they set on my son reduced.”

Bill
walked around his desk and sat down, taking out a pen and legal
pad. “Why don’t start at the beginning, Sid? Tell me what happened.
Then I’ll see what I can do.” Sid cleared his throat and leaned
forward to tap the glowing tip of his cigar on the edge of the
ashtray on Bill’s desk. Most of the ash missed and fell to the
office floor.

“Hell, you know my boy—Sidney. Everyone around town calls him
Woody.”

Bill nodded. He knew Woody, and he knew all too well what was
coming next. Anyone who had ears had heard the blown-out muffler
and squealing tires of his Camero. Anyone who went to Art’s, the
corner gas station and convenience store, or the Big Apple had seen
Woody and his friends hanging out there. They took pride in their
reputation as the local tough guys, but generally their offenses
amounted to smoking a little pot and maybe starting a fistfight
every now and then. They did it mostly to break the small-town
monotony. No real problems, unless you counted a couple of speeding tickets and
an occasional “drunk and disorderly.” Bill had always thought Woody
and his friends were just street punks who didn’t have the brains
or guts to do anything too
serious.

The only
question was, how serious is the trouble this time? Obviously it
was a bit more than a misdemeanor if the judge had set
bail.

“Well, he got into a bit of a problem down at—I dunno, one of
those bars downtown. Might’ve been Free Street Tavern. He was down
there with his girl friend, Suzie, and—well, she claims he hit her,
beat her up, in fact. This was sometime last night.”

“Do you know when?” Bill asked. “You must’ve gotten a phone
call.”

Sid
shrugged his shoulders, waving his cigar like it was a magic wand
that could make his son’s problems miraculously
disappear.

“The cops arrested him and threw him in jail for the night. The
bail commissioner set his friggin’ bail at ten thousand dollars.
The worst of it is, Suzie says she’s pressing charges for
assault.”

Bill frowned from the cigar smoke as much as from the problem
that had suddenly dropped into his lap. If
only I’d gone out to the Prom for my walk today, he thought bitterly.

“Ten thousand’s pretty high, don’t you think, if it’s as minor
as you say?” Bill sat back and rubbed his chin. “When Woody’s
gotten into trouble before, has he had any problems with not
showing up in court?”

Sid
shrugged again, rolling the gray tip of his cigar in the ashtray.
“He might’ve had a couple of problems with unpaid speeding
tickets.”

“That all?” Bill asked, trying to draw him out.

Sid stroked his jowls with one hand and glanced out the
window. “Well, last year he got into a bit more trouble. He was...I
guess he’d had a bit too much to drink—hell, what boy
doesn’t overdo it now and
then. Anyway, he got stopped for running a red light and had a bit
of a scuffle with the cop who stopped him.”

“How much is a ‘bit’?” Bill asked. “Enough for a charge of
aggravated assault?”

Sid
looked down at his shoes and nodded. “Yeah, enough for that. The
bail for that was posted at five thou, and then the son-of-a— He
didn’t show, so I lost my money.”

It was
now Bill’s turn to shrug. “Well, at least I can understand why they
set the bail so high. But Sid, you’ve never used me for your lawyer
before. Why now?”

Sidney
shrugged. “Just haven’t had the occasion to,” he said. “But I want
you to go over there and talk to the judge. See if you can get it
reduced.”

“I’d have to file a petition for a bail review,” Bill said.
“That will take a little time. I might not be able to get him out
until Monday. But just off hand, would you say he did
it?”

“Did what?” Sid asked.

“Did he beat his girlfriend up?”

Sid
laughed aloud, but his laughter turned into a wheezing cough. It
was several seconds before he regained control. Bill noticed a
small glistening line of drool on the left side of Sidney’s
chin.

“What the hell does that
matter?” Sidney took a handkerchief from his suit
coat and wiped his face. “My son’s in the slammer, and I want you
to get him out. I’m sure as hell not going to pay ten thousand
dollars and then have him blow it by not showing up. Look—” Sid
leaned closer to Bill, looming over his desk—”I don’t think I need
the Portland P. D. taking care of a personal problem, if you know
what I mean. What I want is for you to get my boy out of there. He
and Suzie can straighten out whatever differences they might
have.”

“Where’s Suzie now?” Bill asked. “I might have to talk with
her.”

“Who the hell knows? Last I heard, she was in the emergency
room at Maine Med. Got a pretty serious cut on the side of her
face. Word is, she slipped and fell in the parking lot after she
and my boy had their little spat.”

Bill
nodded and then glanced at his watch, noticing that it was close to
the time to pick up Kip from his doctor’s appointment. “I don’t
think I’ll have too much trouble getting him out, but like I said,
it might be too late to do anything before Monday.”

“I ain’t paying you so my boy can spend the weekend rotting in
jail,” Sid said, scowling deeply. “I want his bail reduced, and I
want him out—now!”

Bill
shrugged, wishing he didn’t feel so powerless against Sid. Maybe
that was how guys like him got everything they had, by rolling
right over everyone. Bill considered himself a pretty tough lawyer,
but still... Sidney Wood had a way about him that was pretty hard
to beat.

“Look, if the district court judge says the bail’s good the way
it is, there’s not much I can do about it. I’ll have to get the
police records on what happened and all the reports on any arrests.
It’s gonna take a little time to prepare the petition.”

Sid
smiled—smirked, actually, and shook his head from side to side as
he exhaled thick blue smoke. “Monday’s not good enough, Bill. I
want you to hump your ass over there right now and talk to the
judge. Get that bail reduced to personal recognizance.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Bill said, standing up. He made a point
of checking his watch. “Look, I’m running late. I’ve got an
appointment in five minutes.”

“And right after that, I expect you to head over to the
courthouse and get Sidney out with no problems. Am I
correct?”

Bill did
the best he could to mask his irritation. “Like I said, I’ll do
what I can. I can’t make any promises.” He dropped his pad of
paper—still blank—onto the desk and escorted Sid to the door. They
both left the office, and Bill locked the door behind him as he
went.

At the
front desk, he asked Lillian to give the police in Thornton a call
and have them send over Sidney Wood Jr.’s record. Then he dashed
out into the warm morning sun, leaving Sidney Wood Sr. huffing as
he made his way down the flight of steps to the Commercial Street
sidewalk.
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“Someone’s here t’see yah,” the police sergeant called out as
he unlocked the cell door and swung it open. “I’ll wait for you
over there.” He indicated a chair next to the door as Bill entered
the cell. The policeman slammed the door shut and turned the key in
the lock.

“Fine,” Bill said, nodding, his stomach tightening. “This
shouldn’t take long.”

Sidney Wood Jr.—Woody—looked up from where he had been lying,
facedown on the blue and gray striped county mattress. His thin
blond hair stuck up in several places like oily flaps—”rooster
tails,” Bill had called them when Kip and Marty were young. His
eyes, at least the small amount that wasn’t bloodshot, had a yellow tinge,
like sour-milk.

“I hate to disturb you so early,” Bill said, hooking a chair
with his foot and pulling it over so he could sit down. He wanted
to keep his distance from Woody. Glancing at his watch, Bill saw
that it was past noon. He had already picked up Kip, who was
waiting in the car. Bill wanted to be done with this as quickly as
possible.

“You ain’t disturbin’ me none,” Woody said. He lurched into a
sitting position, letting his feet hit the floor with a heavy
clomp. With an angry scowl, he said, “Anything to break the boredom
of this fuckin’ place.”

Bill
tried to restrain his smile. “Gee, I don’t know, Woody. I thought
you were getting to like jail. From what your father tells me,
you’ve been in them often enough.” Woody was silent for a moment,
the scowl never leaving his face. “I didn’t do nothin’.”

Bill
refrained from pointing out that his use of a double negative could
be construed as an admission of guilt, but what bothered him even
more was the echo he heard of his own son, Marty, in Woody’s
defiance. Sure, maybe Marty wasn’t as far down the road as Woody
was, but Bill felt a stab of guilt thinking that, since Lori died,
he hadn’t carried the weight of the family as well as he might
have.

“We can cut through the crap here, okay Woody?” Bill leaned his
elbows onto his legs. “Your girlfriend—Suzie—is in Maine Med. with
some fairly serious lacerations on her face and scalp. She’s
decided to press charges, and—”

“That lousy bitch!”

Bill
shook his head. “This isn’t going to get us anywhere. Look, my
boy—”

“I’m not your boy!” Woody snarled, folding his arms across his chest and
leaning back against the pitted cement wall. The institutional
green wall paint gave his skin a sickly white cast. Underneath it
all, he looked frightened and nervous, but Bill knew he’d never let
it show.

Bill nodded. “No, you’re not my boy, and for that, I thank
God. I’m here because your father asked me to do him a favor and
get you out of here, but before I can do that, before I even go see
the district court judge, I want to have your word that
this time you’ll make it
for your court appearance.”

Woody
stiffened and looked at Bill with a narrow squint.

“You’ve been charged with aggravated assault. This isn’t
something you should take too lightly, and unless you cooperate
with me, you’re going to see a lot more of these bars.”

Woody
covered his mouth with his hand. His eyes darted back and forth but
never locked onto Bill’s steady glare.

“Look,” he finally said, “my old man’s got enough money to get
me outta here, so why don’t you just spring me? Tell the judge and
the piggies that I’ll be a good little boy from now on. Tell you
what. I’ll even start going to church on Sunday. Will that satisfy
‘em?”

Bill
rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.
“Woody, how old are you now?”

“Twenty-two,” Woody replied, frowning.

“Twenty-two. And do you have any idea what will happen to you
if you’re convicted on this charge?”

Woody
glanced at the ceiling as if nothing mattered to him.

“I’ll tell you what. You could end up doing some
hard time in prison—and
maybe not here, maybe in Warren. Do you want that?”

Woody
shrugged like he could just about care.

“So if you don’t get your head out of your ass, someone in
Warren is gonna be putting something else up there, and you ain’t
gonna like it. Am I getting through to you?”

A hint of
fear had crept into Woody’s expression, but still he maintained his
facade of not caring. “My dad’ll put up whatever money he needs to
get me out of this.”

Bill
sighed and shook his head, positive he wasn’t getting through to
him.

“You’re right, Woody,” he finally said. “Your dad has the bucks
to get you out, but one of the reasons he asked me to help out is
so I could tell you he isn’t going to pay this time.”

“What—? What the fuck are talking about?” Woody’s face had
suddenly drained of color.

Bill could see this slight stretching of the truth was
helping, so he decided to push it a little further. “Your dad told
me this morning that, if I can’t get you out on your own personal
recognizance, he’d just as soon let you spend a few days or weeks
here. You can see what it’s like in case you do end up in Warren.”

“You’re full of shit. My old man would never say
that.”

Bill
shrugged, pushing the chair back as he stood.

“I’m just telling you what he told me. He lost the money he
posted for your bail last time—five thousand dollars. Even for
someone as rich as your dad, that’s a healthy chunk of change—a lot
more than he’s paying me. So if you can’t guarantee you’ll show for
the hearing and cooperate with me on every step of this, I’m not even going to
try to get the judge to reduce your bail. Your father
doesn’t want me to
do it.”

“You’re so full of shit your eyes are brown, you know that?”
Woody snapped, his upper lip curling into a sneer.

“Woody, my boy,” Bill said. He could see he had him, and he
knew this time Woody wouldn’t say I’m not
your boy. “It’s a beautiful day out there.
A gorgeous June afternoon. Of course, with no windows here, how are
you going to tell what kind of day it is. But do you know what I’m
going to do?”

Woody
clenched his fist and pressed it against his mouth. He didn’t say a
word.

“I’m going to take the rest of the afternoon off. I’m going
back home to Thornton and take my boy out canoeing on the river. I
may even drop a fishing line over the side of the canoe; I may not.
But one thing I’ll try not to do is think about you while I’m
sipping a cold beer and paddling down the Saco River. I won’t even
think of you until Monday morning, when I might make it over to the courthouse
to ask the judge to reduce your bail.”

“You’re a prick, you know that?” Woody’s voice was barely
audible from behind his clenched fist.

“I’ll just tell your father you needed the rest of the weekend
to think things over.”

“Hey! Wait a minute.” Woody jumped to his feet and raced over
to Bill, who was at the cell door, about to signal the policeman to
let him out.

“I’m ready to go now,” Bill called. The policeman came over,
twirling the ring of keys in his hand.

“Yeah, so am I,” Woody said. The smirk instantly returned to
his face, but it looked somehow weaker, deflated.

“See you on Monday, Woody,” Bill said. “In the meantime, you
think about how sincere you can be when you tell me you won’t jump
bail this time, okay?”

Woody
said nothing as Bill walked free, and the heavy, barred door swung
shut with a clang. The tumblers fell into place as the policeman
turned the key in the lock.
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“Bitchin’ shirt, man,” Al LaBlanc said, standing back and
admiring the red splash, under which was written in scrawling red
letters: I EAT ROADKILL.
“Where’d you get it?”

“I sent away for it,” Marty Howard said.

Al shook
his head and gave his friend a wide smile.

“I dare you to wear it the last day of school.”

“Mr. Moody would shit himself.”

They both
broke out laughing; but after a moment, Marty’s smile dropped, and
he leaned close to his friend.

“So tell me, my man—what’ve you got that’s so hot?”

Al
stroked his faint wisp of a mustache he had been cultivating for
nearly a year now, and patted the bulge in his tattered denim shirt
pocket.

“I got some of the best weed you’ve ever smoked, that’s what.”
If it was possible, Al’s smile got even wider as he pulled out a
rolled-up baggie and held it in front of Marty’s face.

“Remember that Maui you scored last fall?”

Marty
nodded and smiled at the memory.

“Well this makes that stuff taste like lawn
clippings.”

Holding
the top of the baggie, he let it drop so the bag opened. Marty
stuck his nose into it and inhaled deeply.

“Smells pretty good to me.” He was trying to sound nonchalant
when, in truth, the marijuana smelled like herbal dynamite. “What
say we give it a taste?”

They
walked into the living room, Al glancing left and right. “Your old
man isn’t home, is he?”

Marty shook his head. “Yeah. He’s in the kitchen. Wait a
second. Hey Dad! Al’s got some wicked pot.
You wanna hit?”

Al
quickly stuffed the baggie back into his shirt pocket until he
realized Marty was screwing with him.

“Com’on, lighten up. My old man’s at the office, ‘n Kip the Dip
is seeing his shrink.” Marty pulled a packet of E-Z Wider rolling
papers from his pants pocket and snapped out a sheet of gummed
paper. “Allow me.”

He took
the baggie from Al and skillfully folded the paper, laid down a
narrow line of pot, and rolled it between his thumbs and fingers.
When the pot was tightly packed, he stuck each end of the joint
into his mouth, wetting and twisting off the ends.

“Your weed—you spark it,” Marty said, handing the joint and a
book of matches to Al.

Al
“toasted” the still wet joint under the flame of the match before
lighting up, then took a hard hit. The tip of the joint glowed like
an angry coal as a thin, almost liquid string of smoke rose above
his head. He took a few small puffs and then leaned back, inhaling
deeply with a sharp, hissing sound. He smiled as he held in his
lungful of smoke and then handed the joint to Marty.

“You look like a frog that’s been stepped on,” Marty said
before raising the joint to his mouth. Al snorted with laughter,
almost losing his hit as Marty took a long, steady toke.

As he
inhaled, Marty thought for a second he could see colored lights
flashing in the back of his skull. Never had he felt so intense, so
immediate a rush. He closed his eyes, held his breath as long as he
could, and then exhaled slowly, pleased to see, when he opened his
eyes, that very little smoke came out.

“Holy shit,” he murmured, handing the joint back to Al, who
eagerly took another pull of smoke. “Where the fuck’d you get
this?”

Holding
his breath, Al merely smiled and nodded. He, too, was surprised by
how intense and immediate the high was. After exhaling slowly, he
squinted at Marty and said, “I’ve got some damned good connections.
I’m not sure I want to tell you who.”

“How much you got?” Marty asked, but before Al could reply, he
was busy taking his second hit from the joint.

“Two pounds,” Al said. He wanted to sound casual, but his eyes
gleamed as he waited for Marty’s reaction.

Unable to
hold the smoke in, Marty exhaled with a gasping cough. “Two pounds?
No way. You’re fuckin’ with me.”

Al
snapped the joint from Marty’s hand, but he was too astounded to
notice or care. “Don’t believe me if you don’t want to,” Al said,
taking one last quick hit. “Two fucking pounds.”

Marty’s
grin, augmented by the pot, was wide and sleepy. It felt like the
insides of his eyelids were made of sandpaper, and he was convinced
someone was probing at the back of his skull with a claw
hammer.

“Two pounds,” he said dreamily, “of this stuff?”

Again, Al
nodded.

“And, of course, you’re going to share it with your best buddy,
right?”

Al
regarded Marty for a moment, then took another toke and held it.
When he let it drift out slowly, he said, “Of course I am. What do
you think I am, some kinda dirt-bag? I was thinking we could stash
it out by the Indian Caves. Maybe tell a couple of the other guys.
Maybe not. But I think we owe it to ourselves to have one bitchin’
end-of-school party out there.”

“I know,” Marty said, slapping his thigh with the flat of his
hand. “We’ll tell Flash and Dufus, maybe Davie. We’ll get some
girls and have a party out there. How ‘bout tomorrow?”

Al’s eyes
were narrowed to slits, but he nodded knowingly, as if the secrets
of the universe had just been revealed to him. “I suppose you’ll
ask Cassie, too,” he said.

Marty
pondered for a moment, then nodded. “Why wouldn’t I? I’ve been
trying to get into her pants for too long now.”

“Here. Have another hit and dream on,” Al said, holding the
joint out to Marty. He was just about to take it when they heard
the sound of a car, pulling into the driveway.

“Shit!” Marty said. “My old man’s home.”

Al
snubbed the joint out in the ashtray on the coffee table, and then
slid it into his pants pocket. Then he stuffed the rolled up baggie
into his pants. Marty ran into the bathroom and came back with a
spray can of Lysol air spray, which he was spraying all around the
living room. The antiseptic smell nearly gagged them, but their
frantic efforts suddenly struck them as comical. They were both
giggling when the door opened, and Bill walked in from the kitchen
entry.

“Hey, Marty. Oh, hi, Albert,” Bill said as he dropped his
briefcase onto the coffee table. The telltale ashes from the joint
were still in the ashtray, but Bill didn’t seem to notice them.
Suddenly, though, he straightened up and sniffed the air. “What’s
that smell?”

Marty and
Al exchanged wide-eyed glances, then shrugged in unison.

“I dunno,” Marty said tightly. “When I got home from school
today, I noticed a kinda funny smell in the house, so I was just
spraying some Lysol around. Maybe it’s Kip’s dirty underwear,” he
added as an after-thought.

Bill
frowned, then glanced over his shoulder as Kip wandered into the
living room from the kitchen with a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich in one hand, a glass of milk in the other.

“Hey, how yah doin’, Dippy?” Marty said. “You know, if you keep
eating that stuff, you’ll have zits out to here.” He held his hands
a foot or two from his face. Al snorted with laughter, grateful for
an excuse to laugh aloud and happy to see someone else take the
kind of grief he was always getting from Suzie, his older
sister.

“Stop teasing him, will you?” Bill said as he walked to the
front door and picked up the mail that had fallen through the slot
and onto the rug. He idly flipped through the pile of circulars and
bills, then tossed it all on top of his briefcase on the coffee
table. As he did, his eye caught the E-Z Wider packet where Marty
had left it, forgotten.

Of course, seeing the rolling papers—and now noticing the
spent match and flecks of ash in the ashtray—didn’t tell Bill
anything he didn’t already know. He was aware that Marty had been
smoking pot for at least two years, probably more. Bill had smoked
a little when he was younger, but that had been in college. Even
though he thought pot was less harmful than alcohol, it bothered
him that high school—hell, even junior high school and grammar
school kids were using even harder drugs. The only real surprise
would have been if these were Kip’s
rolling papers.

Bill picked up the mail again, flipped through it, and then
dropped it on top of the rolling papers. Marty didn’t miss the
move, and Al suddenly straightened up. Not wanting to raise the
issue with Kip and Marty’s friend here, Bill just said, “We’ll be
having supper soon, so why don’t you wash up. We’ll talk later.” He
looked at Marty with an I mean
business stare.

Marty
crossed his arms over his chest and shifted from one foot to the
other. He knew his father could nail him on the spot and was
nervous, but he also didn’t want to lose face in front of
Al.

“I was just gonna go out with the guys for a while,” he said,
hoping his voice had the right blend of request and defiance. He
was so stoned he wasn’t sure how it sounded.

Bill stiffened, knowing exactly why Marty wanted to go out: they had a
new stash they were trying.

“Look, Mart—I’ve had a pretty tough day,” Bill said. “You’ve
got the whole weekend ahead of you. Just stay home with us for
supper tonight, okay? Besides, it’s your turn to do the supper
dishes.”

Marty
sawed his teeth over his lower lip as he glanced quickly at Al. “I
did ‘em last night. It’s Kip’s turn.”

From the
kitchen door, behind his father ’s back, Kip stuck his tongue out
at his brother and made an assortment of faces.

“Look—uh, Marty. I—uh, I’ve gotta get goin’ now,” Al stammered
as he started back-pedaling toward the front door. He stopped short
when he backed into the edge of the couch and almost fell. It was a
struggle not to break out in a gale of laughter, but he clenched
his jaw tightly shut.

Marty
gaped at Al, knowing his friend was as stoned as he was. “Okay.
Yeah...sure. I’ll meet you down at the Big Apple in about an hour,
‘kay?”

Al nodded
and then darted out the door, letting it swing shut behind
him.

“Don’t you have homework to do?” Bill asked sternly. “I think
it’d be a good idea, considering your last rank card, if you got
that done before you did anything else.”

Marty
glared at his father. His high was tinged with anger, and the worst
of it was, that little jerk Kip was standing in the doorway and
mocking him from behind the safety of his father.

Marty
squared himself and looked his father straight in the eye. “No, I
ain’t got no homework to do,” he said, his voice edged with
sarcasm.

Bill tensed, hearing an echo of Woody’s defiant
I didn’t do nothin’ and
almost said something, but he just didn’t have anything lefty in
him after his visit with Woody in jail.

“I could use a little help,” Bill said as he turned and walked
into the kitchen. “Marty, if Kip’s got the dishes, it’s your turn
to fix the salad.” His voice was muffled from behind the closed
kitchen door.

Marty
stood, glaring at the kitchen door. Kip had turned and was about to
open the kitchen door when a sudden pain slammed between the
shoulder blades. For a split second, he didn’t know what had hit
him, but when he was jerked around, he saw Marty’s clenched fist
coming toward his face.

Ducking
to the side saved him, but Marty pulled his punch anyway. Kip tried
to twist out of his grip, but Marty held on. He pushed Kip’s
shoulders back as he did a swiping kick at Kip’s feet. Kip made a
slight woofing sound when he hit the carpet.

“You creep,” Kip whispered heatedly. “Leave me
alone.”

“No, you leave me alone,” Marty snarled as he bent down and rolled Kip onto his
back, then dropped his full weight onto Kip’s chest. Using his
knees, he pinned Kip flat to the floor and leered over
him.

Kip
looked up at his brother’s bloodshot eyes. Marty’s heated breath
washed over his face, smelling like burning leaves. He wanted to
cry out for help because he didn’t want to get beaten up, but he
didn’t want his father to have to save him, either, like he was
still a little kid.

“Get...your...halitosis...outta...my...face...” Kip said.
Marty’s weight pinned his chest down so tightly he could barely
breathe. The sudden fear of suffocating, of being crushed to death,
infused him with strength, but even his violent thrashing was
useless against Marty’s strength.

“Come on, Marty,” Bill called out from the kitchen above the
sound of running water.

“Be right there, Dad,” Marty shouted back, his voice steady and
pleasant sounding. As he glared down at Kip again, a wicked smile
split his face.

“You wanna know something, Dip?” Marty hissed as he came up close
to Kip’s face.

“Yeah...“ Kip grunted. “You’ve been...eating fried shit
again...haven’t...you? I can...smell...it.”

“Very funny,” Marty snarled.

“You’re smoking...pot...too,” Kip sputtered. “I know it, and
Dad knows it. Everyone knows—”

“No! I’ll tell you what,” Marty said, taking hold of Kip’s
throat and applying steadily increasing pressure. Pinpoints of
white light shot like tracer bullets across Kip’s vision, but his
fear of dying had transformed into a weird, detached
sensation.

“You’d better stop messin’ with me,” Marty said, lowering his
voice to a growl. “‘Cause I’m pretty damned sick and tired of you
and your bullshit. You know that?”

“The...feeling’s...mutual,” Kip said, his voice no more than a
squeak.

“You know,” Marty continued, “every night before I go to
sleep—do you know what I wish for?”

Kip tried
to speak but couldn’t, and that seemed to satisfy Marty.

“Every night I wish...you might even say I pray that it had been
you, not mom, who died. Do
you realize that?”

Kip tried
to move his head, but Marty’s vise-like grip pinned him to the
floor. The fringes of his vision were closing in with swirling
waves of blackness. His pulse was hammering wildly in his ears.
Mixed with his present terror was the horror of remembering what he
had seen that day. And the darkness that was filling his field of
vision, the blackness that spun in from all sides, was that same
blackness that blocked from his memory what he had really seen that
day his mother was killed.

Now,
pure, stark terror gripped him as he struggled beneath his
brother’s crushing weight. His feet thrashed on the floor, beating
out a muffled tattoo on the carpet. His hands fluttered like
wounded birds, trying to claw his way free. From far, far away,
miles away, he heard the sound of running water. When his father
called to Marty once again, the voice of his voice reverberated,
growing louder rather than fading in echo.

“You’re a real dick-head, you know that?” Marty said, his face
so close to his brother’s their noses touched. His voice rumbled
like thunder.

Kip’s
only reality was his brother ’s bloodshot eyes and the surging
blackness that was sucking him down. And at the bottom of that
blackness—he knew—something was waiting for him.

Something... Many things...

Cold and
dark, silent and swift.

They were
waiting to sink their claws into his flesh...waiting to tear him to
shreds...waiting to leave him—like they left his mother—a twisted
mess of fleshy ribbons and exposed bone.

“What are you doing?”

The voice
suddenly exploded into Kip’s awareness. He didn’t even register it
was his father’s until Marty rose from his chest, and air came
crashing into his lungs like a tidal wave. He rolled onto his side,
his chest burning with pain as his first exhalation turned into a
sputtering cough.

“He was giving me shit,” Marty said, standing up slowly and
brushing his knees clean.

“Watch your language,” Bill said automatically. “And that’s no
reason to start beating on him. God damn it, Marty. I’m getting
sick and tired of you fighting with him all the time. Kip, what
happened?”

Kip
slowly twisted into a sitting position, convinced his chest would
never be the same. His ribs felt crushed, and it hurt just to take
a breath. Tears stung his eyes, and he was conscious of a spreading
wet spot on the front of his pants.

“He was...picking on me,” Kip said, gasping for breath. He
moved his hands to cover where he had wet his pants. “Like he
always does.”

Bill
turned on Marty and backed him up against the living room wall.
Jabbing Marty’s chest with the tip of his forefinger, he fought
hard to control his anger.

“I’ve had more than enough shit for today, you understand?” he
shouted. “I am sick and tired of you two constantly niggling at
each other like...like you’re still little kids. When are you two
ever going to grow up?”

Kip
scrambled to his feet and, twisting to one side so his father and
brother wouldn’t see his wet pants, started toward the stairs to go
up to his bedroom.

“When you guys were little,” Bill went on, “I could understand
that every now and again you’d get on each other’s nerves, but at
your age, for crying out loud.

You’re
fifteen years old, Marty. Leave him alone, will you? If you have so
much energy or whatever, go out for the football team and take it
out on the field.”

Marty
looked at his father with a haughty frown. “He works my nerves,
Dad. Honest to God, I don’t start it.”

“But you’re the older brother,” Bill said. “It’s up to
you to stop it. You can’t go through life
pounding the crap out of your brother whenever you feel a little
hostility.”

Kip had
been slowly edging his way up the stairs, but once he was halfway
up, he suddenly darted the rest of the way and left the two of them
downstairs. He’d heard it all before, and he knew that—like
always—it wasn’t going to change a single thing. Marty would still
pound him down whenever he got the chance. That was just the way it
was, and he figured that sooner or later he would just have to
accept that.

Kip flung
open the door to his bedroom and hurriedly undid his pants, sliding
them and his wet underwear off, and kicking them into the pile of
dirty laundry by his bureau. His eyes caught his collection of
metal fantasy figures, and he was held by the small, gray shape of
a knight with his sword raised high over his head.

Standing by his bed, naked from the waist down, Kip closed his
eyes to stop the flood of tears. In his mind, he saw the figure of
the knight, looming tall, raising his sword up high, and then
swiping it down with a whistling swoosh to strike off Marty’s
head.

The
stomping of Marty’s feet on the stairs broke his fantasy of
revenge, and Kip grabbed for a new pair of skivvies as Marty’s
footsteps came down the hallway and paused at his door.

“What’s a matta, baby?” a pitiful sounding voice said from
behind the door. “Is the baby crying?”

Kip said nothing as he scrambled to pull on his clean clothes,
fearful Marty would open the door and see him half naked like this.
He realized that, at least up until five years ago, Marty would
have said, “Is mama’s little baby crying?”

“Is the baby all upset now?” Marty said, followed by several
mock sniffles.

“Leave me alone, or I’ll tell Dad.”

“Oh? And what will you tell him?” Marty cooed.

“That big bad brother made little brother pee his
pants?”

“Get bent!” Kip shouted, hoping it would mask the sound of him
running his zipper closed.

He
tensed, waiting to hear the sound of his bedroom doorknob turning
and to see Marty’s bloodshot eyes glaring at him from the doorway;
but the footsteps continued down the hallway, and Kip knew that—for
now, at least—he was safe. But he wouldn’t be...not for long...not
unless he did something about it. And boy, oh boy, did he have a
plan that would make them all—maybe even Marty—sorry.
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After
changing his pants, Kip went down and helped his father finish
getting supper ready. The meal wasn’t very inspired—just
hamburgers, peas, French fries, and salad. Marty muttered something
about how they would have been better off eating at McDonald’s, but
other than that, there was little dinner conversation beyond the
ordinary questions about school and what they had planned for the
weekend.

Bill and
Kip were still only halfway through their meals when Marty slammed
the last trace of hamburger bun into his mouth, gulped a final
swallow of milk, and kicked his chair back.

“I guess I’ll head out now,” he said, his voice muffled by the
food.

Bill
glanced at him and then at the clock over the refrigerator. “I
realize it’s the weekend and everything, but I’d still like you
home by eleven.”

Marty
snorted as he shrugged into his jeans jacket, wiping his mouth on
the sleeve.

“Where’re you going, and who are you going to be with?” Bill
asked.

He was
getting used to Marty’s grunts and non-answers, but he still tried
to communicate with him even though, deep down, he feared it was
already too late to reach him. He tried not to imagine that, in a
few short years, Marty would be looking and acting like Woody. With
Kip, at least, he had fewer worries, and he found it a little
ironic that it was Kip, not Marty, who was seeing a
psychiatrist.

“Just out,” Marty said, leaning halfway out the door. “Maybe a
movie or somethin’. With the guys.”

“Home by eleven. I mean it,” Bill repeated, tapping his watch,
and then, with a slam of the screen door, Marty was
gone.

Bill and
Kip finished eating, cleared the table, and stacked the dishes in
the dishwasher. They, too, had their long stretches of silence, but
theirs were different if only because they had shared that day five
years ago.

On the
drive back from Portland this morning, Bill—as usual—had tried to
find out what Kip and Dr. Fielding had talked about. He hadn’t
probed too much, but he tried to show genuine interest in what Kip
was going through, the things he was trying to sort out. But for
whatever reason, Kip held back, never saying much. Maybe it was all
just part of growing up, and he was thinking he had to handle it by
himself. The teenage years were definitely when you first started
feeling the weight of the world on your back.

While
they cleaned up the kitchen, Bill again attempted to start a
conversation, but this time it had more to do with his own plans
rather than with Kip’s doctor appointment. Still, he sensed there
was a strong and direct connection between the two, and if he could
just break through this barrier—invisible, but oh, so strong—he
knew it would help both of them. He knew he and his youngest son
directly shared their grief over Lori’s death, but until they
expressed it, until it was fully vented, it would gnaw on them like
a rat chewing through a grain bag.

But at every turn in the conversation, it seemed as though Kip
clammed up. Whenever Bill mentioned that afternoon five years
ago—whenever he even hinted
at it—Kip’s face would pale, his lips would
tighten, and his eyes would darken with a fear-filled overcast.
Bill decided not to mention where he planned to go that evening.
Kip said he wanted to get his homework done right away so he could
enjoy the weekend, so Bill left him working away at his desk while
he got into the car and headed out to the building site he had
abandoned five years ago.

Driving
down Main Street, Bill took a left onto Beech Street, and then
turned left at the Baptist Church onto Kaulback Road. It was known
locally as Mosquito Cove Road because nearby Deerfield Swamp was an
active breeding ground for the pests, especially this time of
year.

It didn’t take long to move from thickly settled town to dense
woods. Four new houses had gone up in the last five years, so that
made a total of seven on the road between the church and Bill’s
construction site. Still, no matter how many houses were built,
Bill owned nearly twenty acres on the wooded side of the road, with
Eagle Hill backing him. Unless there was a massive attempt to drain
Deerfield Swamp—something the local environ- mentalists
would never allow—no houses would ever be built on the other side of the
road. So Bill felt pretty secure that he and the boys would
maintain their privacy once the house was finished.

That was why he was driving out there this evening: to check
out the property and—after five long years—start mentally preparing
himself for starting to build. He had only been out there a couple
of times after Lori died, but he had decided that the mourning
period had to be
over. It was bad for all three of them to keep clinging to the
tragedy as if it was the only thing that gave their lives meaning.
With summer coming, he was more than tired of living right on Main
Street in Thornton. Even if he and Lori would never share their
“dream” house, he wanted more than anything to get on with building
the house and getting the hell out of town.

Even more than that, he honestly thought that starting work on
the house again would give all three of them a new focus, something
to do together as a
family. This was critical, and Bill knew that if he didn’t start
actively pulling them together now, the pressures all around them
would surely unravel them once and for all.

The
asphalt road turned to dirt about a quarter mile before his
property line. In the rearview mirror, Bill watched the plume of
dust kicked up by his back tires. The trees leaned out over the
road, embracing the dust with their cool, green shade, spiked by
the golden rays of the setting sun. He slowed the car, anticipating
the turn into the rutted dirt driveway. The weight of the car
heaved over a bump, and the frame scraped against a half-buried
stone. Bill stopped the car at the foot of the driveway and killed
the engine.

Swirling
dust floated into the open car window, making him cough. Then,
waving one hand in front of his face, he snapped open the door and
stepped out. Pocketing the keys, he stood for a moment, surveying
the site.

The dirt
driveway—which, he knew, was going to cost a fortune to pave—arced
up from the road around to the right and up the gently rising slope
where they planned to build the house. Some low-growing scrub brush
had grown up where they had cleared it five years ago, but it
wouldn’t be hard to get rid of that.

From where he stood at the foot of the driveway, Bill couldn’t
see the cellar hole, but as he looked up the slope into the setting
sun, he couldn’t help but think— That’s where Lori died—where she
was killed.

All
around him, the wind hissed through the pine trees. The only other
sounds were the steady croaking of frogs in the swamp and the
high-pitched buzz of strafing mosquitoes. The peace and quiet—Kip,
five years ago, had insisted on calling it the “piece of
quiet”—battled within him with the nightmare images of what had
happened, the things he had seen and what he had found in the
cellar hole. In spite of the warm breeze, he shivered as he started
slowly up the slope.

When I get up there, he told himself,
feeling his anxiety swelling like a pale mushroom growing in the
dark, When I get there, will she still be
there? When I look down into that cellar hole, will she still be
lying there?

He
increased his pace up the dirt driveway, feeling himself almost
propelled by an invisible hand from behind. For the past five
years, he had repeatedly told both Kip and Marty that it was
unhealthy to avoid dealing with the pain of their loss. If you try
to push it aside, if you hide it in the dark, he had told them over
and over, it will only get stronger. It’s the darkness of
repression that breeds monsters, not the sleep of reason, he
thought. There aren’t any monsters in the clear light of
day...

“But the sun’s setting,” he said aloud, the sound of his voice
surprising him as he looked skyward and chuckled softly to himself
as he crested the slope. He glanced over at the cellar hole, which
lay like an ink stain in the ground. Once again, he couldn’t stop
the shiver that danced up his back between his
shoulders.

He had heard some of the stories around town about that cellar
hole, and as he looked at it now, considering what had happened, he
found himself thinking for the first time that just maybe
there could be
something to those stories.

He and
Lori had planned to build, not on a newly dug foundation, but on
the old cellar hole left by a house that had collapsed or burned
long ago. The collapsing stone-lined cellar hole was testimony that
someone had built not just a log cabin, but a home with a solid,
granite block foundation. Something that was meant to
last.

Around
town, there were stories about a supposed witch named Goody Hibbard
who had lived out here back in the late 1600s, when Thornton had
first been settled along the banks of the Saco River. Of course,
like all local gossip, there were no dates and no town records, not
even a weathered gravestone in the woods to substantiate any of the
stories. But long before Bill Howard and his family moved to
Thornton, the cellar hole on Kaulback Road had been called the
“witch house,” and local kids spooked themselves with stories about
the horrors that had happened out here.

And sometimes horrors even happen in the daylight,
Bill thought, grimly as he looked down into the
hole in the ground and forced himself not to imagine seeing Lori’s
mangled, lifeless form, lying twisted in the shadows.

The
longer he stared into the cellar hole, the more threatening it
seemed. Bill wanted to see it just for what it was, nothing more
than a stone-lined hole in the ground with scrub brush, fallen
stones, and rotting branches littering the floor, but the memory of
the terrible memories of that day were still too fresh.

The sun was low in the sky, now, an orange ball on the
tree-lined brow of Eagle Hill that edged the leaves with fire. The
light cut into his vision like a knife, making everything hazy and
indistinct. Even the ground at his feet seemed to shimmer in time
with the sounds of frogs and buzzing insects. When he heard a
branch snap with the clean crack
of a breaking bone, a sense of danger swept
through him. With a strangled cry, he started backing away from the
cellar hole, his hands rising as if to protect himself from an
unseen attacker.

“What the—” he muttered, scanning the woods left and right. A
squirrel, no more than a gray blur, chattered and sprang from one
branch to another, but that hadn’t been what made the sound. It had
been something bigger...heavier.

The wooded slope leading up Eagle Hill shifted with
lengthening evening shadows, but as he looked around, Bill couldn’t
see anything that was threatening, certainly not anything large
enough to snap a branch as loud as it had sounded. All he saw were
thickening shadows and tangled brush that could look like something with groping
hands—claws—but
weren’t.

It’s just my imagination, he told himself.
The quiet magnifies everything.

He
struggled to steady his nerves and slow his trip hammer pulse.
After five years, finally finding the courage to come out here and
face his loss was twisting his nerves into knots. Living in town,
even a small town like Thornton, tended to mask the sounds of
nature. Out here in the woods, there were sounds and silences he
just had to get used to.

That’s
all it is.

Or is it?

The
shadows beneath the trees stretched down the darkening hill,
reaching out to him like bony hands. And within those shadows, he
thought he saw other, darker shapes that moved in a direction
opposite to that of the wind. Small, mounded shadows that could
have been cast by tree stumps or rocks or something
else.

Bill looked around nervously as he started down the driveway
back to his car. The night sounds of the woods rose all around him
as he strained, trying to hear...what?

The sound
of a branch breaking? Footsteps?

What?

The
gravel of the driveway crunched underfoot, the sound magnified as
each step raised a puff of dust that glittered in the waning
sunlight like dense smoke. When a sudden, wild screech filled the
woods, he started running down the driveway. His feet slapped the
ground, his arms beat wildly as he ran, looking from side to side,
trying to identify the source of the sound but was so caught up by
his fear, he couldn’t see clearly.

The
sloping ground added to his momentum, and when he got closer to the
car, he couldn’t check his speed. Small stones slid out from
underfoot, and he fought to keep his balance as he tried to slow
down. By the time he reached the car, he had cut his speed a bit,
but he was still moving fast enough so he slammed into the front
hood and ended up sprawled over the hood of the car like a
splattered insect.

Both
knees rammed into the fender, and sharp, stinging pain numbed his
thighs as he rolled over and looked frantically around. He had no
idea what he expected to see. Maybe a bear or berserk moose was
about to come crashing out of the woods and charge him...maybe
there was a rabid dog or wolf...or maybe some of those impossible
creatures Kip said he had seen that long-ago afternoon.

Air
whistled through Bill’s teeth and burned into his lungs like acid
as he watched and waited, tensed, but the woods were perfectly
normal. Birds sang, frogs croaked, and insects buzzed, but there
was no sign of anything out of the ordinary.

Bill
suddenly felt like a fool as he straightened up and wiped the sweat
from his forehead. His hands were shaking, and he had the
unsettling sensation that other hands, unseen, had gripped his
throat and were squeezing as he looked up the slope toward the
cellar hole.

“Friggin’ jerk,” he whispered out loud, ashamed of himself for
being scared about nothing. He took a breath and glanced at his
watch. “Time to be getting home, anyway.”

He
chuckled, hoping to relieve the tension, but as he dug into his
pocket for his car keys, the screeching sound began again. Ice
water splashed through his veins, but this time he looked up and
saw what was making the sound. Perched on one of the branches
overhead was an owl, looking down at him with icy
indifference.

Leaning
against the roof of the car, he studied the owl for a moment or two
as he tried to push aside the thought that this was some kind of
warning. The owl’s weight had made the branch it sat on creak.
That’s all. This was nature. This was the reason he and Lori had
wanted to build out here in the first place. It was stupid, almost
laughable, to be so jumpy. Finally, with a disgusted shake of his
head, he opened the car door and slid in behind the
wheel.

Before
starting the engine, he glanced one last time in the direction of
the cellar hole. Now that the sun had dipped below the horizon, he
could imagine how dense and black the shadows filling the hole must
be.

How
silent.

How
still.

How much
like the grave was that spot where he had found Lori that
day.

“But I did it. I went up there,” he whispered aloud, slapping
his open palm on the steering wheel. “I damn well
did it!”

Tears
stung his eyes, blurring the streaks of purple cloud in the evening
sky as he stuck the key into the ignition and gave it a turn. The
car started up, scaring off the owl who glided away silently on
wide wings.

After five long, terrible years, he had done it; he had gone back there
and faced his fear like he’d been telling the boys all along.
Shadows turn real only when you avoid them. Okay, so he and Lori
would never share the house; but in a way, he felt he owed it to
her memory to go ahead and finish the place the way they had
planned. Even if it wasn’t a memorial to her, it would at least
prove to him and the boys that life went on. Some dreams may die,
and some dreams might get twisted, but life and dreams
do go on.

He shifted the car into gear and slowly backed out onto the
dirt road, heading back to town. Up on the slope, night filled the
cellar hole, but the shadows there weren’t quiet. Stones from the
foundation shifted, and dark shapes began to move. The dark hole
Bill Howard left behind him was not
silent or empty.

 


 



6

 


Located
just outside of Thornton, on River Road just before the Cornish
town line, John Watson’s house over-looked a bend in the Saco
River. John was at the window over his kitchen sink, watching the
sun as it dropped to the horizon and glistened on the river. His
house, where he had lived the better part of four decades, was a
small ranch house that had once been painted bright green but now
was weathered to a burnished coppery sheen.

From his
kitchen and living room windows, he could look out at six or seven
receding ranges of mountains, each one hazier with distance. The
river ran from the west, sliding swiftly from the White Mountains
of New Hampshire. This time of year, the sun set directly in line
with the river and laid out a sparkling silver road of water that
looked like hammered metal.

It was
sunset and the approaching darkness of night that John Watson
feared.

With
spring, the days grew longer and the nights shorter, but with the
steep rise of Eagle Hill to the east of his house, even at
midsummer, daylight didn’t fall onto Watson’s home until well after
nine o’clock in the morning. But it wasn’t just the time of day or
even the time of year that bothered John Watson. It was something
else—the time of a much longer cycle—that set his nerves on edge
this afternoon as he watched the sunlight glancing off the Saco
River.

Him, a
Micmac Indian, afraid of the dark?

Such nonsense.

His
ancestors had lived on this land for thousands of years before the
white man arrived and, through subterfuge and outright murder, had
stolen the land from them.

But
traditions die hard, and Watson was one of those Native Americans
whose father and grandfather valued their culture. They had made
sure the boy learned the tribal traditions and stories before they
died. Of course, like most children, John grew up wanting to cast
aside such “old-fashioned” notions, wanting instead to embrace
modern American life as he found it, to be accepted by the Anglo
world. Still, in the darker corners of his mind, there were shreds
and scraps of legends and tales that made him nervous, especially
on an afternoon like this.

“They’re coming,” Watson muttered as he leaned his elbows on
the edge of the sink and stared at the sinking ball of the sun. “By
God, they’re coming again.”

Sweat
sprinkled his forehead like morning dew, and he reached blindly for
a paper towel, snapped it from the dispenser, and wiped his brow.
He wanted to reach for something else to ease his nerves, but he
knew that drinking what his father called the white man’s
“firewater” wouldn’t drive away his fears. It might push them aside
for a while, but in the end, it would only make them stronger. And,
like always, he knew that once he started, he wouldn’t be able to
stop until he was in fact what the narrow-minded whites accused him
so often of being...nothing more than a drunken Indian.

He
couldn’t bear that. Not now.

But he also couldn’t bear the thought of another—or
any night—without his
whiskey.

Watson
pushed himself away from the sink and began pacing back and forth
across the kitchen floor. He wrinkled the sweat-soaked paper towel
into a tight ball, and tossed it at the waste-basket by the
entryway. It missed and bounced on the yellowed linoleum floor
before rolling behind the refrigerator.

Watson’s
feet, no longer lively with the spring of youth, dragged on the
unswept floor, making loud hissing sounds with every step. His
big-knuckled hands were folded across his sagging belly as he
paced, and air whistled between his teeth as his lips formed
half-spoken, half-remembered words. He spoke softly to himself,
muttering words only another Micmac would have
understood.

As he
walked the length of the kitchen, he never took his eyes off the
square of glowing golden sky outside the window. The pale blues
deepened to purple once the sun dropped behind the distant
mountains. The river lost its sparkle and turned a deep indigo. The
contrail from a passing jet, no more than a silver speck in the
sunlight, cut a sharp angle across the sky and then slowly
dissolved into gray puffs.

Watson
repeatedly wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, trying to
force himself to breathe evenly and deeply. But he knew the one
thing that would steady his nerves.

“But what if they come? What if they come here?” he hissed between his teeth.
“What if they find me when they return this time?”

His
throat felt as though steely fingers were trying to choke off his
air, and when he went to wipe the sweat from his brow again, he
took several seconds to study the long fingers and the big, bony
knuckles of his trembling hand. He raised his hand and framed it
against the deepening night sky beyond the window, shocked by how
much it resembled a hawk’s talons.

When he
inhaled again, his throat made a gurgling sound as if he had come
within seconds of drowning. Before he could consciously register
what he was doing, he walked to the cupboard, bent down, and swung
open the paint-chipped door. His hawk’s talon-hand reached into the
darkness and closed as if by second nature around the neck of a
bottle. It felt cool and reassuring, like holding a trusted
weapon.

With a
trace of a smile, tight-lipped and grim, he pulled out the bottle
and held it up, staring at the amber liquid it contained. His hand
was still shaking so badly the whiskey sloshed around as he
hurriedly unscrewed the cap, put the bottle to his lips, tilted his
head back, and took three or four big gulps.

The
whiskey hit the back of his throat like lava as it burned its way
down into his stomach. In the fading light of the kitchen, he
noticed that his hand had miraculously stopped shaking. The fingers
that had been strangling him had begun to ease up as his grip on
the bottle tightened. Warmth and a measure of reassurance returned
as he leaned his head back and took several more gulps.

When
there was more whiskey sloshing around in his stomach than there
was left in the bottle, Watson screwed the cap back on and went
over to the wall switch to turn on the overhead light. He hooked
the leg of a chair with his foot, pulled the chair out from the
table, stood the bottle dead center on the table, and then sat down
heavily, resting both elbows on the soiled tablecloth.

In the
harsh light of the kitchen and through the thickening alcohol haze,
his fears began to melt. Well, maybe not melt, but at least
withdraw. He realized this was the only bottle in the house, so he
decided to nurse what he had rather than risk going out to buy some
more.

Sure, he knew it was time for them to return, but he was
Indian, he was “blood.” When they
returned, it was the white men they would strike,
not him...not a full-blooded Micmac.

Still, there was no reason to be foolish. The
untcigahunk, those who
were coming back, had lived on and under the land much longer than
the Indian, and John Watson, belly full of booze or not, was no
fool. Now that night had descended on Thornton, Maine, he’d be a
damned fool to go outside. No, he’d make do with this one bottle
until tomorrow when, in the daylight, he could go to the store and
get some more.

Smiling
and nodding as the booze spun through his head, John Watson grabbed
the bottle, spun the cap off, and drained the whiskey off in
several deep gulps. He tried to place the empty bottle carefully
back on the table, but the bottom slipped out. It spun on the table
a few times before tipping over the edge and falling to the floor
where it shattered.

“You fucking bitch!” Watson said, his voice slurred. Lurching to his feet, he
intended to get the broom and dustpan, but as if they had a will of
their own, his feet directed him toward the living room. He banged
his shoulder on the kitchen door jamb, almost fell, but then
collapsed facedown on the couch, letting loose a loud fart as he
hit the cushions. The alcohol roared like a thousand angry voices
inside his head, and as he sank down into unconsciousness, the
voices seemed to take on a drumming, repetitive chant:

“The untcigahunk are coming... The untcigahunk
are coming!”

Sprawled
on the couch, Watson rocked his head from side to side as if he
were trying to deny his thoughts. His arms twitched, and his hands
made spastic grabbing motions like he was protecting himself from
an unseen onslaught. And all the while, the voices in his head kept
chanting:

“The untcigahunk are coming!... The untcigahunk
are coming!”
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“You’re sure you don’t want to come along?” Bill
asked.

It was
Saturday morning, and the weather was perfect—sunny and warm with
just enough breeze to keep it from being really hot. As he sat at
the kitchen table drinking his second cup of coffee, Bill looked
out over the backyard. The grass was a deep, rich green, and the
fluttering shadows of the trees gave it the illusion of being alive
with energy.

Kip was
standing at the sink rinsing breadcrumbs from his plate. His eyes
were focused on the water swirling down the drain. He noticed that
his hands were shaking.

“I—uh, don’t think so,” he said. “Not today,
anyway.”

Bill
glanced at him for a moment, then let his gaze wander back out the
window.

“Do you know when your brother got home last night?” he
asked.

Kip
shrugged and put his plate in the dishwasher rack. “I dunno. I
heard him clumping up the stairs in the dark, but I didn’t notice
what time it was.”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t before midnight,” Bill said. He had
checked in on Marty early this morning and found him asleep in an
S-shaped tangle of sheets, still dressed. His head was at the wrong
end of the bed, and in the dim morning light, his face had a
peculiar translucent cast that reminded Bill of a Hollywood
vampire’s complexion. He wondered what it was about teenagers that
made them want to stay up all night and sleep all day.

Pushing
his chair back, he stood up and brought his cup over to the sink.
“Well, guess I’ll get going then. You’re sure I can’t con you into
helping me out? There’s a lot of work to be done before we can
start to build.”

Kip edged
away from his father, knowing his face had gone pale. “No, really.
I’ve got plans to game over at Joey’s today.”

Bill
smiled and tousled his son’s hair. “I don’t know if those games are
all that good, you know? Not if they’re going to keep you inside on
a beautiful day like this.”

Kip
forced a smile.“They’re fun,” he said weakly.

“Oh, I don’t doubt that. I mean, I don’t think stuff like that
really invokes demons or anything like that. It’s just I could use
a bit of company while I’m working. A lot of that brush I cut—” He
stopped himself before he said saying five
years ago—“has grown back and then some. I could
really use the help.”

“You didn’t ask Marty, did you?” Kip asked.

Bill
shook his head. “No. Besides, it’s his turn to mow the lawn.” He
snagged his car keys from the hook by the door, jingling them in
his hand as he looked at Kip. “Well, I’ll be out at the site all
day. Maybe you’ll ride your bike out and visit me after
lunch.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Kip said, knowing he had no intention of doing
anything of the sort. He watched his father go down the walkway to
the car, start it up, and drive off.

As soon
as his father was gone, the hum of the car rapidly fading in the
distance, Kip was struck by how quiet the house was. He could
barely hear the tick-tock of the clock on the mantle in the living
room. The steady, measured beat—almost like a dripping
faucet—started to work on his nerves as he cast his glance around
the kitchen, trying to find the source of his uneasiness on such a
beautiful June morning.

But he knew what it was... Oh, yeah, he knew.

It had started a few days ago, spreading like mold in a dark,
damp cellar. It had been—when?—last Wednesday that his father had
informed him and Marty at supper that he was going to start working
on the house on Kaulback Road again. No more thinking about it—no
more talking about it; he was going to start doing it.

That’s when the disquiet had begun gnawing at the edges of his
mind. Then yesterday afternoon, when he had gotten back from his
appointment with Dr. Fielding, his father had actually
done something about it.
No more talk. No more plans. Just before sunset, he had driven out
to the house site.

Maybe he had even gone down into the cellar hole.

“No!” Kip said, his voice no more than
a whimper. He spun quickly around and, slamming the water faucet
on, filled his cupped hands with cold water, then splashed his face
several times. Water flew everywhere. A chill danced up his back.
Sputtering and blubbering, he reached blindly for a dishtowel to
dry his face.

“You nimrod.” The voice behind him spoke so suddenly he
jumped.

“You’re dripping water all over the floor.”

His breath catching in his throat, Kip looked up and saw Marty
leaning in the doorway. His arms were folded across his chest, and
his hair was an oily, stringy mess that hung down in his face. His
T-shirt with the red-splotched ROADKILL looked as if he’d been
wearing it for more than a week. He smiled with a leering grin as
he watched his younger brother.

Water was
still dripping from Kip’s face, leaving pencil-long streaks on his
shirt and pants. His fingers finally closed over the dishtowel he
was reaching for, and he covered his face with it and rubbed
vigorously. The rough cloth grated his skin like
sandpaper.

“Dad...uh, Dad said he wanted you to make sure ‘n mow the lawn
today,” Kip said after a moment. His voice was muffled by the
towel, but he peeked over the edge to make sure Marty wasn’t going
to do anything like hit him while he wasn’t looking.

“Where’d he go?” Marty asked, looking around the room. He moved
over to the kitchen table and plunked himself down in his customary
chair.

Kip
rolled the dishtowel into a tight ball and tossed it into the
laundry room before answering. He needed at least that long to try
to swallow the dry lump in his throat before he spoke.

“He went out to the—uh, to the new house. He’s gonna spend the
day cuttin’ brush.”

Marty
snorted as he picked up a box of Quaker Oh-s and poured a bowlful.
The sound of the cereal hitting the bowl was like...

...a chainsaw,
Kip thought.

The backs
of his knees got weak, and he sagged against the
counter.

His
father had been using a chainsaw that day, five years ago. The
memory flooded back to him. Kip could see the hazy blue exhaust
drifting like ground fog between the trees. The sound—that roaring,
crackling burr.

“Get me the milk,” Marty said. “I can’t eat this stuff
dry.”

“Get it yourself,” Kip replied, pushing back through his
memories, trying to fight back the panic that was rising like heavy
phlegm in his chest. Nothing Marty could do to him was
half as bad as those
half-remembered forms that were waiting for him at the edge of his
awareness.

Marty
snickered, got up slowly from the table, and went over to the
refrigerator. “God! All I do is ask for is a little help, and what
do I get?” he said in a sarcastic, sing-song tone of
voice.

Kip
silently watched as Marty got the milk and doused his cereal before
sitting back down to eat. “I spoze it’d be too much trouble for you
to get me some juice.”


Grimacing, Kip glanced first at his brother, then at the
kitchen door. “Can’t. Gotta go.”

He
started for the door, his mind frantically searching for some place
where he could get away from the dark thoughts that groped at him
from the darkness in his mind.

“Where’re you going?” Marty asked, speaking through a mouthful
of cereal as he rose and went again to the refrigerator. A few bits
of cereal fell from his mouth to the floor, but he ignored
them.

The
doorknob felt as smooth and cool as ice in Kip’s hand as he turned
it. The kitchen door squeaked open, allowing a rush of warm, summer
air to swirl in. Through the open door, he could see the rear
fender of his bike, a bright red Schwinn. The sweet chirping of a
robin drew his attention, but all he felt inside was a cold,
nameless, dark dread.

“I’ll be at Joey’s,” he shouted, not bothering to look over his
shoulder at Marty as he left.

“Have yourself a good time, and don’t think about me, sweating
my butt off,” Marty called after him. Kip stepped outside and swung
the door shut. Marty’s voice was cut off now as Kip grabbed his
bike and hastily wheeled it down off the porch and onto the
driveway, aiming it toward the road.

“Don’t worry. I’ll do it next week,” Kip shouted as he ran the
bike halfway down the walkway before jumping up onto the seat and
pedaling furiously away from the house. He imagined his last view
of Marty, slouched in the doorway, the jug of orange juice weighing
down one shoulder as he watched his little brother practically run
away.

Kip
didn’t care what he had to do next weekend or what Marty thought of
it. He was just grateful to be free of the house and the
thoughts—

Christ, the thoughts! Just
mentioning what his father
was doing today had
set him off.

As Kip
made his way down Main Street, taking the slow downhill grade with
strong, steady strokes, the wind pulled his hair straight back. The
houses and run-down storefronts blew past him. The heat of the sun
toasted his shoulders and rebounded from the asphalt into his face.
He could almost enjoy himself.

Almost.

This
early in the morning, there wasn’t much traffic. Downtown was never
all that busy, but with summer coming and more tourists driving
through town, it paid to keep a watchful eye out.

He cut
across the Trustworthy hardware store parking lot to get over to
Beaver Pond Road. His friend Joey Gardner lived more than two miles
out of town, and from here on out, it was almost all uphill. The
only good thing about it was that it would be all downhill on the
way home later today.

Once he
got out of town, the road became narrow and rutted. The chain on
Kip’s bike chattered against the chain guard with every pothole or
rock he hit. Thick pine forest lined both sides of the road, and
even on such a beautiful morning like this, the deep green shadows
seemed somehow ominous and threatening as if they were alive. Kip
he gritted his teeth and pedaled as hard as he could to take the
grade. Sweat broke out on his forehead and ran, stinging, into his
eyes.

But the
faster he pedaled, the more his apprehension grew, and he couldn’t
shake the feeling that someone was watching him and keeping pace
with him and staying just out of sight. At times, he thought they
must be trailing alongside in the woods; at other times, he was
convinced they were up ahead, running down the road toward him.
He’d crest the hill, and there they’d be.

Why do I think that? he wondered.

He couldn’t hear much over his huffing breath as he rode, and
whenever he chanced to look either to the side or behind him, he
saw nothing. Still,
the feeling wouldn’t go away that whoever was trailing him was just
watching...and waiting.

Finally,
he crested the hill and saw—

Nothing,
but as he looked around frantically, his relief felt as thin as a
skimming of ice. He still sensed them just out of sight.

The
forest gave way to a beautiful view across a field to the White
Mountains. Grazing cows were distant brown and white specks dotting
the vast stretch of green.

The
mountains stood out purple and emerald green against the blue vault
of sky. High overhead, clouds tumbled from the west, full and
white.

The
tension Kip had been feeling started to dissolve or at least
withdraw. Halfway to Joey’s he stopped and, straddling his bike,
took a moment to look behind him. The shade-splashed road was
deserted. No threatening shadows shifted or deepened anywhere in
sight. He felt a little foolish for letting himself get so worked
up, but—then again—he knew why. It all had to do with what his
father was doing today and everything that represented to him. It
was as simple as that. He just didn’t want to think about
it.

Leaning his head back, he took a deep breath of air, glorying
in the sweet smell of growing things. The cool breeze blowing down
from the mountains mussed his hair and made soft whistling noises
in his ears. Here in the open, with the sun beating down on his
up-turned face, he found it difficult to believe he could
ever be afraid of
anything. Smiling
contentedly, he stepped down onto the pedal and quickly rode the
rest of the way to Joey’s house.

By the
time he got there, Joey, Aaron, and Patrick were sitting at the
dining room table, sipping Pepsi’s. The role-playing game—with lead
figures, charts, pencils and dice—was all set up and ready to
go.

“Nice of you to show up,” Patrick said, frowning as Kip sat
down in the only empty chair.

Kip
shrugged. “I had to do some stuff around the house before I could
leave,” he said. Before he got too comfortable, he got up and went
to the refrigerator for a Pepsi. They had agreed long ago that
whoever hosted the game that week would buy two six-packs of soda
so they each could have three during the game. Any leftovers, of
course, belonged to the host.

Once Kip got back to the table, the game began, and for the
next two hours, the room was filled with a kind of talk it seems
only twelve-year-old boys understand. An adult or a child not
initiated into fantasy gaming would have thought these boys were
speaking nonsense with all their talk about dungeons, probability
tables, and dice roll modifiers for magic spells or perception
checks. The morning blended peacefully into afternoon with no
thought of lunch as the four friends ran their characters through
an adventure titled Tombs of
Slime.

Sometime
in the afternoon—nearly two o’clock in the real world—Kip’s
character, an elf named Lilfall, was transported by a mystic wind
and deposited in the middle of a forest of thorns known in the game
as “The Forest of Growing Claws.” Evening was fast approaching, in
game time, and Lilfall had to hack his way out of the thorns before
it got totally dark. Kip didn’t know why his character couldn’t
spend the night there, but Joey, who was game master, strongly
hinted that it had something to do with the thorn
bushes.

After
choosing a direction, Kip’s character began to strike at the thorn
bushes with his sword. The thorns tore at his arms and hands like
thousands of tiny weapons. The branches, some as thick as an arm,
were woody and tough to cut. Kip began to fear that he had chosen
the wrong direction and was slashing his way deeper into the Forest
of Growing Claws, but now that he had chosen a direction, he
realized it would be foolish, possibly fatal to his character to
change direction.

“The sun’s just on the edge of the mountains,” Joey said with
obvious delight at Kip’s difficulties.

“How’s his endurance?” Aaron asked, sliding the chart over to
Kip and then handing him a ten-sided die. “You know, you might want
to try your—”

“Ah-ah,” Joey said. “He’s alone here. You can’t help
him.”

Patrick
snorted. “Well, it’s kinda boring. He’s doing everything, and all
we do is sit around. I’m gonna get something to eat.”

“Help yourself,” Joey said. Then, turning to Kip, he said,
“Come on. It’s starting to get really dark.”

“I have some lembas in my pouch,” Kip said. “I’m going to eat
it and then do an endurance roll.”

“Be my guest,” Joey said. “But the sun’s halfway down on the
horizon, and as it starts to get dark, you begin to hear rustling
sounds in the thorns.”

“Okay,” Kip said. “Lilfall has eaten the lembas. I’m gonna roll
a—” He tossed the die onto the table and then checked the result—an
eight—on the endurance table. “Crap! The lembas didn’t
help.”

“It hurt you,” Joey said, “because you took time from cutting
your way out to eat it and you realized how tired you are. It’s
getting darker, and now you don’t just hear things, you’re starting
to see things moving.”

Kip
glanced at Joey and then took a long swig of Pepsi, which had
gotten warm. “I want to make a perception check to see if I can see
what’s around me and which is the fastest way out.”

“Roll away,” Joey said, handing him the dice. He glanced up as
Patrick wandered back from the kitchen with a crudely made
sandwich. Peanut butter and jelly oozed from the side as he
clenched it in his hand.

Kip
tossed one die, and Joey checked the result on the
chart.

“Okay,” Joey said. “Your elfin eyes have helped you. You can
see that there are several—Wait a minute.” He rolled the die, then
smiled at Kip. “You see at least twenty creatures, ten on each side
of you, hiding in the thorn bushes.”

“Are there any more nearby?” Kip asked. His throat was dry in
spite of the Pepsi, and he wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand.

“There might be,” Joey replied. “But these twenty are following
along beside you. They’re mad at you.”

“Why?”

“You hurt the trees in their forest,” Joey said
solemnly.

“I thought this was just low brush with thorns and
stuff.”

“It is,” Joey replied. “They’re small—very small.”

“If they’re mad at me,” Kip said tightly, “then why haven’t
they attacked me? Can I negotiate with them?”

“No way,” Joey said glumly. “They’re not smart
enough.”

“They’re probably waiting ‘til dark,” Aaron piped in. He was
obviously beginning to share Patrick’s impatience.

“Probably,” Joey said. Giving Aaron a harsh look, he added,
“Can’t you just wait until it’s your
turn to do something.”

“Cut it out,” Patrick snapped. “Come on, Kip. Get your guy out
of there so we can get back to the game. Head directly toward—” He
started to lean over so he could see the master map, but Joey
quickly covered the map with his arm.

“Quiet,” Joey said. “It won’t be fair if anyone helps him. He’s
all alone on this one.”

Kip
swallowed to try to moisten his throat, but it didn’t work. “Okay.
I guess I’m gonna have to keep heading south and I—”

“Oops. Sorry,” Joey said, but the smile on his face betrayed
him. “The sun’s down and guess what?”

“They’re attacking,” Kip said solemnly.

“You’ve got it,” Joey replied. “From both sides. Here they
come.”

“Okay—I’ve got my sword out, and with elfin eyes, I can see
pretty good in the dark, so I’m going to fight.

What are
they?”

“They are the
thorn bushes,” Joey said. “Because of a curse placed on them years
ago by an evil magician, the thorns are really animals. They’re
hard to kill because they’re made of tough wood, and their claws
are as sharp as thorns.”

“Okay—”Kip said, but he choked when he suddenly felt an
unaccountable dread...almost as if...as if...

“Yeah? What is it?” Joey asked.


Throughout this part of the game, Kip had been imagining what
was going on, what he always called “running the movie” in his
head. But now, for some reason, he had suddenly and very vividly
pictured the cellar hole where—right now—his father was working,
clearing the land with a chainsaw instead of a sword.

A cold
knot formed in his stomach and slowly began to tighten. Kip had the
brief sensation that someone—one of the other guys maybe—had
grabbed him from behind and was squeezing his chest, but nobody had
moved.

“What the—?” he said, and he had to look away from the game
table and stare out the window as that old, familiar darkness
returned.

—the darkness that Dr. Fielding was constantly telling him
he had to push away
so he could “unblock” his memories of what had happened.

—the darkness that was always lurking there just at the edge of
his mind and, actually, had at different times taken on different
shapes. It was back, and it was sweeping slowly through his mind
like storm clouds blowing down from the White Mountains.

“What are you gonna do?” Joey asked impatiently.

“Your character ’s getting the crap kicked out of
him.”

“I...uh...don’t know,” Kip stammered, but even when he turned
and looked at Joey, trying desperately to focus on his friend’s
face, the darkness nibbling on his mind grew steadily
stronger...and deeper. It actually started to encroach on his field
of vision, and Kip was filled with the sudden fear that he might be
losing his vision.

“Come on,” Joey said, apparently not noticing Kip’s panicked
reaction. “These creatures—the thorns—are all over you.”

“I... No!” Kip suddenly shouted. He stood up quickly, his fists
clenched and his face draining of blood. The back of his legs
knocked his chair over as he pounded his fists down on the table.
The sudden motion tipped over his can of Pepsi and spilled what was
left onto the table.

Joey
instinctively shielded the game master ’s map with his
arms.

“What’s the heck’s the matter with you?” he asked, his voice
sounding reedy. “You look like you’re ‘bout to crap your
pants.”

“For cryin’ out loud,” Patrick said. His mouth was filled with
peanut butter, and his lips made a funny smacking sound.

“I...don’t...know,” Kip managed to say. “I
feel...kinda...weird.”

“Well you look kinda weird, too,” Patrick said off-handedly, sounding like he
was trying to crack a joke.

“You’ve always looked kinda weird,” Aaron said, laughing out loud. “And your
character’s about to die.”

Kip was
still standing by the table, but his knees felt like they were
going to give way any second. He leaned forward onto the table and
slowly let both hands spread wide open. His glance darted from one
friend to another, but every time he made eye contact with any of
them, he got so nervous he had to look away. He was all alone with
this. They couldn’t help him.

He knew it wasn’t “The Forest of Growing Claws” that was
getting to him. That had nothing
to do with it. It was—

In his
mind, the swirling blackness returned, nibbling at the edges of his
perception. He closed his eyes so tightly tears formed as he shook
his head viciously from side to side. The images in his brain
wavered like a view from under water, and what he saw made him moan
softly.

He saw
his mother, bending over and picking up stones from the ruined
floor of the deserted cellar hole.

—the cellar hole where his father was right now.

He saw
her, no more than an indistinct blur, a silhouette in the gloom
where the sun was no reached. And he saw something else,
moving.

What if Dad’s in trouble? his mind
screamed. What if they’ve come
back?

He saw them...several small, scurrying figures, not much more
than shadows, but shadows with substance. Thin bodies. Long, brown
arms. Hands with claws—like
thorns—reaching out from the
darkness.

“Come on, man,” Patrick said, his voice laced with irritation.
“Look, if you’re gonna just screw around, I’m going
home.”

“What are you going to do about your character?” Aaron asked.
He seemed genuinely worried but more about Kip’s character than
about what was happening to him.

Kip gaped at his friend and saw the genuine concern in his
expression, but nothing could cut through the flood of panic that was welling up
inside him like a poisoned tide.

There are hands—claws—in the
darkness...reaching...tearing...ripping...

They killed her! They killed Mom, and what if Dad’s in trouble
right now?

Kip
lurched away from the table, feeling an incredible urgency to
urinate. He wanted to say something. He wanted to tell Joey that he
was okay, that it would pass, but he was afraid that, as soon as he
opened his mouth, nothing would come out except a throat-tearing
scream.

“Kip,” Joey said, his face contorted with concern. “Your
character is going to die if you don’t tell me what you want to
do.”

“I... I,” Kip sputtered. His voice sounded more like a bark
than anything else.

“You know you’re really screwing this up for the rest of us,”
Patrick said, glaring at Kip with a mixture of amazement and
anger.

Kip was
frantically trying to think what he could say or do, but how much
could he tell them? How much did he even know? It was as if a
switch had suddenly been thrown, and he was connected to a high
voltage wire. All he could do was dance with the jolts of
electricity until finally they either stopped or he was—

Dead!

She’s dead! Mom is dead! And there’s nothing I can do
about it.

But what
if they’re still out there?

What if
Dad’s in trouble?

He felt
weak and useless. There was nothing he could have done about it
then, and there was nothing he could do about it now. Even
surrounded by his friends now, a sense of utter helplessness, of
terrible loneliness swept through him with gale force.

And there would never
be anything
he could do about it.

She’s dead!

“I really don’t feel so good,” he finally managed to say,
surprised that anything came out. His throat felt like it was lined with crushed
glass. “I’ve been feeling kinda sick lately. Maybe I should go
home.”

“You’re acting like a friggin’ jerk, if you ask me,” Patrick
said. He was sitting on the edge of his seat, looking ready to make
good on his own threat to leave. The uneaten crusts of his sandwich
lay on the table like twin crescent moons.

“I think I’m just gonna head home,” Kip said. “Maybe it was
something I ate...too much Pepsi, maybe, on an empty stomach. I
dunno.”

He
started for the door, feeling as though with each lurching step he
looked more and more like Frankenstein’s monster, shambling across
the floor.

“What do you want me to do about your character?” Joey asked,
sounding mystified.

“Just, uh, just keep him fighting,” Kip said as his hand
fumbled with the doorknob. “Keep him heading south...if he
lives.”

If I live, his mind echoed.

At last,
he made it to the door and managed to get it open. As he stepped
out into the warm sun, he pushed the door shut behind him and
lunged down the steps to where he had left his bike. Somehow, the
clear blue of the sky only emphasized the darkness billowing like
stormy clouds in his mind. He gripped the handlebars of his bike,
noticing how cool the grips felt in his hands.

He was
wheeling the bike around, wondering if he even had the strength to
pedal hard enough to get going, when someone—it sounded like
Joey—yelled out to him from the house.

“Hey! All right! He made it, Kip! Lilfall made it! He’s
out!”

“Great,” Kip answered, sure that his voice didn’t carry into
the house. He swung up onto his bike, letting gravity take him down
the driveway to the street. At first the front wheel of the bike
wobbled wildly, but he kept his balance and started pedaling to
keep moving.

But throughout the ride home, he knew that everything Dr.
Fielding had been telling him was true. He had to dig deeper and face whatever
the hell he was blocking out of his memory because whatever it was,
it was growing in the darkness of his closed memory, and it sure as
hell seemed to be getting stronger.
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Bill’s
work at the house site actually went better than he had expected.
During the drive out, he had been concerned that he would spend the
time feeling sorry for himself and what had happened. But once he
got there, any sadness or eerie feelings melted away with the warm
sunshine on his back and the prospect of good, hard work. He found
it difficult to be anything worse than nostalgic in early summer
when the world was coming alive.

After he
parked the car, he didn’t even bother with a thoughtful walk around
the property before starting work. Stripping off his shirt, he
unloaded the chainsaw and gasoline, filled up the tank, and gave
the pull cord a firm yank. The saw immediately snarled into life,
and Bill got to work limbing branches and felling
saplings.

The
rattling drone of a chainsaw, though, was more of an autumn sound
than an early summer sound, and for a while this made Bill feel
oddly mixed up in his emotions. Lori’s death had happened in the
fall. The memory of it was still so clear it sometimes felt more
real than real life. Bill found himself wondering, once they
finished building and he and the boys started living out here, how
he would ever be able to tolerate autumn because of its association
with tragedy and grief.

“Let it be...just let it be,” he said aloud to himself, just
barely able to hear himself above the roar of the chainsaw. He
swung into the work with an energy that bordered on fury, singing
the Beatles Let It Be as loud as he pleased. Trees fell, their branches swishing
down and smacking the ground.

Bill still intended to run the driveway up to the house the
way he and Lori had planned. In fact, he still wanted to build the
house exactly as he and Lori had envisioned it. He had thought
about it over and over, and had finally dispelled the idea that he
was building a memorial to his dead wife. No matter
what he thought about it
and no matter what emotions were tied up in it, it was going to be
the house he and Lori had wanted.

He was so
involved with his thoughts and his off-key singing, and the
chainsaw was blotting out all other sounds, so Bill was caught by
surprise when somebody suddenly shouted from close behind
him.

Wheeling
around, he raised the chainsaw as if it were a weapon. He felt
suddenly embarrassed when he saw a woman standing about ten feet
away from him.

She was tall and had long, dark hair. Dressed in cut- off
jeans and a tight-fitting halter top, she looked, for a moment,
almost unreal. Just the fact that she didn’t look like Lori helped calm his
jangled nerves. At least there were no ghosts out here.

The woman
smiled and said something else, but the buzz of the chain drowned
her out. Bill flipped the control to off and let the saw sputter to
silence before placing it on the ground and nodding a
greeting.

“Howdy,” he said, letting his smile widen as he took in the
plain beauty of the woman. He could see that she was in fact real,
not a hallucination. “I hope this wasn’t bothering you.”

The woman
shook her head, letting one side of her mouth curl into a grin.
“Not at all. Living out here, you hear chainsaws all the
time...along with three-wheelers in the spring and snowmobiles in
the winter. It’s louder than living in town sometimes.”

Bill
shrugged and with a curt nod of his head indicated where he had
been working. “It’s been a while since I was out here,” he said
with a chuckle. “Just clearing the land a bit.”

“Planning to build?”

Bill
nodded. “Yeah...I had to...ah, put the work on hold for a while.”
Taking a few steps toward his visitor, he held his hand out and
said, “I don’t believe we’ve met. My name’s Bill
Howard.”

The woman
took his hand and gave it a firm shake. Bill noticed that her hand
was cool and dry in his grip. Her wrist was dotted with
freckles.

“My name’s Gail...Gail Fleischer.” She released the grip and
let her hand fall slowly to her side. “If you’re planning on
building here, I guess we’ll be next door neighbors. I live in the
green Colonial down the road on the right.”

Bill
nodded. “I was wondering who had moved in there. I, uh—I haven’t
noticed you around town.”

Feeling
suddenly foolish, standing there half-naked in front of a strange
woman, Bill moved over to the car and picked up his shirt from
where he had left it on the front seat. He wiped his forehead and
chest with the shirt then pulled it on over his head. It stuck to
his sweaty skin, but he managed to get it on.

“I just moved in about three weeks ago,” Gail said. “I got some
money recently and decided to move here. I’m originally from the
Springfield area.”

“Maine?”

“No, Mass.”

Bill
noticed that her voice had a clear, pleasant ring to it, and he
found himself wondering if she was a singer. Whenever she was
talking, he studied her a bit more, and he had to admit that the
longer he looked, the more inter- esting he found her. He almost
laughed aloud because he found himself already thinking that if the
occasion arose, he wouldn’t mind asking her out for dinner or a
movie sometime. He hadn’t felt like that since...well, certainly
not since Lori died. Maybe he’d take a shower first, though, he
thought, wiping his slick forehead with the back of his
arm.

“I’m from Massachusetts, too. I grew up in Danvers,” Bill said,
“but I’ve been living in Maine now for...jeeze, more than fifteen
years.”

Gail
laughed softly and said, “Why, you must be just about considered a
‘local’ by now.”

Bill
shook his head sadly from side to side, making an exaggerated
frown. “No way,” he said. “Even my sons, who were born here, are
considered to be ‘from away’ by any old timers I’ve
met.”

“Sons?” Gail inquired, her eyebrows making two semi-circles
high on her forehead. “You’re married, then.”

Bill felt
an icy splash in his stomach, and he had to take a deep breath
before answering. “No...my, uhh, wife died five years ago.” He’d
smiled and shrugged. “It’s just me and the boys.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Gail said. Her expression fell as she
cocked her head to one side.

Bill shrugged again. “It hasn’t been easy. It happened five
years ago and—well, as they say, ‘time heals all wounds.’
”

“Or wounds all heels,” Gail added with a bright
laugh.

They both
laughed, and again, as he watched her, he felt drawn to her; there
was something about her—an open, cheerful nature—that instantly
attracted him. She made him feel something he hadn’t felt
since...well, since way back when he and Lori had first met. It was
something he had honestly resigned himself to never feeling again.
And now, here he had met this woman and in less than five minutes,
he was wondering how he could bring the conversation around so he
could ask her out.

Goddamn, he thought, nearly laughing
aloud for no apparent reason. Ain’t it
amazing what can happen?

“How ‘bout you?” Bill said, deciding the direct approach would
be best. “Are you married?”

Gail’s
grin widened, and a devilish sparkle lit her pale blue eyes. “I
guess you could say time wounded that heel, too...at least, I hope
so.”

Bill
nodded his head slowly. “Divorced, then.”

Gail
cocked her head to one side again—a motion Bill already considered
to be characteristic of her. “Yeah. It’s been three glorious months
since I dumped the useless sack of— Ahh. Let’s just let that drop,
okay?”

“Okay with me,” Bill said, feeling suddenly awkward and a bit
taken back by her reaction.

Gail
clapped her hands together, rubbing them vigorously. “I can spare
you the bloody details. My ex-husband—” She snorted and looked at
the ground, shaking her head from side to side. “God, I’m still not
used to using that word. Anyway, my ex-husband was a high school
English teacher, and he, uh, he had a ‘thing going,’ as they say,
with one of his students. I didn’t even suspect it until he dropped
the bomb that he’d gotten her pregnant and wanted a divorce so he
could marry her.”

Groping
for an appropriate response, the best Bill could come up with was a
weak “I see.”

“Anyway, once I found out what had been going on right under my
nose for more than six months, I took him to court and sued him for
everything except his underwear. I would have taken that, too, if I
could have used it. So to make a long story short, I took the money
and ran. I decided I wanted to live in a small, rural town, so I
moved to Maine.”

“What ever made you pick Thornton?” Bill asked. “I mean, even
for small and rural, it isn’t much.”

Gail
giggled, and her smile returned again, casting aside the shadows
that had gathered while she had been talking about her ex. “Believe
it or not, my roommate freshman year at U. Mass, was from here, and
she always talked about her hometown, so I decided to give it a
try.”

“Who was your roommate? Does she still live here?”

Gail
shook her head. “Her name was Lois Snell. She’s married now and
living in Colorado, last I heard.”

“So do you like it here?”

Again,
Gail cocked her head to one side. “So far,” she said, nailing him
with a piercing stare. “And I’m liking it better all the time. You
look beat, and I’ll bet the last thing you need right now is to be
standing around here listening to my boring stories.”

“No, I, uh—”

“What do you say we go down to my house, then?”

Gail
said. “I can fix us a nice lunch, and we can eat on the sun porch.
I’ve got some cold beer in the fridge. You like tuna
fish?”

Bill
nodded numbly, thinking how nice it would be not to have to drive
out to McDonald’s out on Route 25 as he had planned. “Sure. I like
tuna. The beer sounds even better ‘cause I forgot to pack anything
for while I was out here. I didn’t realize how hot it was going to
get.”

“Come on, then,” Gail said, stepping forward and hooking her
arm through his. There was a spring in her step, almost a skip as
she started leading him down the dirt driveway. “I’ve been
listening to your buzz saw all morning. I thought you needed a
break. Oh, and when you see about a hundred pounds of fur charging
at you, don’t worry—it’s just Barkley, my dog.”

“Barkley?” Bill said, laughing aloud. Arm in arm, they walked
down the road to Gail’s house. It felt so odd to feel so comfortable so
fast with Gail, but he
couldn’t deny that it also felt damned good.

As it
turned out, he spent the better part of three hours, talking and
laughing with her while scratching Barkley behind the ears. By the
time he made his way back to the house site, he had lost whatever
momentum for work he’d had, so he put the chainsaw away and drove
back home. Besides, he had to take a shower and shave because he
was going to pick Gail up at seven so they could drive into
Portland for a movie.
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Twigs
snapped, and leaves crinkled underfoot as Marty and Al made their
way side by side down the narrow wooded path. The slanting sunlight
did its best to slice through the leaves overhead, but what little
light that made it was misty and dim. The further they went along
the path, the more the woods seemed to darken and lean
inward.

“Come on,” Marty said, sounding agitated. “Just let me take a
peak at it.”

Without
missing a step, Al patted the huge bulge under his T-shirt and
shook his head. “No way, man. Not ‘til we get there.”

Marty bit
his lower lip and huffed with frustration. He hadn’t had time to
shower since finishing mowing the lawn, and when Al poked his ugly
mug into the house, grinning like an ape, they had taken off right
away. Marty’s T-shirt clung to his back like clammy hands, and he
was in no mood for any of Al’s fooling around. If this was all some
kind of put-on, he was going to be pissed.

“You ain’t gonna believe this when you see it,” Al said. His
words concluded with a squeaking upward note. “You just aren’t
gonna.”

Marty
shook his head disgustedly. He was pretty sure Al had dipped into
the stockpile again before coming over to get him.

“Al, my man, I already
saw it. Don’t you remember? You came by my house
yesterday after school.”

Al
giggled and once again patted the package he was carrying under his
shirt. “Yesterday? Man, that was barely a taste. This is the whole
enchilada.”

Marty
snorted, rumbled deeply in his chest, and then spat. The ball of
spit arced in the air and then hit a tree with a dull
plop.

“Bulls-eye,” Al said, punctuated with a chuckle. “Well I ain’t
so sure I think hiding it out here is the swiftest idea, you
know.”

Al was
apparently tuned to his own private mental radio station and
apparently didn’t hear him. He was bopping his head from side to
side and uttering hissing, funky noises.

“Well...it isn’t, you know,” Marty said.

“What?” Al asked, shaking his head as though he had water in
his ear.

Marty
shot him another disgusted look. “I said, I didn’t think hiding the
stash out here is such a great idea. I mean—everyone knows about
the Indian Caves. People come out here all the time.”

Al shook
his head. “So? We’ll bury it. No one will ever find it. And with
this much, where would be better?

You wanna
keep it at your house?”

Marty
nodded.

“Well I wouldn’t trust you with it. Not this much.”

They had
reached a leaf-choked stream where the ground was soggy. With each
step, when they lifted up their feet, the small depressions they
left behind filled with dark, brackish water. Their sneakers made
gross sucking sounds in the muck.

Marty
placed one foot on a stone, rocked back and forth a few times to
make sure it was solid enough, and then springing off it, leaped to
the other side. When he hit the ground, his foot caught on a tree
root, and he went sprawling face-first onto the ground. From the
other side of the stream, Al rocked back on his heels and roared so
hard with laughter he nearly fell over.

Marty
swore softly to himself as he stood up slowly, brushing the wet
leaves and mud from the knees of his jeans. “Jesus, cut it out,
will yah?” he said with a snarl.

Al
suddenly drew back, giving him a haughty sneer.

“Well, I’ll be. Look who’s the touchy one, why don’t
you.”

“Come on,” Marty said. The fall had done nothing to help his
sour mood.

Al
nodded, his face taking on a stupid, stoned glaze. He seemed to
consider his options for a moment, then stepped back and made a
dash toward the stream. Just at the edge, he flung his arms into
the air and, screaming wildly, leaped across the stream. He landed
on the other side standing up, so he didn’t understand why Marty
was practically falling down with laughter.

“What? What’s your fuckin’ problem?” Al asked.

“You did—” Marty said, snorting with laughter. “You did just
fine, except you left your sneaker back there.”

Al looked
to where Marty was pointing at the other side of the stream. One of
his sneakers—one of his brand-new Nikes—was almost completely sunk
in the muck. The opened top was angled toward them, and Al could
see that it was rapidly filling with dark water.

“Jesus H. Fucking Christ,” he muttered. He sat down heavily on
the ground, unlaced his remaining sneaker, kicked it off, and then
rolled up both pant legs and waded back across the stream to
retrieve the sneaker.

“Water’s damned cold,” he said, but by the time he had retrieved his sneaker
and sat down to lace it back up, he was chuckling.

“I told you, man,” Marty said with a sigh. “This is a stupid
place to hide the stash.”

Al stood
up slowly and patted the bulge under his shirt, reassuring himself
that it had made the crossing safely. As they started walking down
the trail again, Al’s left sneaker made a squishing sound with
every other step.

“I can’t keep this at my house, and,” he said, cutting Marty
off with a wagging finger, “And I sure as fuck don’t trust you to
keep it, not without smoking it up. But if my sister knew I had it,
you’d find me bound and gagged in someone’s car trunk with a bullet
hole in my forehead...right...here.” He tapped a spot on his head
between his eyebrows.

“Come on, your sister knows you smoke pot,” Marty said. “She’s
even sold us some every now and again.”

“Yeah,” Al replied, and a snigger of laughter shook his
shoulders, “but she might be a little bit pissed off if she knew I
snagged this from her boyfriend’s stash.”

“You mean Woody?” Marty asked, stopping short and grabbing Al
by both shoulders. He couldn’t help but feel a splash of ice water
running in his veins.

Al
nodded. “Yup. The fucking idiot just left it there in the trunk of
her car. I was changing a flat for her, and I just happened to see
it, so I—”

“Are you out of your mind?” Marty yelled. “Christ, that’s
just great! Do you
have any idea what you just did?”

Still
holding Al by the shoulders, he shook him as if he could drive some
sense into him.

“Fuck, give me a break, will yah?” Al said. His voice sounded
chattery because Marty was shaking him so hard. “I’m sharing it
with you, ain’t I?”

“I can’t believe you stole this from Woody. Jesus Christ, he’s heavy into
dealing. I’ll bet you this wasn’t his own personal stash. I’ll bet
you this was some stuff he was getting set to deal.”

Al stuck out his lower lip and shrugged when Marty let go of
him. “What the fuck do I
care?”

“Woody’s in jail. Did you know that? And I’ll bet you didn’t
realize my old man’s trying to get him out, and do you know what
for? For beating up on your sister.”

Al tossed
his hands up. “What the fuck do I care? Woody’s a fucking idiot.
He’s always slapping her around. I figure he’ll be freaked out for
a week or two ‘n then it’ll blow over. What’s the
sweat?”

Marty began pacing back and forth, running his fingers through
his hair. “Come on, Al—this is serious shit. Woody got thrown in jail
for what he did to your sister. My father said he might be facing
some time in Warren, but if you’ve got pot Woody was supposed to
sell for someone, then that someone’s gonna get burned.”

“Serves ‘em right for doing something illegal,” Alsaid with a
snorting laugh.

“Yeah?” Marty said. “But what if they find out we have it?
We’ll be fuckin’ dead.”

Al’s
snicker turned into a braying laugh. “Well, then, we’ll just have
to smoke it up as fast as we can before they kill us. Come on.
Let’s get out to the caves, and then we can round up some people
and have one helluva part-tee.”

Marty
wanted to throttle him, but he held back and cast his eyes up and
down the trail. The woods seemed to draw closer, tightening around
him like his own clammy T-shirt. Sure, he thought, it was one thing
to smoke pot and screw off at school, but stealing pot from a
dealer—even someone as small-time as Sid Wood—was getting into it
just a wee bit deeper than he wanted to.

What were the chances Woody would actually do something to them if he found out
they had stolen his grass? Well, for one thing, he’d beaten up
Susie bad enough so she’d been taken to the hospital. It was
possible he could do a lot worse
to them.

“Hey, man,” Al said when Marty’s hesitation finally cut through
his stoned fog. “Com’on. You wanted to see it? Let me just show it
to yah.” He reached up under his shirt and started slowly drawing
out the package.

In spite
of himself, Marty couldn’t help but step closer. All around him,
the woods seemed to go silent as Al brought the package to the edge
of his shirt, paused dramatically, and then produced it with a
magician’s flourish.

“Mother-fucker,” Marty exclaimed, his voice low and awe-stricken. He
couldn’t believe what he was looking at, but there it was right in
front of him. The transparent baggie looked as big as a five-pound
bag of flour. The contents of the bag were so compressed Marty
thought he was holding a brick when he took it from Al and hefted
it.

But it
wasn’t a brick. He could see the yellowish green leaves and buds,
and he didn’t have to open the package and sniff it to know how
powerful this weed was. He had tried it yesterday. He couldn’t
believe Al had this much weed, especially weed so
potent.

“That certainly is some righteous weed,” Marty said in spite of
himself.

“And this is just one of the two bricks I took,” Al
said.

He seemed
to be a little nervous while Marty was handling the dope, and he
took it back quickly, cradling it in his arms like a treasure.
“I’ve got the other one broke down. I’ve hidden ounces around here
and there, for personal use. This is my little summer vacation gift
to you and the guys.”

A grin began to spread slowly across Marty’s face as he
absorbed the reality of what they had. This was a brick of
Columbia’s finest. Man, oh man!
The parties they could have with this. It would
easily last them the whole summer, maybe even right up until
Christmas unless they really
went wild with it. With Al, that was always a
possibility.

“Well,” Marty said at last, looking one last time back the way
they had come and then turning to Al. “You may be a sleazy son of a
bitch, but you’re okay by me. Come on. Let’s get out to the Indian
Caves and get this stuff hidden.”
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When Kip left Joey’s house, he hadn’t gone straight home as he
at first thought he would. The tension inside of him was so hot and
tight he felt like he was going to explode or, if he
didn’t explode, he thought
he might go crazy or something. There was some relief in just
pedaling his bicycle as fast as he could, so he ended up riding
right past his house.

But where
was he going to go? he wondered. His three closest friends were
still back at Joey’s, and none of them had picked up on how he had
been feeling. He wasn’t sure he could have explained what he was
feeling even if they had. Another one of his friends, Jimmy, was
home with the flu and had missed school Friday, so Kip couldn’t go
over there, either.

Marty
might still be home. Kip knew Marty well enough to know that he was
probably dragging his butt about mowing the lawn. The job usually
took Kip no more than two hours, but Marty could take all day to
get it done. It didn’t matter whether or not Marty was home because
he was the last person on earth Kip would ever turn to for
help.

That
pretty much narrowed his options. The only other idea he came up
with was to ride out to the house site where his father was
working. But that would mean...

Facing
it.

“Facing what?”
Kip asked himself as the wind whistled past his ears. His thighs
ached from pedaling so hard, but he kept at it, racing down the
streets, darting around corners, doing anything he could just stay
moving. For now, that’s all that mattered.

He knew no matter how much he tried to avoid it,
eventually he was going to
have to face it. That’s what his father kept telling him. That’s
what Dr. Fielding kept telling him. That’s what he kept telling himself. He knew he
was running away from something. Whatever it was, at least
for now, running away was a lot easier than facing it.

He rode up the street to the deserted schoolyard. A man and
woman were playing tennis on the courts behind the school. Kip
slowed down and rode in tight circles as he watched them. But even
the steady plonk-plonk of them hitting the ball back and forth started to get on his
nerves. Uttering a low moan and feeling like something was chasing
after him, he started riding again and sped toward the street,
pedaling harder than ever as he raced down the road.

He knew
he couldn’t keep this up all day, but he was frantically trying to
think of where he could go. He needed to find someplace
safe.

Safe from what? he asked
himself.

His lungs were burning from exertion. Looking down at his
hands, he saw that his knuckles were bloodless from the grip he
kept on the handlebars. Still, he pumped his bicycle
harder...harder,
and all the while, he was wishing to God that the darkness he knew
was closing in on him was something he could leave behind in the
swirling dust of his passing.

But he knew he couldn’t. He knew he would never be able to outrace it. This was
a darkness that was thicker and deeper than midnight. It was a
darkness that churned and bubbled until it finally took form, and
the form it took in his mind—

Has
claws!

Tears
from the wind streamed from his eyes and across his temples as he
rode faster, almost blindly, until he realized where he was
heading.

Without
making a conscious decision, he had directed his bicycle down Beech
Street toward Kaulback Road. The darkness he knew was out there. It
was in the cellar hole where his mother had died. Instead of going
away from it, he was heading toward it as if it was drawing him
like a magnet. He couldn’t resist.

His
bicycle chain rattled when the tar road ended and turned to rutted
dirt. The sound drove like a scraping piston into his skull. All
around him, thick, dark pine trees leaned inward, but his eyes were
watering so badly everything was a smear until he saw up ahead his
father’s car parked at the end of the dirt driveway.


Reflexively his hand gripped both brake grips. The bike’s
tires skidded in the dirt, sounding like tearing cloth as the rear
tire started to swing around to the front. Kip had to put one foot
on the ground to keep from falling. With an awkward stumble, he
lurched to a stop in the middle of the dirt road.

Yellow
dust spun into the air around him and slowly settled as he stood
there, panting like a frantic animal and staring wide-eyed at his
father ’s parked car. His throat was making a funny clicking noise
that sounded oddly distant to him.

What in the name of God am I so afraid of?

What had
happened up there five years ago was over and done. Gone. Five
winters had crushed whatever was out here with snow and ice. Five
springs had turned it to mud and washed away any traces of blood
that might still be down there in the cellar hole. Five summers had
baked it dry...and five autumns had blown it all away.

“But what if they’re
still there?” Kip said aloud, his voice nothing
but a thin croak. “What if they’re out there right now? And what if
Dad’s—”

In trouble?

He
couldn’t even finish the thought out loud as he stood there in the
middle of the road, staring up the driveway. All around him, the
woods were hushed, and then a terrible thought hit him with the
force of a freight train.

Dad was going to be using the chainsaw
today, he thought. The car was still there,
but he couldn’t hear the chainsaw. Is he taking a break? Is he
sitting in the shade with a drink? Or did he go up to the cellar
hole?

Is he there right
now? Kip thought, his mind almost going
blank with fear.

Right now, is he lying there in the bottom of the cellar
hole, nothing more than a tangled mess of blood and shattered
bone?

Kip
started to whimper as he started to move slowly toward the
driveway, but he checked himself, glancing at both sides of the
road and listening. There was nothing—no sounds other than birds
chirping and insects buzzing. No breeze stirred the trees around
him, and as far as he could tell, there was no sign of life up at
the house site.

He wanted
to believe his father was sitting in the shade, taking a break, but
there was no comfort in that thought because still, all he could
picture was a tangled mess of flesh and bone sprawled in the cellar
hole like a rag doll, carelessly tossed away.

He tried
to take a deep breath to help push his fear to a distant corner of
his mind... He wanted to be just as brave as could be and walk up
to the house site, calling his father’s name, but—

What if they’re still there?

The
pressure in Kip’s chest was too much to handle. It was so hard to
catch his breath he was afraid he was going to suffocate. All of
his senses were keenly tuned, trying to detect even the slightest
sign of activity up there, but it was too quiet...deathly
quiet.

“Dad?” he finally dared to call out, his voice little more than
a feeble echo.

Silence
answered him. From far away, a dog barked. Even such a normal sound
as that sent a chill racing up Kip’s back. The silent, empty car
seemed almost to mock him.

“Dad?” he called, a bit louder, but still it was barely enough
to carry up the slope to the house site.

Why is it so quiet? he wondered. His
fear pulsed cold in his veins, draining strength from him. With a
sudden pained squeal, he spun his bicycle around and started
pedaling back down the road toward town as fast as he could. Each
downward stroke on the pedals made the rear tire scruff in the
dirt, shooting gravel and dust out behind him in a plume. His
throat was raw and dry. His whole body was thrumming with
exhaustion, but all he knew was, he had to get the hell out of
here. He had to get back home. Maybe his father was done work and
would be there by the time he got home. He wanted to believe that,
but all the while he was burning—burning with shame that he had
failed because he hadn’t been able to go up to the cellar hole and
see what was really there.
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“Hey, Kipper!” Bill called out, sounding almost jaunty as he
strode into the kitchen. He peeled off his sweaty T-shirt and
tossed it into the laundry room on his way by, then dropped his
keys onto the table and poked his head into the living
room.

Kip was
sprawled on the couch, listlessly watching the Creature Double
Feature on cable. A half-empty bag of popcorn and an empty can of
root beer were on the floor by his feet. He had a pillow scrunched
up against one ear. As he rolled his head around, he grunted a
greeting to his father.

“How was your day?” Bill asked. He walked past the couch and
started up the stairs but then stopped, his hand resting on the
railing.

“‘Kay, I guess,” Kip replied as he turned his attention back to
the T.V.

“I see Marty got the lawn done. He did a good job, too, don’t
you think?” Bill took two steps back down, watching Kip the whole
time. There was something he didn’t like about the boy’s
listlessness.

Kip shook
his head and snickered. “Not without plenty of bitchin’, I’ll bet,”
he said, but not loud enough for his dad to hear.

“You feeling all right?” Bill asked. He thought Kip looked
drawn and tense. A deep furrow creased his brow, and his eyes had a
vacant and unfocused look. The way he was sitting on the couch
looked uncomfortable, like he didn’t have the energy to
move.

“Yeah,” Kip replied. “I’m feeling okay.”

“Hmm. Well, then, are you going to ask me how my day went?”
Bill asked. He took another step down, but Kip just kept staring
blankly at the T.V.

“Oh, yeah...how’d it go?” he finally asked.

Bill
nodded his head up and down. “It went really well. I was kind of
hoping you’d make it out there.”

Kip
shrugged, still not looking away from the T.V. His lips moved as he
said something else that Bill couldn’t make out.

Is he
really that engrossed, Bill wondered, or is something bothering him
that he just doesn’t want to talk about?

“Well, look—I...umm, I’m going out tonight. Can you and Marty
get your own supper?”

Kip shrugged, but Bill couldn’t tell if that meant
yes or no.

“There are some frozen fish sticks in the freezer. You could
heat up some frozen French fries and maybe some frozen beans or
something.”

“Whatever,” Kip said, still not turning away from the
T.V.

On the
screen, a man in an ill-fitting lizard suit was carrying a
shrieking woman off into the swamp. Bill thought there was just no
way Kip could be that involved with such a dumb show.

He’ll talk when he’s ready, he decided
as he turned and started up the stairs again. He was surprised to
be feeling so energized. For the first time in months...years,
actually, he felt excited about something. The contrast between how
he had felt this morning and how he was feeling now was
startling.

Walking
into his bedroom, he grabbed clean under- wear from his top bureau
drawer and started down the hallway to the bathroom. He rapped
lightly on Marty’s bedroom door but wasn’t surprised that he got no
answer. If Marty was home, there would have been music blaring in
his room.

“Oh, and Kip,” he called out before shutting the bathroom door.
“Marty did the lawn, so I don’t want you giving him any grief about
helping you get supper ready, okay?”

When no
answer came, he walked to the head of the stairs and yelled down.
“Okay?”

“Yeah...yeah,” came the hollow reply. “Okay.”
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It had
been a rough night for Kip. He felt as though he never really
dropped off to sleep until some time just before morning sunlight
slid slowly down his bedroom wall to the floor. He had lain awake
in bed, staring at the red glow of his digital alarm clock, his
hands folded behind his head. The darkened ceiling was such a
featureless blank that, after a while, he couldn’t even tell if his
eyes were opened or closed.

The clock
had told him that his father had finally gotten home at 1:57 in the
morning. Kip had listened as his dad tiptoed up the stairs, softly
whistling as he walked down the corridor toward his bedroom. Trying
to be as silent as possible, his dad had eased Kip’s door open a
crack and peeked in on him. Kip had quickly rolled over onto his
side and faked the heavy breathing of deep slumber. As soon as he
heard the door ease shut, slicing off the light from the hallway,
he rolled onto his back again and continued staring up at the
ceiling.

The
thoughts that filled his mind confused him and seemed to take on an
actual physical presence in the dark, bearing down on him like a
weight. Why was he letting himself get so upset by something as
simple as his father’s plan to start building the house
again?

It would
be laughably silly...if it weren’t so damned scary.

And after all these months, all these years of talking with Dr. Fielding, he
still hadn’t cut through all of the crap, this “excess baggage” as
Dr. Fielding called it. He still hadn’t gotten down to what
was really bothering him. He knew Dr. Fielding was right. She couldn’t do
it for him, and he couldn’t do it until he was ready. But why now?
Why after so long were those thoughts—and those blurred mental
images—coming back so strongly?

Sometime
around four o’clock in the morning, he awoke with a start from a
dream. At least it felt like a dream. Maybe it had just been his
imagination playing a trick on him while he courted
sleep.

The
rectangle of his window glowed with a luminous gray light. A quiet
blanket of pre-dawn fog was pressing up against the house like an
animal pushing against the door, trying to get in. But in his
dream, Kip had become aware of something else—

Easing
himself up onto his elbows, he stared at the window.

A dark
silhouette subtly materialized outside the window, resolving out of
the fog and condensing as if the fog had suddenly taken on
life.

In his dream, Kip sat up cross-legged on his bed, staring at
the shape in the window. How something—anything—could be outside his second
floor window never crossed his mind. It was there, and the longer
he looked at it, the more real, the more solid it
became.

The
darkness of his bedroom clamped down on him, crushing the breath in
his chest as he watched, spellbound. The fog swirled and glowed
with an eerie phosphorescence. Vague shapes whirled in the mist,
but eventually several more figures resolved out of the
darkness.

Panic leaped within his chest, but when he opened his mouth to
cry out, no sound came out, not even a strangled whimper. On some
level, he knew this had to be a dream, but the cool crispness of his sheets, the thin
lines of sweat that trickled down his face, and the steady
hammering in his chest all helped convince him this was really
happening.

How can it be a dream? he asked
himself as he watched the fog resolve itself into dozens of tiny
figures. Before long, the entire window was filled with distorted
dark shapes as Kip, in his dream—

It must be a dream!

—cowered back against the headboard.

Gradually, he became aware of a sound that had been building
so slowly he couldn’t remember when it had started or when he had
become aware of it. In a way, it seemed as though the sound
had always been
there in the background, just waiting for him to notice
it.

More
shapes filled the window as the sound grew louder. Faces wavered
into view and just as quickly dissolved like swirling puffs of
smoke. At first Kip had no idea what the sound was, but as he
cringed in the darkness, he eventually realized that it sounded
like insects, termites maybe, chewing and gnawing into rotten wood.
A low, steady scratching sound like...like...

In his
dream, Kip suddenly leaned forward and looked at the shapes in the
windows. In a flash of terror, he realized exactly what was making
the sound, and he could have made out the faces, but the pre-dawn
mist swirled between him and them, smearing the details.

Huge, lamp-like eyes peered at him through the glass. Kip
could see long, narrow fingers, tipped with thick, bony
fingernails—claws the size of a hawk’s talons—picking and scratching at the edge
of his bedroom window.

His panic
swelled when he realized there was just a thin pane of glass
between him and...
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