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Officer Bill had risen from the dead. I noticed him standing by a hay bale as I drove my cart by the closed gates of the 4-H haunted house on Harris Street, doling out a few chalk lines as I raced through the town at a blistering four mph. Of course, no one calls it the 4-H house. Everyone in town knows it as the old Burns Mansion and that it is truly haunted. Who it is haunted by is unclear. Some say it is the previous owners, Elijah and Theresa Burns, though they had only died in a motor home fire in 2007 and the place had a reputation long before that. Personally, I think it is haunted by bad taste and worse memories of the unpleasant people who lived there. A Gothic Revival building has no place in Hope Falls and you’re just begging for spooks if you build one.
Blue whined, but she never had liked Officer Bill. Seeing the police mascot resurrected did not cause me a qualm because he wasn’t my problem anymore. Besides he was looking quite at home with the helium balloon and cheesecloth ghosts, the witch on the broomstick that had splattered herself against the wall, and the vampire peeking coyly out of the attic window. It was mid afternoon; vampires should be coy. This haunted house was PG-13 which is about how scary poor Bill was looking. He had once been an aid in public service safety lectures, but someone (okay me) had had a couple accidents with his giant papier-mâché head last spring that caused him to develop leprosy and to lose a couple of ears when he got his giant head jammed in a door and then fell in a fountain. The new chief of police had been upset about this but it led to me solving the Skate Park murder, so all has been forgiven.
My name is Chloe Boston and I am a parking enforcement officer in the town of Hope Falls. I work Monday through Friday and every other Saturday from nine until five. Even on Halloween if it happens to fall on any of those days, which this year it did.
Blue, my female Rottweiler, rides with me everywhere. She is quite elderly and I am determined that we will enjoy every moment we have together. Blue loves riding in the electric cart while I’m on duty, and is also delighted with my trike—a bike with a sidecar that my dad built for me because Blue tends to get carsick in a regular automobile. That day we were both wearing costumes. I was in the grim reaper cape with plastic scythe and Blue was in a witch’s hat. We had a plastic pumpkin filled with mini Abba-Zabas which we handed out to the children we passed on the street. School was out and kids were beginning to trick-or-treat the merchants downtown. We live in a hilly town and going house to house is too grueling for the youngest children, so the custom of trick-or-treating downtown had been initiated.
At six o’clock there would be a costume contest in the park with a pumpkin walk and some games like bobbing for apples and donut on a string. At seven they would have the pumpkin lighting ceremony where someone would be awarded the best jack-o’-lantern prize. Then the Good Time Ghouls, a fifties all-girl tribute band, would be performing. Those willing to brave a twisted ankle could dance in Court House Park on the root-encumbered lawn. I couldn’t wait!
The haunted house and corn maze were on the other side of the courthouse. The maze had been open for the last two weekends and was doing a brisk business after sundown. There was no charge as long as you picked ten ears of corn, which would be given to the food bank. Normally being located near a cemetery would be considered a bad thing for a business, but for Halloween it made perfect sense and the corn harvested from the field, planted for the occasion, had been welcome at a time when donations were down. Both attractions could be seen for five dollars on Halloween, the money going to the 4-H club. The Odd Fellows and Kiwanis and Rotary clubs had various booths outside the maze selling cider, candy apples, and hotdogs, also raising money for their sponsored charities. There were pony rides and a petting zoo. Everyone wore costumes. Hope Falls liked Halloween and killjoys were not welcome.
Halloween is my favorite time of year and I was so excited that I was singing along to “Monster Mash.” Blue likes music so she doesn’t mind if I keep a boom box in the cart. We were ignoring our regular route in order to police downtown and make sure that it was safe for the costumed pedestrians. The locals were very considerate of the holiday tradition and detoured down side streets, but recent publicity had attracted a lot of tourists to the event. The out-of-towners were not always so careful with those on foot, or about not parking in front of entertainment venues which were a major fund-raiser for neighborhood charities.
I turned off of Joy Street, so named because there had been a bordello there once, and onto Main. Mrs. Everett was on the corner, dressed as Snow White and handing out candy outside her shop, What Lies Beneath. The window was full of black and orange lingerie. The black bras and panties were probably new, but the orange corsets were less popular and I thought I recognized them from last year. I waved and yelled, “Happy Halloween!” Blue woofed until we got a smile and wave back. Mrs. Everett is a member of the Lit Wits, a writing group I belong to, and she is also an amateur sleuth who helps me sometimes. Esprit de corps runs high with us.
Other Lit Wits were about. Mrs. Graves was working in the Krazy’s Kettle Korn booth that always donated money to the animal shelter. She was dressed as a scarecrow and looked nice and warm. The smell was delicious and I promised Blue we’d get some later. I saw Mrs. Smith at the edge of the courthouse green. She was dressed as a gypsy and was reading people’s palms. Her charity was the library’s adult literacy program. She noticed me right away and called, “Come have your palm read!”
“I will,” I called back.
As I mentioned, I get off work at five. The pumpkin lighting wasn’t until seven, so I would have plenty of time to go home and get my jack-o’-lantern. I had nursed my pumpkin patch along all summer, Blue and the cats sacrificing our little square of grass in the front of our duplex so that I could grow what I hoped would be an award-winning squash. And I did have what I thought would be a winner. I had put my largest pumpkin on the bathroom scale and it weighed in at 119 pounds (it was a Mammoth Gold variety and I got my seeds from Mr. Jackman, another Lit Wit). The pumpkin was a couple inches wider than the yardstick I tried to measure it with, maybe forty inches in diameter though only about eighteen inches high. My dad had already helped me load it into my car since it weighed more than I did. He would meet me at the park a little before seven and help me off-load it safely. Probably I could roll it down the blanketed plywood ramp he had rigged up on my own, but if it slipped there could be injuries. Just imagine getting written up in the newspaper for injuring someone with a squash. TOURIST ASSAULTED BY VEGETABLE! I’d never hear the end of it. And an unplanned escape wouldn’t do my pumpkin any good either.
For those who have never grown really large pumpkins, let me warn you that there is a downside to having one get that big. The walls of the squash get so thick that only the largest knife can cut all the way through and it limits you to simple faces. Unless you know someone who has a lot of tools and doesn’t mind you borrowing their coping saw. It wasn’t the preferred use of the saw of course, but Dad has a knife-sharpening business—forced on him after he was made to retire from his job as chief of police—and he said that I was less likely to shed blood with a saw than hacking away with the butcher knife I’d borrowed from my mom. Mom and Dad are separated and there is sometimes a bit of rivalry over who spends more time with their only child.
Some years, summer holds on forever, but this year autumn had wrestled for honors and won. There had been one hard frost already and I was glad that I had loaded my other pumpkins onto an old bed sheet and dragged them under cover of the porch last weekend. Perhaps that is why I was spared a visit from the pumpkin thief that had hit several of the pumpkin patches. Jeffrey Little, a fellow parking enforcement officer, thought it was just kids messing about, but since only large pumpkins were taken, I thought it was someone who really wanted to win the pumpkin contest and wasn’t averse to cheating. There were also some grumblings about an out-of-town pumpkin thief who was raiding people’s gardens for souvenirs, but I had doubts about it being a tourist. I was certain our pumpkin pilferer was local since he knew where the patches were.
I turned onto Bryant and noted that the sky was still clear, so we were probably good for the night, though the weatherman said rain was on the way and it was getting colder by the hour.
Blue and I returned to the station and I plugged in my cart so the battery could recharge, and we took my trike and Abba-Zabas and headed for home. I saw my friend Jeffrey (dressed as a hobo) in the parking lot talking to the new chief (dressed in Armani. He isn’t the kind to wear a costume). I hoped Jeffrey wasn’t in trouble again. He is not fond of our new chief and I fear that the animosity is mutual.
My duplex is done in the bungalow style (small and squat with pretty windows). My side has been renovated extensively so it is really only half authentic bungalow. The owner has never gotten around to fixing the other half so I have no neighbors. This suits me fine.
I prepared dinner for Blue and the cats as I sang along to Sheb Wooley’s “Shudders and Screams.” I didn’t eat, myself. I was holding out for some mulled cider and pumpkin cake downtown. Blue likes pumpkin cake, too, but she has a tricky tummy and shouldn’t have spicy food. I, on the other hand, have an excellent constitution and need not go in fear of cinnamon and clove.
The cats, Apollo and Aphrodite, had no desire to come to the pumpkin lighting and rub shoulders with the hoi polloi, but Blue enjoys all social events, so I loaded her up in the car with all the windows down and then checked one more time on my jack-o’-lantern. The face was a bit Picassoish, cut half with a knife and half with a saw, but the size was magnificent. And I had three large candles to make sure the face was good and bright because it would be really dark by seven. Usually I don’t like real candles, but the battery ones weren’t bright enough, so I made do. I tried fitting a seatbelt around the pumpkin but it wouldn’t stretch that far, so I resolved to drive extra slowly and carefully.
The breeze had a bite to it and shifted the fallen leaves around with a delightfully creepy rustle that suggested something sly was hiding in the drifts that built up in the street gutters and ditches. The stray leaves ran recklessly into the street and were flattened by the tires of my car. Blue hung her head out the window and sniffed for all she was worth.
I stayed off the main street where children were still trick-or-treating. That meant driving by the cemetery and Burns Mansion whose thoroughfare was rather steeply pitched and ill lighted when the haunted house wasn’t in use. The mansion wasn’t scheduled to open for another hour and the gates were still closed. I noticed that it was still being kitted out with last minute scares by teens in hideous costumes. The latest edition was a corpse—Officer Bill, in fact—twisting from the oak tree in the front lawn. He was surrounded by a flock of live crows who watched it closely, rather like dignitaries at an execution. I couldn’t understand this because they should have been afraid. The scarecrow body under Bill’s giant head seemed a bit more realistic than the other “monsters” and I hoped it wouldn’t frighten any of the young children who knew Officer Bill from visits to their school. Frankly, I wouldn’t bring very young children to either the haunted house or the corn maze. The hay bale maze was smaller and more on a kid scale, but truthfully I didn’t like it either. Enclosed spaces bother me. This was my cousin Todd’s fault. He had terrorized me with monster stories when I was young. Since no one told me that Todd was a liar, I believed him about the monster in the closet and alligators under the bed.
I saw Dad was waiting under a street light wearing a glow-in-the-dark skeleton shirt and pulled over at the edge of the park. His face was painted like a skull and I wondered if it was itchy. We would have to carry the pumpkin in a blanket down a short flight of stairs, but it was the only parking space available on the block and Dad and I had already practiced this maneuver in reverse.
“Chloe, Blue—how are my girls?” he asked, giving me a hug. He leaned over and gave Blue a pat since she was a girl too. “Your jack-o’-lantern made the trip okay?”
“Yep. I was worried coming down the hill, but I guess it’s too smug and fat to think about moving.”
“It has reason to be smug. That is one fine pumpkin,” Dad said enthusiastically. “Let’s get it out.”
It took a bit of maneuvering around the stage, but we got the pumpkin down to the lawn without mishap. I selected a spot at the base of an old elm tree that was fairly flat. Dad and I were both sweating, but lots of people were stopping by to admire my pumpkin, so it was worth it. There would be some stiff competition since there were probably already a hundred or so pumpkins lining the walkways that crisscrossed the park. I spotted my chief rival right away. Mr. Jackman had made a pumpkin snowman, stacking three graduated-sized white pumpkins one on top of the other. My one pumpkin was larger. But his display was taller.
Seven o’clock came, costume awards were handed out, and we were told to light our pumpkins. Dad had a lighter and had squatted down beside me to do the honors when I felt a presence looming. I’m not psychic, but I knew who it was even before he spoke.
“Hello, Chloe. Hello, Blue,” the chief said. He had honored the occasion by wearing a spider tie tack and I gave him credit for acknowledging my dog. Blue had been a source of contention early in our relationship. “That is one fine pumpkin,” he said, unknowingly echoing my dad.
“Thanks.” I took a deep breath and introduced my dad to Chief Wallace. The moment could have been awkward, but Dad carries no grudges about what happened. After a few seconds, those who were close enough to overhear the peaceful exchange went on about their business, maybe relieved, maybe disappointed. Randy Wallace is the new chief, but the town folk mostly reserve the title for my dad who was their choice for three elections. He was terrible at paperwork and hated computers, so probably it is best that he’s moved on to other things, but he had been a good neighbor and loyal friend, and older people tended to value that more than efficiency.
The chief murmured a few more civilities and then moved on.
There was one blot on the festivities. My cousin Althea Lewis had written a Halloween poem and bribed someone into letting her read it. Althea’s poems are ghastly and I thought the event planners should be arrested for aid and abetment of a public nuisance, but I include it here for the sake of thoroughness and so that others may bear witness to what I have had to endure.
It’s autumn in HF again
As it is in NY, SF, LA and ZB
But there’s nothing like
Fall in our own hometown
For Fall’s the time
That makes hometowns our own
As I bumble through my hood
Watching for Goblins and gum
I see that the summer heat no longer shimmers off
The cracked and canted slabs of sidewalk over which I stumble
And therefore remove my sunglasses to don
A standard woolen cap
There is a crispness to the sound
Of the tires that I dodge
Speeding across the tarmac at my feet
And the thundering roar of bass and horn blast
That pours from cars stuck in gridlock
In front of the high school and the Dairy Queen
The smog is fresh and heady
As if newly disgorged
From a power plant or V8
All trace of stale smog blown out to sea
Replaced by desert sand, air you can chew,
Riding the mighty Cascades and over our chimneys
The sound of gun shots
Carries for miles
In all directions
Dead deer fall
What little wildlife
That can ever be seen in the streets
Seems to rot a little slower by the side of the road
The riots at Starbucks are calmer
And even the drive by eggings
Are played out with a modicum of decorum
I thank God for another springtime in HF
And humbly pray that I see another winter as well
She finished and everyone clapped because it was over. Actually, I thought that this was one of her better poems.
Chief Wallace, the mayor (Andrew Coty), and the head of the chamber of commerce (Lucy Watts) were the three judges for this year’s pumpkin carving contest and were wandering around with their clipboards making notes. I was biting my nails, wondering if the new chief would feel obliged to vote for someone not in his employ. The judges had conferred for what seemed like hours and were just mounting the steps on the bandstand to make their choice known when there came a series of screams from the haunted house.
Of course, there should be screams from a haunted house, but not that many and not so genuinely filled with terror.
The chief was on higher ground and able to see more than I was, so he got the first look of the crowd stampeding down the hill. There was a lot of babbling around me, but I saw the chief’s mouth say a very bad word. He looked at once toward my pumpkin—it was a bit of a landmark in the dark—and then at me.
“Boston!” he shouted. “Come with me! Everyone else, stay calm!” And then he started up the hill.
A blizzard would be envious of how cold the chief can sound when he’s upset. It was obvious that something was very wrong and my first thought was that maybe there was a fire. Dad might have thought that too because he was right beside me. Dad is a member of the auxiliary firefighters and has EMT training. Dad, Blue, and I raced after the chief, pushing our way through the crowd. Dad was saying soothing things to everyone we passed, telling people not to panic, and they calmed right down though they kept talking excitedly.
Mr. Jackman joined us about halfway up the hill. He is also a volunteer fireman as well as a Lit Wit. That night he was dressed as a clown.
“God’s nightgown,” I breathed as we finally made it to the haunted house.
Dad said something worse and I didn’t blame him.
Officer Bill’s papier-mâché head was no longer on the body hanging from the tree, and I understood why the scarecrow had looked so very authentic when I passed it that afternoon. It wasn’t stuffed with straw; it held a real man. A real dead man.
The chief was on his cell demanding that every officer be called in and for Bryce to get the crime kit and get out to the Burns’ house immediately.
“He didn’t die from strangulation,” my dad said calmly, looking at the pale face. I think he was almost relieved to find a body and not a fire.
“No distortion in the features,” Mr. Jackman agreed. He and Dad looked pretty silly standing there in their costumes staring at a corpse, but then I guess we all did. Except the chief.
“Blue, guard the gate,” I said, signaling her to sit by the ticket-takers’ abandoned table. No one needed to guard the gate, but it gave her a plausible reason for being there.
I want to state for the record that I was not happy about there being a dead body at the haunted house. But I couldn’t help but be pleased that the chief had wanted me to come along to help. Most of the other police officers have no use for me and sneer at my wish to become a detective. One with a title. I already am a sleuth, but it would be nice to be official. I quest after the position like Cousin Althea quests after engagement rings and with as little success.
“Boston, do you recognize this man?” the chief asked. I answered though it occurred to me he might be talking to my dad.
“No. Maybe he came for the festival.” I looked at his manicured hands showing under the straw stuffed in his sleeves. There was a bit of blood on the left one. “He has money—not motor court material. Want me to call the Morningside Inn?”
The chief blinked.
“First go see if anyone is in the house. I don’t want anyone else blundering into the crime scene and for sure we don’t need any children seeing this. If you find them, guide them out the back, okay?”
I nodded reluctantly. I didn’t really want to go into the house. It has always scared me. I got away from it as a kid and I have long suspected it wanted a grudge match.
The chief turned to my father and Mr. Jackman. I heard him ask my father to go back down the hill and see if anyone knew who the dead man was and to also collect names of anyone who had been at the haunted house when the body was discovered. Mr. Jackson was sent to the corn maze to make sure it was empty.
Something about the ground under the body made me stop and look around. I swear I wasn’t just eavesdropping.
“Chief,” I said. “Look at Officer Bill.” I meant the head. The shadows were long and the lighting deliberately ghastly, but clearly there was a caramel apple stuck to Bill’s forehead. The apple had a large rotten spot.
“Was it the apple that knocked the head down?” Dad asked. I knew he was talking to me.
“Yes. It was probably a teenager—a boy—who threw the apple. It wouldn’t take much to knock it down. The head never did stay on the way it should. I think we weren’t supposed to find the body for a while.” The chief was giving me more odd looks, but Dad and Mr. Jackman just waited while I thought. “Talk to Randy Meyers.”
“He’s the pitcher for the Prospectors varsity team, right?” Dad asked. “The boy has an arm on him.”
“And he’s disrespectful enough to throw the apple,” Mr. Jackman added. “And pushy enough to be first in line for the haunted house.”
“It probably doesn’t matter,” I said. “But just in case. And the dead guy is left handed.”
I started again for the house but Dad stopped me once more.
“Chloe, there’s no visible head trauma.” Dad asked, “Was it a gunshot?”
“No, stab wound. Probably to the heart. And it didn’t happen right here. There would be at least a little blood. Real blood,” I added, looking at the various gory monsters posed around the hay bales. “Bill was on those bales over there earlier today. We should start looking there.”
Dad said nothing else and neither did the chief, so I continued toward the house, not thrilled about going inside the haunted mansion alone, but grateful I hadn’t been sent into the corn maze. It wouldn’t do for the chief to find out just how big a chicken I really am.
We have a few Federal-style McMansions and one or two questionable Greek Revival abodes in the new section of town. Downtown, everything is period Victorian or else bungalow. That makes the Burns’ mansion unique. Even before the high school drama department had run amok with black and red paint. I thought it looked horrible, but the city had claim to it because of the last owners dying with taxes due and they could do whatever they wanted with it, even make it a bigger eyesore than usual.
Thick ivy covered the west wall. It smelled fusty and I was sure there were spiders in it. The leaves also made an unpleasant whispery noise as the wind tossed through them. The art department couldn’t improve on that so they had left it alone.
I didn’t touch the gargoyle knocker since it was painted foam and just for show. The door was open anyway. I did pause just inside the threshold, both to listen for voices and also to take in the sights. It was not the way I remembered it. I told myself I was being sensibly cautious because there was a murderer on the loose, but I was pretty certain that our man was long gone. Even if he had lingered on-site until the house opened, escaping with the panicked and costumed crowd made wonderful sense. But I was also remembering a morbid poem that my nasty cousin Todd had read to me as a child: Open lock to the Dead Man's knock! Fly bolt, and bar, and band!—
The lighting was suitably dim but adequate. The exterior was Gothic Revival but the interior was not. I wondered where they had stored the furniture. The house was full of antiques, though not true Gothic furniture—probably too uncomfortable for day-to-day living. Perhaps everything was upstairs where it was safely away from the students’ red paint and the tourists’ sticky fingers.
The house was suitably ghastly. The foyer’s red-flocked wallpaper hung in shreds, obviously clawed off the walls by some giant beast and not drooping due to mundane water damage. Cobwebs dripped off of everything they could possibly hang from except the cracked mirror in the antique frame, which I suspected had been made of distorted glass because one of my eyes was bugged out big and one was very small. “Blood” dripped from the chandelier and pooled on the rug in an easily avoided puddle. It was gory, but illogical. How would blood get there? It wasn’t like you could have butchered anything hanging from the chandelier. It was too delicate.
Still, though I knew it was paint and quite dry, I stepped around it. Nor did I touch anything with my hands. It seemed to me that a haunted house would be a fine place to murder someone. There would be zillions of fingerprints and who would detect the extra blood? And you could even store the body unnoticed for hours, if you wanted. Just throw a sheet or mask over it and it became another anonymous corpse. Hang it in a tree and no one would get a good look at it. Maybe not for days since the weather was cold.
“Hello,” I called. I kept my voice soft so it would be reassuring to any lost children. And so the monster lurking in the closet wouldn’t hear me. The house was too quiet. There would normally have been costumed drama students around playing monsters, guides, and storytellers. There should have been kids gasping and shrieking.
I noticed that the mansion’s gory decorations had been limited to what could be mended with a coat of paint or some new wallpaper. Claw marks would have been great around the door frame, but they had stopped with the wallpaper. Nor did they get paint on the marble floors. Instead there were non-period rugs everywhere. Some were even bathmats.
The haunted house tour was designed to lead guests down an obvious path. The front parlor with its delicate stained glass windows was barricaded with a torn-up settee adorned with more red paint. The room looked empty, but I leaned over the barricade to check the space beyond for scared people or even other bodies. There was nothing but a grandfather clock with the hands running rapidly backwards and a creepy portrait of a vampire with glowing red eyes hanging crooked on the wall—and more blood on the wallpaper though none on the portrait and floor. Clearly no one in the art department had ever taken a class in blood-spray patterns. Blood doesn’t avoid paintings and carpet when being sprayed from an artery. The silliness of it was making me feel better about being alone.
A thick silk cord roped off the upstairs. I knew that I would have to check it eventually, but my first sweep was for stragglers, maybe kids frightened by the screaming who were too terrified to come out on their own.
I stepped into the carpeted hall—more shredded wallpaper, more blood—and felt something shift beneath my foot. “Toccata and Fugue in D minor” underscored by snarling and screaming thundered at me from speakers shrouded by more cobwebs, and I realized I had stepped on a pressure plate and triggered the din. Bach would not have been amused, and so much for being quiet and not scaring anyone left in the house.
The dining room was supposed to be elegant, I guess, and certainly there were goblets and candelabras on the table. But someone had gone a bit nuts with the fake dust and cobwebs. One could barely see the blood and eyeballs in the wine goblets. There was a serving platter with withered greens around an entrée of plastic skull. The potential for serving something really gory had been resisted. Someone had liberated the skeleton from the science room and set him up at the head of the table. He was wearing a noose like a tie. Under the present circumstances, it seemed in bad taste.
The fake fire in the fireplace was a nice touch, if again nonsensical. Any place abandoned long enough for things to get that filthy would not still have a fire burning in the grate. I decided that next year I would screw up my courage and volunteer to help with the haunted house so it would be more logical.
My amusement ended as I entered the master bedroom. The wall sconces held maybe twenty-watt bulbs and were shrouded with dust and cobwebs, but there was enough light to still see clearly. There was plenty of fake blood and torn wallpaper, but there were some realistic splotches of rather rusty blood on the chaise lounge near the fireplace and one of the curtains had been ripped from the window and left in an inartistic pile. There was a hunting knife on the floor and a convenient wardrobe that could hold a body. Also there was a certain smell in the air—nothing too strong but quite unpleasant in the nostrils and in the imagination when you weren’t expecting it. It was important to let the tech people process the scene but I wanted very much to open the wardrobe door and look for bloodstains inside. It took effort but I resisted temptation and the door remained properly closed.
Until the wardrobe burst open and a figure in a black cloak and a goblin mask ran past me bellowing unintelligibly. After one gasp and a stumble against the wall—and I think I was entitled to a moment of fear—I gave chase. More pressure plates, more screaming, and then we were out a side door.
There was no garden out back, just a paved courtyard and a low fountain filled with dry leaves instead of water waiting to trip me. As I righted myself, the dark figure ran for a hedge at the edge of the patio, pushed through with suspicious ease, and took off into the corn maze.
I said some really bad words in a really loud voice.
“Boston?” It was the chief. He was pushing through some bushes and probably ruining his suit. That would make him cranky.
“Out back! Murder happened in the first floor bedroom—a suspect has entered the maze!” And then I surprised myself. Though terrified and a lot smaller than the person I was chasing, I nevertheless ran for the place in the hedge where I had seen him—or her—disappear.
“Boston!” The chief’s voice was closer. But Blue’s howling said she was closer still. I was going into the corn maze, but I wasn’t going alone. I thanked God for my dog beside me.
There are worse places to pursue someone than a corn maze—through an alligator-infested swamp or quicksand, for instance—but I couldn’t think of them that night. That field of towering corn stalks was the scariest thing on the planet and I was in it.
The desire to get out of the maze leant wings to my feet and following the suspect who seemed to know the way seemed only sensible. I was supposed to be chasing him anyway. But wings don’t help much in narrow, choking rows and I didn’t want Blue to hurt herself by running too fast.
Ever been in a cornfield? At night? Outside sounds are deadened while all around you the dry crunch and whispers of the corn stalks grate against the ears. Things seem to snap and snarl all about you and it is impossible to believe that you are alone. The stalks will cut you just like paper and bare skin begins to itch and sting.
The light was also bad. The exterior edges of the field were lit up brightly enough, but the klieg lamps did not penetrate beyond a few rows of corn. The maze paths would have been marked, but I hadn’t found one. I was running through virgin territory and wondering what flaw of mind and twist of spirit led to anyone inventing such a horrid entertainment.
I was terrified of the corn. Of spiders. Of monsters with scythes. Of being lost in the field until I was nothing but bleaching bones that would be disked under by a tractor come spring. Of a possible murderer deciding to turn around and attack me in the increasing dark. Though the last one was a more reasonable possibility, it was actually the least of the terrors that stalked me.
Blue, on the other hand, was having a grand time. Usually she is silent when we go for walks, but something about the dark and comparative wildness of the setting had her sending up joyous ululations and bouncing like a puppy. This made it easier for the chief to follow me. And it was his presence behind us and the thought of Mr. Jackman before us that kept me from utter panic.
My craven heart was beating uncomfortably hard and the pounding was louder than the suspect’s wild thrashings. I faltered. I tripped. But the sight of what was doubtless a very frightened corn snake only inches from my nose had me on my feet and running in moments.
It was another minute of terrified tramping before I realized that I couldn’t hear the suspect at all anymore. I stopped cold and listened. Blue obligingly ended her lope and sank down on the ground. We were both breathing heavily, but I soon realized that I was hearing another person drawing in terrible sobbing breaths, and their obvious terror knocked the blind fear out of me.
“Hello,” I called softly, using the voice I would with a stray dog or wary cat. I turned back over my shoulder and called softly, “Hold up, Chief! I think it’s a kid and he’s scared to death.”
The sounds of crashing stopped.
“Blue—go slow,” I said. There was always the chance that Blue would frighten a child. She is a Rottweiler. But I was having a hard time judging direction in that horrible, oppressive place and knew that her nose was better than my ears. And since Blue loves people, she would probably take me directly to whoever was crying so piteously. Or to Mr. Jackman who would help me find whoever was crying.
Blue got to her feet and began pushing crosswise through the corn rows. We were making a mess of the dried stalks and I was positive that I was getting spiders on me as I shoved them over, but I followed Blue unquestioningly. A minute later I found my cloaked goblin. The hood of the costume had fallen back and I saw spikes of familiar golden hair. The goblin was crouched low, weeping. His mask had fallen off.
“Jack. Jacky MacKay,” I said softly. “It’s okay. It’s me, Chloe, and my dog Blue.”
The sobbing was swallowed in one or two gulps and a terrified face looked up at me. It was red and rather embryonic. One hand covered his scratched cheek, the other was carried awkwardly because the arm was broken and in a sling. Jacky MacKay is “challenged.” He came into the world just shy of the six months where babies are typically saved these days and was a living testimonial to the wonders of modern medicine. He was also what many people call “simple.”
Blue went over and started laving the boy’s face. I say “boy” because though Jacky is physically seventeen, his demeanor is more that of a backward five-year-old. Jacky hugged Blue for a moment with his good arm and then said, “Hi, Chloe.”
“Did I scare you in the house?” I asked, squatting down. I tasted salt on my lip before I felt the sting and realized I was bleeding. I must have bitten myself when I fell. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“You were like a black ghost. You chased me,” Jacky said. And I realized that though ninety-nine point nine percent of the world would never be afraid of me under any circumstances that, to Jacky, I might very well have looked frightening in the dim light with a billowing black cloak that made me look rather larger than I am.
“I’m sorry. You sure scared me too. I guess we looked pretty silly running around like that.” This got a watery chuckle.
“Silly,” he agreed. “I don’t want to play hide and seek anymore.”
“Is that what you were doing? Playing hide and seek with someone?”
He shook his head slowly. “There was screaming and people ran and Mom got lost. I decided to hide. I stayed there a long time.”
I heard the chief come up behind me.
“Have you met our new chief yet?” I asked the boy without turning around. “His name is Randy.”
Jacky studied the chief from behind Blue’s body. The chief, grasping the situation, squatted down on his heels beside me. I noticed that his suit was looking battered.
“Hi, Jacky.” He didn’t reach for the boy or ask any questions.
“Hi.” Jacky is not very expressive. Most of his facial muscles go unused and I wondered if they would ever sharpen into their intended adult form. This is what the real Peter Pan looks like and I was grateful that God had only made me small.
“Well, I am thinking that I have had enough of haunted houses and corn patches. You maybe want to come with Blue and me and go see the jack-o’-lanterns in the park? I have a real big one that I grew myself.”
“I saw your pumpkin. It’s real big,” Jacky said. He stood up suddenly. He is almost six feet tall and towered over me. “I’ll go with Blue. I need to find my mom.”
“We definitely need to find your mom,” I agreed. Standing slowly, I offered the chief my hand and pretended to work at pulling him up. He didn’t need the help, but the clowning was to show the still slightly wary Jacky that the chief was harmless.
“Chloe, why don’t you go with Blue and Jacky,” the chief said, “and I’ll make sure the crime scene is being processed. You said the bedroom?”
“Yeah. The settee and the wardrobe. Um, Jacky was in the wardrobe so….” So there would be confusing prints and other trace evidence to confuse things. That was unfortunate but the chief didn’t look annoyed. If anything our new chief was flooded with silent compassion. I wondered if he had never met anyone like Jacky before, or if maybe someone in his family had similar problems.
“I’ll meet you in the park in a few minutes and you can fill me in,” the chief said and then turned and melted back into the cornfield.
“Do you know the best way out?” I asked Jacky. “Because I really want to leave here.”
“I think so,” he said and started off. Blue and I stuck close. I was no longer afraid of a murderer turning on me or of being lost until my bones bleached, but there were still possible monsters and spiders lurking in the horrid field. Enough was enough.
We found Jacky’s mom on the courthouse steps and she was very relieved to see her son with Blue and me. I explained in as indirect and unalarming language as I could about where Jacky had been and that probably someone would be by in the morning to take Jacky’s fingerprints. I was pretty sure that this wouldn’t frighten Jacky because he knows all the officers, excepting the chief, but told Lydia MacKay that I—and Blue—would be happy to come out and be with Jacky if he wanted while he made his statement. She said she would call me if Blue was needed.
Feeling exhausted once the adrenaline wore off, I waved Lydia and Jacky goodbye and then turned to look at the deserted park. Most of the jack-o’-lanterns had gone home with their owners or been trampled in the excitement, but mine was still there along with Mr. Jackman’s snowman. It would have to stay there until tomorrow. There was no sign of Dad, and Blue and I couldn’t move it on our own. I started down the steps to wait for the chief, my dad, or Mr. Jackman. Someone would show up eventually and tell me what was going on. I was too tired to sleuth any more.
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