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Warning!
It’s night again, and I can’t sleep. Neither can my sister--I can hear her in the next room, tossing and crying under the blankets. The full moon is out, and I can’t stop the light from creeping through the curtains.
We’re lucky to be alive. We could have died at that campground, and someone close to us did. Our ‘Doctor’, who I know is really a psychiatrist, says my sister and I should write this stuff down. She says it will help us get rid of the nightmares.
Yeah, sure. She’s not the one who got bit by a vampire…
So I had to write this, and here it is. Just don’t blame me if you can’t sleep tonight.
The First Night
Dad was happy, changing the radio stations left and right so we could sing to goofy songs. Heading up into the mountains you don’t get many channels, but it was fun teasing him whenever the static drifted in. And we’d all act scared when we saw signs like ‘High Accident Zone” or “Do Not Pick Up Hitchhikers!”
We were on our first vacation, and that’s a long time not to have one. My name is Hunter, and I’m 14. I’ve got brown hair like Dad’s. My sister is 8; her hair is blond, like our Mom. Both of them are named Katie, which works for me—I can suddenly yell that name and watch both of them turn around at the same time. But Mom couldn’t make it on this vacation—something bad was happening back at the company she and Dad own. They make furniture, and I guess people weren’t buying much furniture right now. They were busy all the time, but maybe now he and I could at least play some catch. I hadn’t used my baseball mitt in two years.
I hate to admit it, but I did start to get a little bit scared when the fog rolled in. You couldn’t see a thing, and there wasn’t another car anywhere on the road. I was sitting in front, and I leaned over and whispered to Dad.
“You sure you know where you’re going?” I asked. I didn’t want Katie to hear me. She gets scared easy.
Dad tried to laugh, but I could tell he was nervous. “I might have made a wrong turn back there,” he said quietly. He turned the radio off and looked in the rear-view mirror. Katie was playing with her dolls. “Listen, son, I just need to relax, take a break. That’s why I wanted to come here.”
He grinned. “My father used to bring me here a long time ago. It’s out in the woods, sort of deserted, but we used to make our own fun. You know, have a campfire, tell spooky stories, get a little scared before you go to sleep. That’s what I want.” Then he pointed a finger at me, giving me a lecture. “Just don’t go running off alone into the woods. It’s full of wild animals, and it’s easy to get lost. I know—I pulled that stunt on my Dad 25 years ago, and I don’t know who was more scared, me or him. I definitely heard a very large animal moving around, and I don’t think I’ve ever run that fast in my life again. So, stick close, and keep an eye on your sister, you hear?”
Then he leaned over and winked. “But we can still get a little scared, right?”
Well, he certainly got his wish. I knew something bad was going to happen the moment the fog cleared and we saw the narrow dirt road.
The tree branches were low and close, scraping against the car windows as Dad steered down the road. There were deep ruts that made the tires follow their path, giving the car no choice. Katie was the first to see a light. She yelled and pointed.
Up ahead was a neon sign, and a cabin. The sign kept flickering; most of the letters were burned out. We were staying at DEVIL’S POND CAMPGROUND. But all you could read was this:
EVIL CAMP…EVIL CAMP…EVIL CAMP
…..
Dad pulled up to the cabin and shut the headlights off. I looked around the lot and didn’t see any other cars. The three of us walked up to the cabin steps. The boards creaked under my shoes. Katie held back, eyes wide open. I took her hand and waited until she was ready. Then she followed me to the door.
The cabin had a sagging roof that looked ready to cave in like the snap of an alligator’s jaws. The door hung crooked, and the windows on each side were covered with wood. Pieces of broken glass were on the porch by our feet. Dad knocked on the door, and that’s when the hand reached out and grabbed my shoulder.
I screamed--I admit it--and Dad turned quickly. Then he relaxed, a big smile on his face. “Hey, Digger!” he said.
The hand patted my shoulder and I saw the man known as Digger. He was tall and thin, with a face that would scare a grave-robber. Deep creases ran from his cheeks to his mouth. His eyes were sunk in hollow holes. He spoke with his mouth closed.
“Didn’t know you were coming here, sir,” he mumbled.
Dad was positively gleaming. “Digger! I didn’t think you’d still be alive. What’s it been, 25 years?”
Now Digger opened his mouth. I wished he hadn’t. He should’ve seen a dentist way long ago. He had black gums with stumps of broken teeth sticking out like tiny tombstones.
“You look just the same!” said Dad. He looked at the grounds, the cabin. “But this place looks like garbage. What happened?”
Digger was wearing a long dark raincoat that reached below his knees. He had on rubber boots with shoelaces looped out and the ends trailing on the dirt. There was mud on the sleeves of the coat. Digger was bald, the neon from the campground sign behind him shining on the top of his head and along the thick veins that ran over his forehead and across his temples. Digger ran a gnarled hand over his head as he spoke. His voice surprised me.
He was polite and friendly. “You should have written first,” Digger said. “Things have changed. Them rich people that owned it been in court all this time, don’t know what’s gonna’ happen. So I just keep things Okey-Dokey.”
Digger saw us looking at the cabin. “Can’t fix it ‘til I get some money. But meantime, you can camp.” He pointed, and we went.
On foot.
…..
Dad carried most of the stuff, but I helped out quite a bit. I’m strong for my age. Katie started falling behind, and Dad and I didn’t think that was wise in these woods, so we split up her gear and carried it for her.
The campsites were far from the cabin. The twisting trail kept branching off, probably to other campsites. There weren’t any signs or markers, but Digger certainly knew the way. The deeper we went, the denser the forest—twisted tree trunks jutted out at every curve, thick roots searching, as if trying to take back the path. No car or truck could have made it down this way.
Digger moved steadily, surprising me with his speed and sureness. We went down a steep area, and here the fog lay low among the tree roots. We had flashlights, but the fog seemed to rise up and block the beams of light. Whenever I brushed against a branch or one of the tall weeds, the fog would curl out like smoky fingers, trying to grab me. I knew Katie was watching me, so I didn’t act scared at all, even though I wished the fog was a living thing so I could tear it to shreds and throw it far away.
We came to a small clearing, and Digger stopped. He let the beam of his light play over the area. “The ground’s good for a tent or two right in the middle there,” he said, “and there’s plenty of dead wood out beyond.” He shut off his flashlight. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t move.”
I knew what he wanted us to see. It took a minute. I closed my eyes, saw brief images of our flashlights on the inside of my eyelids, then opened my eyes.
It was magnificent. The stars were bright overhead, brighter than I had ever seen them. The forest looked peaceful, the fog like a gentle blanket. Even Digger, with his haunting face, seemed almost kindly.
“You’ll be safe here,” Digger said in his low voice. “I’ll help you set up.”
…..
The first thing we did was set up the folding table and get the Coleman lantern going. We felt safer with the light. We have a big tent with a screen room in front and a pup tent. I don’t know why we brought the pup tent, because no way was Katie sleeping alone down here. But we put both up anyway. Digger disappeared into the dark woods and came back with an armful of dead sticks and branches. He went back to the tree-line, kicking around with his rubber boots, his long raincoat hiding him, making him almost invisible. He started tossing back some good-sized rocks. Pretty soon we made a firepit and had a nice fire going.
I guess that’s when we finally relaxed. Dad and I each had a backpack with a cooler in it, so I broke out some sodas. I offered one to Digger. It was a root beer. It would be the last time I ever saw Digger smile again.
“No thanks,” he said. He kicked at some fog that had drifted in. “I got a bit of work to do, then I’ll be back.” I turned to drink the soda, looked back, and Digger was gone.
We finished setting up camp. We had folding chairs, a grill, and plenty of food. “I’m starving,” Katie said, so right away we made some burgers and beans, cooking the beans right in the can with some chopped onions. I was putting the garbage in the bag Dad had hung high up on a branch when we heard a loud buzzing noise.
It was a chainsaw. I could picture the tiny sharp teeth of the saw cutting through anything it faced. It made me think of bad movies and blood. All of us stood still.
A loud crashing noise came next, followed by a thud that seemed to shake the ground at our feet. The flame on the lantern bent sideways, and the fog swept past us, swirling in the trees until it finally settled down. Katie was starting to cry and Dad picked her up. I had my hand on my fishing knife when Digger suddenly appeared at the edge of our camp.
Exhaust smoke was still curling from the chainsaw in his hand. He stood there in his long dark raincoat, thick, swollen veins throbbing on his face. Beads of sweat ran down his bald head. The light from the stars above and the lantern on our table made his sunken eyes and the creases on his face all the deeper. He stepped forward, tendrils of fog wrapped about his boots.
…..
Dad had Katie and me right next to him, arms around us. Digger came closer. He held up the chainsaw. “Bad tree,” he said. “Might have fallen tonight, so I cut it down.”
It was the only time I’ve actually seen Dad get angry. He went right up to Digger. “Put the chainsaw down!” he yelled. And Digger did exactly that.
“Sorry, sir,” Digger said. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
Dad rubbed the back of his neck. I think he had a headache. He reached out to pat Digger on the back, and Digger pulled away. Dad shrugged and went to our table. Now, you have to understand that my Dad is not real organized. Maybe that’s why he and Mom were having problems with their furniture business. Maybe that’s why Mom had to stay home and take care of things instead of coming with us. It didn’t really matter. What happened to Katie and I happened because of one thing.
And that one thing was Digger.
…..
Dad had pants with a lot of pockets and had a jacket with a lot of pockets. Katie and I teased him while he searched every pocket. We both knew his wallet was under a flap on his pants. He pulled out a whole lot of junk with it, like fishing lures, matches, stuff like that. He tossed the wallet on the table and opened it up. He looked inside the wallet. We don’t have a lot of money right now, and we don’t charge things, so I was worried.
But for once Dad had planned. He held out some money to Digger.
Digger wiped the last of sweat and fog from his face. He raised his head high, and I thought I saw a trace of something from the hollows of his eyes. “You never made fun of me like the other kids,” Digger said. “You never teased me. I won’t take any money, sir.”
Dad has a cell-phone. It was ringing somewhere. He fumbled around, found it in his backpack. He hit the button and I heard him talking to Mom. He mainly listened and frowned, said goodbye, and stood there with the phone in his hand. “I need to make some calls,” he said to us. He sounded frazzled. “I’ve got about a half hour to save our business.” He stared at the phone. I heard a beep.
“Phone is dead, Dad,” I said. All the tiny lights on the phone had just shut off.
Dad turned to Digger, and the strange man shook his head. “Haven’t had a telephone here in some time,” he said. “Best you can do is head back to town, find a store open at this time. Maybe a pay phone.”
That didn’t sound real brilliant, for two reasons: One, I haven’t seen a payphone around in ages, and two, I had just carried half our gear down a very long and tough trail, and I didn’t feel like marching back up again. Oh, I guess there were three reasons, the third being that I didn’t exactly feel like being stranded down here while Dad went off to make a phone call.
I think Dad knew what was going through my mind. He looked sort of confused. Digger cleared his throat to get our attention. “I don’t think this will take long, sir,” he said to Dad. “I’ll guide you back to the cabin, to your vehicle, then I’ll come straight back here to the youngsters.”
I didn’t care for the ‘youngsters’ remark, but I let it go. Digger pointed with his long, bony finger, using it to draw an imaginary circle about the campsite. “Don’t go any further,” he said to us sternly.
He used his flashlight to show the path. Dad hugged us both. “I’ll be right back,” he promised. As they left, I heard Digger tell Dad to watch out for the big tree he had just cut, that it was blocking the trail, and not to pick up any hitchhikers. It had something to do with a State Prison nearby.
Katie and I listened until we couldn’t hear Dad and Digger any more. I kept the fire going. I knew the path was long, but time seemed to stretch out forever. Maybe it was minutes--it felt like an hour.
Katie started shivering, and it wasn’t long before she began to cry, tears just rolling down her cheeks. I put the last of the wood on the fire and got on my knees so we were even and hugged her. “We’ll be fine,” I said, making my voice strong.
“Daddy’s not coming back,” she said, quivering. And you know what? Right then, she knew more than I did…
…..
Digger made sure we heard him, calling out his name as he approached. The fire was down to embers when he dropped a stack of wood next to it. “Bad storm up on the highway,” he muttered. “Told him not to go, said he had 4-wheel drive.” Digger frowned, making the creases on his face even deeper. “Never heard of it.” He tossed more wood on the fire, and that’s when I saw that the fog had come up to our feet, the mist dancing about our shoes. It immediately retreated, as if afraid of the fire.
Digger picked out a piece of green wood, the bark barely peeling. He tossed it back into the forest. “Fresh wood makes thick smoke,” he said. “Don’t do it. Don’t need no signal.” He didn’t explain any further.
Katie was crying again, and I didn’t feel so safe myself. Digger stoked the fire, sending high flames up towards the stars. “I can tell you’re scared,” he said, making his voice as soft as his rasping throat would allow. “Don’t blame you one bit. Your father’s gone, and here you are with me.”
Once again Digger seemed to know what I was thinking. “Yes, I’m something to look at,” he said, his face almost sad. “But that’s life. I’ll be this way forever, no changing it now.” He squatted down on the other side of the fire, his dark raincoat blending into the darkness beyond, the flickering flames making everything else mysterious and hidden.
“I know a good way to pass the time until your Daddy returns,” Digger said. He leaned closer. Through the fire, all I could see was a white, ghoulish face with black circles that trapped me. I couldn’t turn away. I heard Katie stop crying. Digger’s voice was as low as a grave.
The fire popped and crackled, shooting sparks into the air. “It’s time for a scary story,” Digger said…
The Hand
It was a few years ago that this happened. The Circus Train was coming to town, making a brief stop on its way back to winter quarters. It was always a gala affair, the people buying balloons and cotton candy, clowns mingling with the crowd, and several temporary cages of wild animals put on display. On this particular night, however, the train engineer was hesitant.
There were heavy winds, and a possible tornado sighting five miles away. He knew he should just continue on, but up ahead was a Welcoming Committee and more than fifty children. He radioed back for the animal crew to be ready to set up quickly and tear down just as fast. He would give the children 15 minutes—no more.
Meanwhile, the nearby campground was nearly deserted. Most of the campers were away, waiting for the Circus Train, braving the gusty winds in order to see the clowns and animals. So it was with ease that two teenagers were able to creep through the surrounding woods and find a secluded, empty tent next to a smoldering campfire. Through the open flaps they could see a cooler and a CD player. It was too good to pass up—they could steal the boombox, and maybe there were a few beers in the cooler. They could quickly escape into the thick woods if anyone came back early.
The storm struck swiftly, the rain so heavy that the trainers could barely see as they herded animals back up the ramps into the train cages. The crowd was scattering, and a large flatbed truck swerved to avoid hitting an elderly man. The tires skidded on the slick road and the truck sideswiped one of the ramps, toppling a cage of giant alligators onto the bed of the truck. The driver, in a panic, sped away, unaware of the cargo on the back of his truck or that the cage door had sprung open.
The driver would not get far. The rain had washed out a section of the highway a few miles ahead, and it was there that he lost control and crashed into a ditch, unconscious. The largest of the alligators, almost 20 feet in length—longer than the truck when it straightened its tail—poked its snout out over the bed of the truck. The gator bared its huge teeth as it sniffed the air. It was hungry, and the wind carried a faint scent of food nearby. As if smacking its lips, the giant gator hissed and then slithered off into the woods.
The teenagers had retreated to the tent, not thinking about being caught anymore. No one would come back in this storm. There wasn’t any beer in the cooler, but they drank the soda and ate snacks. One of the boys was in the middle of a joke when he suddenly stopped. He had heard something rustling outside by the campfire.
The other boy teased him for being scared. It’s just a lost dog, he said. Laughing, he opened the tent flap and went outside to chase it away. A few seconds later the screams began.
The screams echoed through the tent, mixed with grunts and crunching noises that sounded like bones snapping in two. The campfire outside flared briefly to life, making hideous shadows dance on the tent walls. Then there was silence, but only for a moment.
A huge shadow sniffed near the tent flap. A long, low body scraped against the canvas. The boy still inside the tent held his breath, afraid to move. A giant claw reached up and tested the strength of the canvas, then slowly ripped long jagged tears in it. The beast sniffed the air again, then shuffled to the back of the tent, its massive tail slapping against the tent like a hammer, knocking tent-stakes loose as it went, a predator on the prowl for a quick meal. The boy summoned all of his courage and forced himself to dash through the flaps of the tent.
He was barely a few feet outside the tent when he stumbled over the shredded body of his friend, lifeless eyes staring up at the rain. The boy ran past the flickering campfire, towards the nearby lake. If he could get through the woods, he could swim to safety.
Fear made him clumsy and he fell several times. He could hear the giant creature chasing him, branches crushing under the beast’s weight. Something snapped at his ankle and pain shot up through his leg. Still he ran, not bearing to look back, until he reached the lake. He threw himself in, swam as far as he could, and only then stopped to catch his breath and finally look.
That was his mistake.
His heavy gasps of air must have hidden the noise as the beast slid into the lake. He must have seen the yellow eyes for just a second before the mouth lined with razor-sharp yellow fangs opened in front of his face. He must have thrown up a hand for protection, for that was the first thing the alligator bit off. He must have thrashed about in the seaweed just under the surface and became entangled, unable to further defend himself. It wouldn’t have mattered…the gator was hungry.
When he was found the next morning, what was left of his body had somehow been dragged back to the campfire. Only when the Police pulled away a mass of seaweed did they discover the bloody stump of his missing hand.
The boy was buried like that, without his hand, in a cemetery not far from this very campground. In time the story was forgotten, except by a few people. They try to warn you to stay away, especially from one certain campsite.
It’s the one you’re camping on right now…
It was just last week that another camper was found dead next to the campfire--face twisted with fear, ugly red bruises around the neck, as if something had strangled the poor soul. In the dirt and grass around the body were strange markings, and grooves dug deep in a long trail leading from the woods near the lake. A single strand of wet seaweed was dangling from the mouth.
You may laugh, but there’s a few of us who believe it was the boy’s hand that did it. You see, the mind is a powerful thing, sometimes so powerful it can reach out from the grave, searching for something it desperately wants, something that is missing…
A body, perhaps.
It cannot go into the cemetery, for that is a hallowed place. So it must continue to search the only place it can…the campground. And what is the hand searching for?
It needs someone the right age, the right size, a perfect fit to attach itself to. And when the hand finds just the right person, it will drag that person deep below the dirt where the worms eat at your skin. The hand will rest with its new body and finally be at peace, ending its deadly journey.
Until then, the hand cannot stop until it finds just the right boy or girl. It will crawl out tonight, searching. Remember, it needs just the right person.
Someone like you.
…..
When Digger finished, the stars were gone and the moon was low. Katie’s eyes were wide open in awe, and then, just like that, she fell asleep. Digger glanced about and nodded in approval. “Always be careful,” he said. He glided out into the forest.
I carried Katie into the big tent and put a blanket over her. I was too tired to even open a sleeping bag and just plopped down and covered myself with another blanket. My last thought was that Dad was never coming back…
I slept all day, and what woke me up was a constant thump-thump-thump noise up in the sky. I crawled out of the tent in time to see a helicopter heading over the horizon. I realized I was starving. I went to the table, hoping I had some cookies or something in my backpack. Instead, I knocked my shins against a heavy cooler made of metal. It wasn’t mine, it wasn’t Dad’s, but inside were eggs, bacon, and bread, and a frying pan that weighed a ton.
I had the fire up again and breakfast going when Katie came out rubbing her sleepy eyes. “Is Daddy back yet?” she asked.
I turned the eggs. “Not yet, Kiddo,” I said. “You hungry?”
She was, and so was I, and we ate it all. I washed the fry-pan in a little bit of water from our jug, and put everything back in the old cooler. It was already late afternoon, clouds were coming in, and the supply of firewood was low again. I wanted to scream for Dad, I wanted to get out of here, I wanted to run as far as I could from this creepy place. What I did was sing some goofy songs to Katie until she nodded off again. I put her back in the tent.
Then I went looking for Digger.
…..
The trail had changed. Nothing was the way I remembered it. Trees had been cut down to block every curve of the trail, axe-marks still fresh on the wood. One time I went into the forest, only to see a wall of dead trees fallen across each other so as to form a fortress--a wall--around me. Thorns and stickers stabbed my arms as I fought to get out, get back to the path.
Up ahead was the big tree that Digger had cut down with the chainsaw. I was close to it when I heard a truck approach, the engine huffing and puffing and knocking. Steam was coming out from under the hood. It tried to shove the tree out of the way, and couldn’t. Two men got out and cursed, pointing at the tree that blocked them.
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