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The Turtle Boy

 


Available now, Kealan Patrick
Burke's Bram Stoker Award-winning coming of age story
The Turtle Boy.

 


School is out and summer has
begun. For eleven year old Timmy Quinn and his best friend Pete
Marshall, the dreary town of Delaware Ohio becomes a place of
magic, hidden treasure and discovery. But on the day they encounter
a strange young boy sitting on the bank of Myers Pond a pond
playground rumor says may hide turtles the size of Buicks
everything changes. For it soon becomes apparent that dark secrets
abound in the little community, secrets which come cupped in the
hands of the dead, and in a heartbeat, Timmy and Pete's summer of
wonder becomes a season of terror, betrayal and murder.

 


 


The Hides

 


It's been almost seven years since the
events of Myers Pond. Seven years since a child rose from the dead,
seeking Timmy Quinn's help in finding a murderer, a search that
left more questions than answers in its terrifying wake. But for
Timmy, the dead never leave. They're everywhere, reaching out to
him, and there is nowhere to hide from their quiet
desperation.

 


Following a nightmarish encounter at
home, Timmy's search for peace takes him to his grieving
grandmother, and a small harbor town on the South coast of
Ireland.

 


But no peace can exist in a place whose
past is colored by hate, betrayal and murder, and it is not long
before Timmy realizes his haven has become a cage.

 


And in the very foundations of an old
crumbling factory, the dead are gathering.

 


To save his life and the lives of those
he loves, Timmy Quinn must step behind the Curtain, into the realm
of the dead and face something far more terrifying than he has ever
encountered before-- a monstrous entity known only as The
Hides...

 


 


Vessels

 


On a remote island off the coast of
Ireland, an unpiloted boat drifts ashore, watched by a man to whom
the dead are something to be feared…In a small stone chapel that
stands hunkered against the vicious island winds, a woman whispers
a frantic prayer to the gathering dark as something pale and
dreadful scratches at the window. A young girl races to the shore
to meet her lover and finds something monstrous instead…And in a
confessional, a dead man waits to tell his sins…

 


A gunshot in a church in Los Angeles
leads Tim Quinn halfway around the world and into a nightmare, for
on Blackrock Island, he will find love, murder and madness, and
discover an earth-shattering truth about the Curtain, and those who
hide behind it.

 


 


Peregrine's Tale

 


At eleven years of age, strange things
started to happen to a boy named Timmy Quinn. His ordinary life was
abruptly thrown into chaos by the revelation that there exists a
separate plane of existence reserved solely for the vengeful
spirits of the murdered: The Curtain. Worse, Timmy is a conduit for
these monstrous entities, allowing them to walk freely between
worlds to exact their brutal vengeance.

 


His search for answers has taken him
halfway around the world, forcing him to endure many horrors, among
them the revelation that the spiritual realm known as The Stage may
have been manmade, and that the dead do not operate of their own
free will, but are instead influenced by an enigmatic figure known
only as "Peregrine."

 


About this man, Timmy knows nothing.
But he will learn, and in time, he will come to know Peregrine as
an adversary worse than the vengeful dead.

 


This is Peregrine's Tale.

 


 


Nemesis: The Death of Timmy
Quinn

 


"We no longer need the sun to cast our
shadows, for we have become them."



For over twenty years Tim Quinn has lived in the shadow of death.
Now, the Curtain has come down and the dead no longer need him to
facilitate their vengeance. As the air turns amber, the shadows
deepen, and murderous revenants begin to stalk the streets, Tim and
the woman he loves must race to find Peregrine, the man they
believe responsible for the sundering of the veil between the
living and the dead.



While the sins of the past intertwine with the present and vicious
entities old and new arise to claim dominion, Tim must learn the
secrets of The Stage and uncover the genesis of those who created
it before The Stage becomes all there is.



But just as there are enemies in Tim's dark new world, so too are
there allies: The Conduits, people possessed of similar gifts who
share a common goal: to find and destroy Peregrine before Peregrine
destroys them all.



In the final battle, Tim will fight not only for the woman he loves
and the life she carries within her, but for the very fate of
mankind. It is a battle that will transcend realms, cost lives, and
at last bring Tim Quinn face to face with his nemesis.



NEMESIS is the epic novel-length conclusion of the acclaimed Timmy
Quinn series, which began in 2004 with the Bram Stoker
Award-winning novella THE TURTLE BOY.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


"All the world's a stage, Timmy Quinn,
but it's not the only one…"

 


DELAWARE, OHIO

FRIDAY, JUNE 9th 1979

 


"Timmy, Pete's here!" his mother
called and Timmy scattered a wave of comics to the floor with his
legs as he prepared himself for another day of summer. The
bedsprings emitted a half-hearted squeak of protest as he
sidestepped the comics with their colorful covers.

School had ended three days ago, the
gates closing with a thunderous finality the children knew was the
lowest form of deception. Even as they cast one last glance over
their shoulders at the low, hulking building – the antithesis of
summer's glow – the school had seemed smug and patient, knowing the
children's leashes were not as long as they thought. But for now,
there were endless months of mischief to be perpetrated, made all
the more appealing by the lack of premeditation, the absence of
design. The world was there to be investigated, shadowy corners and
all.

Timmy hopped down the stairs,
whistling a tune of his own making and beamed at his mother as she
stepped aside, allowing the morning sunshine to barge into the
hallway and set fire to the rusted head of his best
friend.

"Hey Pete," he said as a matter of
supervised ritual. Had his mother not been present, he would more
likely have greeted his friend with a punch on the
shoulder.

"Hey," the other boy replied, looking
as if he had made a breakthrough in his struggle to fold in on
himself. Pete Marshall was painfully thin and stark white with a
spattering of freckles – the result of an unusual cocktail his
parents had stirred of Maine and German blood – and terribly shy
around anyone but Timmy. Though he'd always been an introverted
kid, he became even more so when his mother passed away two summers
ago. Now when Timmy spoke to him, he sometimes had to repeat
himself until Pete realized he could not get away without
answering. The boy was all angles, his head larger than any other
part of his body, his elbows and knees like pegs you could hang
your coat from.

In contrast to Pete's shock of unruly
red hair, Timmy was blond and tanned, even in winter when the
bronze faded to a shadow of itself. The two of them were polar
opposites but the best of friends, united by their unflagging
interest in the unknown and the undiscovered.

According to Timmy's mother, it was
going to get into the high nineties today but the boys shrugged off
her attempt to sell the idea of sun block and insect repellent. She
clucked her tongue and closed the door on the sun, leaving them to
wander across the yard toward the bleached white strip of
gravel-studded road and the fields of ocean green
beyond.

"So what do you want to do today?"
Timmy asked, kicking a stone he knew was big enough to hurt his
toes if he got it at the wrong angle.

Pete shrugged and studied a curl of
dried skin on his forefinger.

Timmy persisted. "Maybe we can finish
digging that hole we started?"

Convinced there was a mass of
undiscovered treasure lying somewhere beneath Mr. Patterson's old
overgrown green bean field, the two boys had borrowed some shovels
from Pete's garage and dug a hole until the earth changed color
from dark brown to a Martian red. Then a storm had come and filled
the hole with brackish water, quashing any notions they had about
trying to find the rest of what had undoubtedly been the remnants
of a meteor.

"Nah," Peter said quietly. "It was a
stupid hole anyway."

"Why was it stupid?" The last word
felt odd as it slipped from Timmy's mouth. In his house, "stupid"
ranked right up there with "ass" as words guaranteed to get you in
trouble if uttered aloud.

"It just was."

"I thought it was pretty neat.
Especially the chunks of meteor. I bet there was a whole lotta
space rock under that field. Probably the bones of old aliens
too."

"My dad said it was just
clay."

Timmy looked at him, his enthusiasm
readying itself atop the downward slope to disappointment. "What
was clay?"

Pete shrugged again, as if all this
was something Timmy should have known. "The red stuff. It was just
old dirt. My dad said it gets like that when it's far enough
down."

"Oh. Well it
could have been space
rock."

A mild breeze swirled the dust around
their feet as they left the cool grass and stepped on to the
gravel. Although this path had been there for as long as they could
remember, it had only recently become a conveyor belt for the
trucks and bulldozers which had set up shop off beyond the tree
line where new houses were swallowing up the old corn field. It
saddened Timmy to see it. Though young, he could still remember his
father carrying him on his shoulders through endless fields of
gold, now replaced by the skeletons of houses awaiting
skin.

"How 'bout we go watch the trains
then?"

Pete looked at him, irritated. "You
know I'm not allowed."

"I don't mean on the tracks. Just near
them, where we can see the trains."

"No, if my dad found out, he'd kill
me."

"How would he know?"

"He just would. He always
knows."

Timmy sighed and kicked the rock back
into the grass, where it vanished. He immediately began searching
for another one. As they passed beneath the shade of a mulberry
tree, purple stains in the dirt all that remained of the first
fallen fruit, he shook his head, face grim.

"I wish that kid hadn't been killed up
there."

Pete's eyes widened and he looked from
Timmy to where the dirt road curved away from them along Myers Pond
until it changed into the overgrown path to the tracks.

The summer before, thirteen-year-old
Lena Richards and her younger brother Daniel had been riding their
dirt bikes in the cornfield on the other side of the rails. When a
freight train came rumbling through, Danny had thought it a great
idea to ride along beside it in the high grass next to the tracks
and despite Lena's protests, had done that very thing. Lena,
thinking her brother would be safer if she followed, raced up
behind him. Blasted by the displaced air of the train, Danny lost
control of his bike and fell. Lena, following too close behind and
going much faster than she realized to keep the pace, couldn't
brake in time. The vacuum wrenched them off their bikes. Danny was
sucked under the roaring train. Lena survived, but without her
legs.

Or so the story went, but they
believed it. The older kids said it was true.

As a result, Timmy and Pete and all
the neighborhood kids were now forbidden to venture anywhere near
the tracks. Even if they decided to ignore their parents, a funny
looking car with no tires rode the rails these days, yellow beacon
flashing in silent warning to the adventurous.

"They were stupid to ride that close
to the train anyway," Pete said glumly, obviously still pining for
their days of rail walking.

"Naw. It sounds cool to do
something like that. Apart from, you know…the dying part an' all."

"Yeah well, we can't get close enough
to watch the trains, so forget it."

"Well then you come up with something
to do, Einstein."

Pete slumped, the burden of choice
settling heavily on his shoulders. Beads of sweat glistened on his
pale forehead as he squinted up at the sun. To their left,
blank-faced white houses stood facing each other, their windows
glaring eyes issuing silent challenges they would never have the
animation to pursue. To the right, hedges reared high, the tangles
of weeds and switch grass occasionally gathering at the base of
gnarled trees upon whose palsied arms leaves hung as an apparent
afterthought. In the field beyond, high grass flowed beneath the
gentle caress of the slightest of breezes. The land was framed by
dying walnut trees, rotten arms severed by lightning long gone,
poking up into the sky as if vying for the attention of a deity who
could save them. A killdeer fluttered its wings in feigned distress
and hopped across the gravel path in front of the two boys, hoping
to lead them away from a nest it had concealed somewhere
nearby.

"Think we should follow it?" Timmy
asked in a tone that suggested he found the idea about as
interesting as trying to run up a tree.

"All I can think of is the pond," Pete
muttered. "We could go fishing."

"My pole's broken. So's yours,
remember?"

Pete nodded. "Oh yeah. The
swordfight."

"That I won."

"No you didn't."

"I sure did. I snapped yours
first."

"No way," said Pete, more alive than
Timmy had seen him in days. "They both snapped at the same
time!"

"Whatever."

"'Whatever' yourself."

They walked in silence for a moment,
the brief surge of animosity already fading in the heat. A hornet
buzzed Pete's ear and he yelped as he flapped a hand at it. Timmy
laughed and once the threat had passed, Pete did too. The echoes of
their mirth hung in the muggy air.

They came to a bend in the path where
the ground was softer and rarely dry even in summer. The passage of
the construction crew had made ridges in the earth here, an
obstacle the boys tackled with relish. This in turn led to a crude
wooden bridge which consisted of two planks nailed together and
flung haphazardly across an overgrown gully. Beneath the bridge, a
thin stream of dirty water trickled sluggishly over the rocks and
cracked concrete blocks the builders had tossed in to lighten their
load.

Myers Pond – named after the doctor
and his sons who'd built it one summer long before Timmy was born –
had managed to remain unspoiled and unpolluted thus far. It was a
welcome sight as the boys fought their way through grass that had
grown tall in their absence.

The boy already sitting there,
however, wasn't.

Pete paused and scratched furiously at
his shoulder, waiting for Timmy to say what they were both
thinking. They were standing where a wide swath of grass had been
trampled flat, the slope of the bank mere feet away. A dragonfly
hovered before the frail-looking boy on the bank as if curious to
see what this new intruder had in mind, then zipped away over the
shimmering surface of the pond.

Timmy looked at Pete and whispered:
"Do you know that kid?"

Pete shook his head. "Do
you?"

"No."

The pond was shared by many of the
neighborhood kids, a virtual oasis in the summer if you were brave
enough to stalk forth amongst the legion of ticks and chiggers, but
few people swam there. The story went that when Doctor Myers built
the pond all those years ago he'd filled it with baby turtles, and
that now those babies had grown to the size of Buicks, hiding down
where the water was darkest, waiting for unsuspecting toes to come
wiggling.

Had it been another boy from the
neighborhood, Timmy wouldn't have cared. But this wasn't any kid he
had ever seen before, and while it was common for other children to
visit their friends around here, they seldom came this far from the
safety of the houses.

And this kid was odd looking, even
odder looking than Pete.

He sat so close to the water they
could almost hear gravity groaning from the strain of keeping him
from falling in. He didn't wear shorts as the burgeoning heat
demanded but rather a pair of long gray trousers with a crease in
the middle, rolled up so that a bony ankle showed, the rest of his
foot submerged in the slimy green fringe of the water, bobbing up
and down like a lure.

His impossibly large hands
– adult hands,
Timmy thought – were splayed out behind him, whiter still than the
chalky foot and even from where Timmy stood he could see those
fingers were tipped with black crescents of dirt.

He nudged Pete, who jumped as if
bitten.

"What?"

"Go talk to him," Timmy said, a
half-smile on his face, knowing his friend would balk at the idea.
Pete raised copper eyebrows and scoffed as quietly as he
could.

Not quietly enough, however. For the
kid turned and spotted them, his eyes like bullets gleaming in the
sunlight as he appraised them. His hair was shorn away in patches,
contrasting with the long greasy brown clumps that sank beneath and
sprouted from the collar of his ripped black T-shirt. The exposed
patches of scalp were an angry red.

"Who are you?" Timmy asked, stumbling
out of his amazement and horror at the appearance of the stranger
and composing himself, ready at a moment's notice to look
tough.

The chalk foot bobbed. All three boys
watched it and then the kid smiled at them. Pete actually backed up
a step, a low groan coming from his throat like a trapped fly, and
Timmy found he had to strain to avoid doing something similar. If
someone had whispered an insult to his mother into his ear, he
wouldn't have been any less disturbed than he was by that smile. It
was crooked, and wrong. Something pricked his ankle. He looked down
and hissing, slapped away a mosquito. When he straightened, the boy
was standing in front of him and this time he couldn't restrain a
yelp of surprise.

Up close the kid looked even more
peculiar, as if his face were the result of a shortsighted child's
mix-n'-match game. His eyes were cold dark stones, set way too far
apart, and reminded Timmy of the one and only catfish he had ever
caught in this pond. He wondered if there was something wrong with
the kid; maybe he'd gone crazy after being bitten by a rabid
squirrel or something. Stuff like that happened, he knew. He'd
heard the stories.

The kid's head looked like a rotten
squash beaten and decorated to resemble a human being's and his
mouth could have been a recently healed wound…or a burn.

Instinct told him to run and only the
steady panting behind him told him that Pete hadn't already fled. A
soft breeze cooled the sweat on the nape of his neck and he
swallowed, flinched when a bug's legs tickled his cheek.

The kid's eyes were on him and Timmy
couldn't keep from squirming. It was as if his mother had caught
him looking at a girl's panties. His cheeks burned with
shame.

And then the kid spoke: "Darryl," he
said in words spun from filaments of phlegm, making it sound as if
he needed to clear his throat.

It took Timmy a moment to decipher
what he'd heard and to realize it wasn't a threat, or an insult, or
a challenge. The last thing he had expected from the creepy-looking
boy was a simple answer. He felt his shoulders drop a
notch.

"Oh. Hi. I'm…uh…Timmy." The moment the
words crawled from his mouth, he regretted them. Without knowing
why, he felt more in danger now that he'd revealed his
name.

The boy stared back at him and nodded.
"This your pond?" he asked, cocking his strangely shaped head
towards the water.

Timmy's mind raced, quickly
churning possible responses into something coherent. What emerged
was: "Yes. No." Aw crap.

The boy said nothing but grinned a
grin of ripped stitches and turned back to look out over the water.
Pine and walnut trees clustered together on the far side of the
pond and some distance beyond them lay the train tracks. Timmy
found himself wondering if the kid had been traveling the trains
and jumped off to see what trouble he could cause in Delaware. He
sincerely hoped not and was all of a sudden very conscious of how
far away from the houses they were. Would anyone hear a
scream?

A sudden gust of wind hissed high in
the trees and a twisted branch overhanging the pond dipped its
leaves into the water as if checking the temperature.

The kid slid back down to his spot on
the bank and returned his foot to the drifting pond scum. Out in
the water, a red and white bobber rode the miniature waves: memento
of a past fisherman's unsuccessful cast.

"What are you doing, anyway?" Timmy
asked without knowing he was going to. He made a silent promise to
himself never to argue again when his father told him he asked too
many questions.

The boy answered without raising his
head. "Feeding the turtles."

The gasp from behind him made Timmy
spin in Pete's direction. Pete had a hand clamped over his mouth,
his face even paler than usual, his freckles gray periods on an
otherwise blank page. He pointed at the boy and Timmy looked back,
expecting to see the kid had jumped to his feet again and was
brandishing a knife or something worse. But Darryl hadn't moved,
except for his foot, which he continued to let rise and fall into
the cool water. Except this time Timmy watched it long enough,
watched it come back up out of the water and saw that a ragged
semicircle of the boy's ankle was missing, the skin around it
mottled and sore. Blood plinked into the water as the boy lowered
it again and smiled that ugly smile to himself.

Pete's urgent whisper snapped Timmy
out of the terrible and fascinating sight of what Darryl had called
'feeding the turtles.'

"Timmy, c'mon. Let's get out of here. There's something
wrong with that kid." He
emphasized every couple of words with a stamp of his foot and Timmy
knew his friend was close to tears. In truth, he wasn't far away
from weeping himself. But not here. Not in front of the crazy kid.
Who knew what that might set off in him?

He stepped back, unable to take his
eyes off the boy and his ravaged ankle, rising and falling like a
white seesaw over the water.

"We're going now," he said, unsure why
he felt the need to announce their departure when the element of
surprise might have suited them better.

The boy dipped his foot and this time
Timmy could have sworn he saw something small, dark and leathery
rising to meet it. He moved back until he collided with Pete, who
grabbed his wrist hard enough to hurt.

As Timmy was about to turn, Darryl's
head swiveled toward him, the frostiness of his gaze undeniable
now. "See you soon," he said. Timmy felt gooseflesh ripple across
his skin.

They didn't wait to see what might or
might not be waiting with open mouths beneath the boy's ankle.
Instead, they turned and made their way with a quiet calm that
begged to become panic, through the weeds and the tall grass until
they were sure they could not be seen from the pond. And then they
ran, neither of them screaming in terror for fear of ridicule later
when this all turned out to be a cruel dream.

 


CHAPTER TWO

 


That night, after showering and
checking for the gamut of burrowers and parasites the pond had to
offer, Timmy slipped beneath the cool sheets, more glad than he'd
ever been before that his father was there to read to
him.

Beside his bed, a new fan had been
lodged in the open window and droned out cool air as his father
yawned, set his Coke down on the floor between his feet and smiled.
"You remember where we left off?" he asked as he took a seat just
below his son's toes.

Timmy nodded. They were
reading The Magician's Nephew
by C.S. Lewis. He smoothed the blankets over his
chest. "Queen Jadis turned out to be really wicked. She wanted to
go with Digory and Polly back to their world to try to take it over
but they touched the rings and escaped."

His father nodded. "Right." As he
flipped through the pages, Timmy looked around the room, his eyes
settling on the fish his father had painted on the walls last
summer. They were tropical fish; brightly colored and smudged where
the paint had tried to run. A hammerhead shark had been frozen in
the act of dive-bombing the wainscoting. Here a hermit crab peeked
out from the shadows of his sanctuary; there a jellyfish mimicked
the currents to rise from the depths of the blue wall. A lobster
waved atop a rock strategically placed to hide a crack in the
plaster. Bubbles rose toward the ceiling and Timmy tracked them
with fearful eyes down to the half open mouth of a gaudily painted
turtle.

He listened to his father read, more
comforted by the soft tone and occasional forced drama of his voice
than the words themselves.

When his father reached a page with a
picture, he turned the book around to show it to Timmy. It was a
crosshatching of the fearsome queen, one arm curled behind her
head, the other outstretched before a massive black metal door as
she readied herself to fling it wide with her magic. Timmy nodded,
indicating he'd seen enough and his father went back to
reading.

Timmy's eyes returned to the crudely
drawn turtle on the wall. It was bigger than any turtle he'd ever
seen and the mouth was a thin black line twisted slightly at the
end to make it appear as if it was smiling – his father's touch.
The shell was enormous, segmented into hexagonal shapes and much
more swollen than he imagined they were in real life. Was it
something like this, then, that had been chewing on Darryl's ankle?
The thought brought a shudder of revulsion rippling through him and
he pulled the sheets closer to his chin. It couldn't have been.
Even a kid as crazy-looking as Darryl couldn't have done such a
thing without it hurting him. Perhaps the boy had been injured and
was merely soaking his wound in the pond when they found him.
Perhaps it had all been a trick, a bit of mischief they had fallen
for, hook line and sinker. That made much more sense, and yet he
still didn't believe it. The cold knot in his throat remained and
when his father read to him of Digory's and Polly's escape from
Charn and their arrival – with the queen in tow – at the mysterious
pools in the Wood between the Worlds, he wondered if they had seen
a boy there, sitting on the bank of one of those pools, his feet
dipped in the water.

"Dad?"

His father's eyebrows rose above his
thick spectacles. "What is it?"

Timmy looked at him for a long time,
struggling to frame the words so they wouldn't sound foolish, but
almost all of it sounded ridiculous. Eventually he sighed and said:
"I was at the pond today."

"I know. Your mother told me. She
tugged a few ticks off you too, I believe. Nasty little buggers,
aren't they?"

Timmy nodded. "I saw someone down
there." He cleared his throat. "A boy."

"Oh yeah? A friend of
yours?"

"No. I've never seen this kid before.
He was dirty and smelly and his head was a funny shape. Weird eyes,
too."

The eyebrows lowered. "'Weird'
how?"

"I-I don't know. They had no color,
just really dark."

"What was he doing down
there?"

"Just sitting there," Timmy said
softly, avoiding his father's eyes.

"Did he say anything to
you?"

After a moment of careful thought,
Timmy nodded. "He said he was feeding the turtles." There was
silence then, except for the hum of the fan.

Timmy's father set the book down
beside him on the bed and crossed his arms. "And was he?" he said
at last, as if annoyed that Timmy hadn't already filled in that gap
in the story.

"I don't know. There was a piece of
his foot missing and he was—"

His father sighed and waved a hand.
"Okay, okay. I get it. Ghost story time, huh?" He stood up and
Timmy quickly scooted himself into a sitting position, his eyes
wide with interest.

"You think he was a ghost?" he asked,
as his father smirked down at him.

"Well isn't that how the story is
supposed to go? Did you turn back when you were leaving only to
find the boy had mysteriously vanished?"

Timmy slowly shook his head. "We
didn't look back. We were afraid to."

His father's smile held but
seemed glued there by doubt. "There's no such thing as ghosts,
Timmy. Only ghost stories. The living have enough to worry about these days
without the dead coming back to complicate things. Now you get some
rest."

He carefully stepped around his Coke
and leaned in to give Timmy a kiss on the cheek. Ordinarily, the
acrid stench of his father's cologne bothered him, but tonight it
was a familiar smell, a smell he knew was real, and
unthreatening.

"Good night, Dad."

"Good night, kiddo. I'll see you in
the morning." He walked, Coke in hand, to the door. "Have sweet
dreams now, you hear me? Don't go wasting any more time and energy
on ghosts and goblins. Nothing in the dark you can't see in the
daylight. Remember that."

Timmy smiled weakly. "I will.
Thanks."

His father nodded and closed the door,
but just as the boy had resigned himself to solitude and all the
fanciful and awful ponderings that would be birthed within it, the
door opened again and his father poked his head in.

"One more thing."

"Yeah?"

"I don't want you going back to the
pond for a while. You know, just in case there are some odd folk
hanging around down there."

"Okay."

"Good boy. See you in the
morning."

"See you in the morning too." His
father started to close the door.

"Dad?"

A sigh. "Yes?"

"Do you think there are turtles back
there? Like, big ones?"

"Who knows? I've never seen them but
that isn't to say they aren't there. Now quit worrying about it and
get some sleep."

"I will."

"Goodnight."

The door closed and Timmy listened to
his father's slippers slopping against the bare wood steps of the
stairs. It was followed by mumbled conversation and Timmy guessed
his mother was being filled in on The Turtle Boy story. Her
laughter, crisp and warm, echoed through the house.

Timmy turned his back on
the aquatic renderings and stared at his Hulk poster on the opposite wall. As
he replayed moments from his favorite episodes of the show, he
found himself drifting, edging closer to the bank of sleep where he
sat among ugly children with wounded feet and burst stitches for
smiles.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 


The next morning, he called for Pete
and found him in his sun-washed kitchen, hunched over a bowl of
cereal as if afraid someone was going to steal it.

"Hi Pete."

Pete looked positively bleached.
Except for the angry purple bruise around his left eye.
"Hi."

"Ouch. Where did you get the
shiner?"

"Fell."

"Where?"

Pete shrugged but said
nothing further and while this wasn't unusual, Timmy sensed his
friend was still shaken from their meeting with Darryl the day
before. He, on the other hand, had managed to convince himself that
they had simply stumbled upon some sick kid from one of the
neighboring towns who had ventured out of his camp to see what the
city had to offer. Pete's father had once told the boys about the
less prosperous areas of Delaware and warned them not to ride their
bikes there after sundown. He'd frightened them with stories about
what had happened to those children who'd disobeyed their parents
and ventured there after dark. They had resolved never to step foot
outside their own neighborhood if they could help it. Of course,
they couldn't stop people from coming in to their neighborhood either and
after much musing, Timmy had decided that that was exactly what had
happened. Nothing creepy going on, just a kid sniffing around in
uncharted territory. No big deal. And though he'd been scared to
stumble upon the strange kid with the mangled foot, the fear had
buckled under the weight of solid reasoning and now he felt more
than a little silly for panicking.

It appeared, however, that the waking
nightmare had yet to let Pete go. The longer Timmy watched him, the
more worried he became. It didn't help that Pete was
accident-prone. Every other week he had some kind of injury to
display.

"You all right, Pete?" he asked as he
slid into a chair.

Pete nodded and made a snorting sound
as he shoveled a spoonful of Cheerios into his mouth. A teardrop of
milk ran from the corner of his mouth, dangled from his chin, then
fell back into the white sea beneath his face. A smile curled
Timmy's lips as he recalled his mother saying: "If you ever eat
like that kid, you'd better be prepared to hunt for your own food.
Honestly, you'd think they starve him over there or
something."

When Pete finished, he raised the bowl
to his lips and drained the remaining milk from it, then wiped a
forearm across his lips and belched softly.

"So what should we do today?" Timmy
asked, already bored with the stale atmosphere in Pete's
house.

Pete shrugged but the reply came from
the hallway behind them.

"He's not doing anything today. He's
grounded."

Timmy turned in his chair. It was
Pete's father.

Wayne Marshall was tall and thin; his
skin brushed with the same healthy glow nature had denied his son.
He wore silver wire-rimmed glasses atop an aquiline nose. Thick
black eyebrows sat like a dark horizon between the sweeping black
wings of his bangs. He was frightening when angry, but Timmy seldom
stuck around to see the full force of his wrath. Right now it
seemed he was on 'simmer.'

"What were you two boys doing back at
Myers Pond yesterday?" he asked as he strode into the kitchen and
plucked an errant strand of hair from his tie. From what Timmy had
seen, the man only owned two suits – one black, the other a silvery
gray. Today he wore the former, with a white shirt and a red and
black striped tie.

He looked at Pete but the boy was
staring into his empty bowl as if summoning the ghost of his
Cheerios.

Timmy swallowed. "We were looking for
something to do. We thought we might go fishing but our poles are
broken."

Mr. Marshall nodded. As he
poured himself a coffee, Timmy noticed no steam rose from the
liquid as it surged into the cup. Cold
coffee? It made him wonder how early these
people got up in the morning. After all, it was only eight-thirty
now.

"The new Zebco pole I bought Petey for
his birthday a few months back, you mean?"

Timmy grimaced. "I didn't know it was
a new one. He never told me that."

The man leaned against the counter and
studied Timmy with obvious distaste and the boy felt his face grow
hot under the scrutiny. He decided Pete had earned himself a good
punch for not rescuing him.

"Yeah well…." Pete's father said,
pausing to sip from his cup. He smacked his lips. "There isn't much
point going back to the pond if you're not going fishing, is there?
I mean, what else is there to do?"

Timmy shrugged. "I dunno.
Stuff."

"What kind of stuff?"

Another shrug. His mother had warned
him about shrugging when asked a direct question, and how
irritating it was to grown-ups, but at that moment he felt like his
shoulders were tied to counterweights and threaded through eyehooks
in the ceiling.

"Messin' around and stuff. You
know…playing army. That kind of stuff."

"What's wrong with playing
army out in the yard, or better still in your yard with all the trees you've
got back there?"

"I don't know."

The urge to run infected him, but his
mind kept a firm foot on the brakes. He had already let his yellow
belly show once this week; it wasn't going to happen again now, no
matter how cranky Mr. Marshall was feeling this morning. But it was
getting progressively harder to return the man's gaze, and although
he had seen Pete's dad lose his cool more than once, he wasn't sure
he had ever felt this much animosity coming from him. The sudden
dislike was almost palpable.

Mr. Marshall's demeanor changed. He
sipped his coffee and grinned, but there was a distinct absence of
humor in the expression. His smoldering glare shifted momentarily
to Pete, who shuffled in response. Timmy felt his spine contract
with discomfort.

"Petey was telling me about this
Turtle Boy you boys are supposed to have met."

At that moment, had Timmy
eyes in the back of his head, they would have been glaring at Pete.
He didn't know why. After all, he had told his father. But
his father hadn't blown a
gasket over some busted fishing poles, Zebco or no Zebco, and had
waved away the idea of a ghost at Myers Pond without a second
thought.

The way Mr. Marshall was
looking at him now, it appeared he had given it a
lot of thought.

"Yeah. It was weird," he said with a
lopsided grin.

"Weird? It scared Pete half to death
and from what he tells me you were scared too. Didn't your mother
ever tell you not to talk to strangers?"

"Yes, but it was just a
ki—"

"Don't you know how many children
disappear every year around this area? Most of them because they
wandered off to places they were warned not to go. Places like that
pond, and while I don't believe for a second that either of you saw
anything like Pete described, I don't want you bringing my boy back
there again, do you understand me?"

"But I didn't—"

"I spent most of last night prying
ticks off him. Is that your idea of fun, Timmy?"

"No sir."

"I told him not to hang around with
you anyway. You're trouble. Just like your father."

Caught in the spotlight cast by the
morning sun, dust motes seemed to slow through air made thick with
tension.

Timmy's jaw dropped. While he had
squirmed beneath his friend's father's angry monologue, this insult
to his own father made something snap shut in his chest. Anger and
hurt swelled within him and he let out a long, infuriated breath.
Unspoken words flared in that breath and died harmlessly before a
mouth sealed tight with disgust. He felt his stomach begin to
quiver and suddenly he wanted more than anything to be gone from
Pete's house. The departure would come with the implied demand that
Pete go to hell in a Zip-Loc bag, the sentiment punctuated by a
slamming of the front door that would no doubt bring Mr. Marshall
running to chastise him further.

Fine, he thought, the words poison arrows in his head.
Let him. He can go to hell in a baggie
too.

"I gotta go now," he mumbled finally,
and without sparing his treacherous comrade a glance, started
toward the front door.

Hot tears blurred the
hallway and the daylight beyond as he left the house and closed the
door gently behind
him. The anger had ebbed away as quickly as it had come, replaced
now by a tiny tear in the fabric of his happiness through which
dark light shone. He was dimly aware of the door opening behind
him.

Pete's voice halted him and he turned.
"Hey, I'm sorry Timmy. Really I am."

"Oh yeah?" The hurt spun hateful words
he couldn't speak. With what looked like monumental effort, Pete
closed the front door behind him. With an uncertain smile, he said:
"My Dad'll kill me for this, but let's go do something."

"Good idea," Timmy said, aware that an
errant tear was trickling down his cheek. "You can go to hell. I'm
going home."

"Timmy wait –"

"Shut up, Pete. I
hate you!"

He ran home and slammed the door
behind him. His mother sat wiping her eyes, engrossed in some soppy
movie. He waited behind the sofa for her to ask him what was wrong
and when she didn't he ran to his room and to bed, where he lay
with his face buried in the cool white pillows.

And seethed.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 


That night, he dreamt he
was standing at his bedroom window.

Down in the yard, beside
the pine tree, a boy stood wreathed in shadow, despite the cataract
eye of the moon soaring high in the sky behind him.

And though the window was
closed, Timmy heard him whisper: "Would you die for
him?"

He squinted to see more
than just shadow, his heart filled with dread.

"Darryl?"

And then he woke, warmed
by the morning sun, nothing but the distant echo of the whisper in
his mind.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 


Shortly after Mr. Marshall made his
feelings known about Timmy and his father, he sent Pete to summer
camp.

Although the anger and hurt had
settled like a stone in the pit of his belly, Timmy missed Pete and
hoped Mr. Marshall would realize his cruelty and allow things to
return to normal before Timmy found himself minus a friend. Summer
was only just beginning and he didn't relish the idea of trudging
through it without his best buddy.

Early the next Saturday, he came home
from riding his bike to find his parents grinning at him in a way
he wasn't sure he'd ever seen before. It made his heart lurch; he
couldn't decide if it was a good or a bad thing.

"What?" he asked. They were
sitting next to each other at the kitchen table, looking fresh and
content. His mother was looping a strand of her hair around her
finger, his father nodding slowly. They almost looked
proud. As soon as Timmy's
eyes settled on the source of their amusement, he felt as if
someone had forced his finger into a light socket.

Kim Barnes.

"What is she doing here?" he asked,
pointing at the black-haired girl with the braces who stood in the
hallway behind them. Her arms were crossed and she shifted from
foot to foot as if no happier about where she had found herself
than he.

His mother scowled. "Is that any way
to talk to a lady? Kim's sister and her friend have gone to camp
too, so she has no one to play with for the whole summer. Isn't
that a nice coincidence?"

Timmy was appalled. "She's
a girl!"

"No flies on him," said his
father.

"But…she doesn't
even like me!"

"Now how do you know that? Have you
ever asked her?"

"I know she doesn't. She's always
making faces at me in school."

Kim smiled. "I don't mean anything by
it."

"You see," his mother said. "You have
to give a girl a chance."

Timmy felt sick.

"I don't have to play with you if you
don't want me to," Kim said in a pitiful tone. Timmy felt an ounce
of hope but knew his parents, who melted at the sound of her
feigned sorrow, would vanquish it.

"Don't be silly. Timmy would love to
play with you, wouldn't you, Timmy?"

He sighed and studied the scuffed toe
of his sneakers. "I guess so."

"Speak up, son."

"I guess so," he repeated, wondering
how this summer could possibly get any worse.

His mother went to Kim. With maternal
grace, she eased the girl into the kitchen. Timmy felt the color
rise in his cheeks and looked away.

"Now see," his mother said. "Why don't
you both go on outside in the sunshine and see what you can find to
do. I bet you'll get along just fine."

I bet we
won't, Timmy thought, miserable. With a
heavy sigh, he turned and opened the door.

 


CHAPTER SIX

 


They were standing in the yard, Kim
with her arms still folded and Timmy watching the bloated white
clouds sailing overhead when she said: "I didn't want to come over
here, you know."

Without looking at her he scoffed.
"Then why did you?"

"Your mom called my mom and told her
you were bored and lonely and—"

"I wasn't
lonely. I was doing just
fine."

"Well, your mom thought you
weren't and asked if I could come over. I told my mom I didn't want to play with you
because you are dirty and smelly."

Timmy gaped at her.
"Really?"

She shook her head and he had to
restrain the sigh that swelled in his throat.

"So I guess we'll have to do something
for a while at least," she said. "What do you want to
play?"

"Not dolls, anyway. I hate dolls." He
watched a blue jay until it flew behind her. Tracking it any
further would have meant looking in her direction and he wasn't yet
ready to do that.

"Me too," Kim said, startling him, and
he looked at her. Briefly.

"I thought
all girls liked
dolls."

He saw her shrug. "I think they're
dumb."

"Real dumb."

"Yeah."

The silence wasn't as
dreadful as Timmy had thought it would be. For one, she didn't like
dolls and that was a plus. Dolls really were dumb. He hadn't said
it just to annoy her. And at least she talked. By now he'd have grown tired
of listening to himself talking to Pete and getting no answer. So,
he guessed, she wasn't that
bad.

But still, he didn't like
the idea of being seen hanging around with her. No matter how cool
she might turn out to be, if anyone at school heard about it they'd
say he was in love with her or something and that they were going
to have a baby. And that would be bad news. Real bad news.

"Why don't we go back to the pond?"
she asked then, as if reading his thoughts.

Going back to Myers Pond was no more
comforting an idea than hanging around with a girl, but at least
there no one would see them together.

"I'm not allowed to go back to the
pond," he said, with an ounce of shame. Admitting you were
restricted by the same rules as everyone else seemed akin to
admitting weakness when you said it to a girl.

"Why not?"

"I'm just not."

When she said nothing, he gave a
dramatic sigh and conceded. "Pete Marshall's dad thinks there might
be some creeps back there or something. He thinks it might be
dangerous for kids. My dad doesn't want me going back there
either."

"Creeps? Like what kind of
creeps?"

He almost told her, but caught himself
at the last minute and shrugged it off. "Just some strange
kids."

She stared at him for a moment and he
struggled not to cringe.

"Like The Turtle Boy?"

Now he looked at her and through the
shock of hearing the name he had given Darryl, he realized she
wasn't so ugly and stinky and everything else he associated with
the chittering group she swept around the playground with at
recess. Her eyes, for one thing, were like sparkling emeralds, and
once he peered into them his discomfort evaporated and he had to
struggle to look away. Her skin reminded him of his mother's soap
and that conjured a memory of a pleasant clean smell. But still…she
was a girl and that made him feel a strange kind of
awkwardness.

"What?" she said after a
moment.

Eventually he composed himself enough
to croak: "You've seen him?"

"Yes. He's awful creepy looking, isn't
he?"

"But…when did
you see him?"

"The first day of summer vacation. My
cousin Dale came to visit with his mom and we went fishing back
there." She gave him a shy smile. "I'm not much good at fishing. I
lost my bobber."

Timmy remembered the small red and
white ball drifting in the water the day they'd seen Darryl and
wondered if it was hers.

"Dale caught a catfish. It was ugly
and gross and when he reeled it in, he raised it up in front of my
face and tried to get me to kiss it. I ran into the trees and
that's where he was. The Turtle Boy. He stank really bad and looked
at me as if I had caught him doing something he shouldn'ta been. I
was scared."

Timmy was confused. "But why do you
call him that? Did he tell you that was his name?"

"No. I just…I don't know. I just
remember thinking about it later and that's the name I gave
him."

"That's weird. That's the
name I gave
him."

"I guess that is weird."

"Have you ever seen him around
before?"

She shook her head. "Have
you?"

"No, but I wish I knew why he was here
and where he came from."

A blur of movement caught his eye and
he followed it to a groundhog shimmying his way along the bottom of
the yard toward the road. He looked back to Kim. "Did he say
anything to you?"

"Yeah." She swallowed and the same
fear that had gripped him when he'd seen Darryl's ankle was written
across her face. It made him feel better somehow to see it. It
meant he was no longer alone in his fear. With Pete it wasn't the
same. Pete was afraid to ride his bike on the off chance he might
fall and get hurt. He was also afraid of storms and dogs and pretty
much anything that moved and had teeth.

"He said: 'They're
hungry.'"

"When me and Pete saw him he was
putting his heel into the water. There was a piece of it missing.
He said he was feeding the turtles. What do you suppose it
means?"

"There's only one way to find out,"
she said.

"How?"

Kim's braces segmented her mischievous
smile but couldn't take away the appeal of it. A slight smile crept
across Timmy's lips in response. He got the feeling that even
though The Turtle Boy had frightened her, she wasn't easily
deterred from any kind of adventure.

"We have to ask him, of
course."

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Rather than taking the regular gravel
path back to the pond, a path that could be spotted from most of
the houses, they cut across Mr. Patterson's field, pausing only to
look at the large puddle, which was all that remained of the hole
Timmy and Pete had been digging. A pile of earth like a scale-model
mountain sat next to it.

"We were looking for gold," he
explained.

"Did you find any?" Kim
asked.

He shrugged, strangely ashamed. "No.
We found some red clay though."

Kim smiled. "Maybe that would be worth
something in some other country. Maybe some country where they have
gold to spare and kids dig for red clay?"

He nodded, a silly grin
breaking out across his face. He knew it was a foolish notion –
he'd never heard of a place that had too much gold – but it was a nice
fantasy, and he silently thanked her for not making fun of his
efforts.

They carried on through the high
grass, chasing crickets and wondering what kind of exotic creatures
they heard scurrying at their approach. The field ran parallel to
the gravel path, but the trees shielded them from view and they
hunkered down, the grass whipping against their bare legs. Much to
his surprise, Kim kept the pace as he raced toward the narrow dirt
road leading into the pond. At times she drew abreast of him and,
more than once – though he would never admit it – she began to inch
ahead of him, forcing him to push himself until he felt his chest
start to ache.

At last they reached the makeshift
bridge. Kim, her legs braced on the wobbling boards, leaned over to
catch her breath. She looked down at the stream trickling beneath
them. "They've ruined it, haven't they?"

It took him a moment to realize what
she was referring to and then he told her that yes, they had ruined
it. The construction crews dedicated to tearing up the land they'd
once played in seemed equally driven to foul whatever they'd been
prohibited to touch. Gullies became dumping grounds for material
waste, streams became muddied and paths cracked beneath the
groaning and shrieking metal of their monstrous machines. Timmy
joined her in a moment of mournful pondering at the senselessness
of it all, then tapped her on the elbow and pointed up at the
sky.

Shadows rushed past them, crawling
through the grass toward the train tracks and spilling from the
trees as the breeze gained strength. Over their heads, the sky had
turned from blue to gray, the sun now a dim torch glimpsed through
a caul of spider webs. All around them the trees began to sway and
hiss as if the breeze were water, the canopies fire.

Kim nodded at the change and hurried
to his side. She mumbled something to him and he looked at her.
"What?"

"I said: my dad says they're going to
fill in the pond."

Before Timmy had met Darryl, this
might have hurt him more than it did now. Still, it didn't seem
right. "Why?"

"I don't know. He says in a few years
all of this will be houses and that the pond is only in the way.
Apparently Doctor Myers's son sold this area of the land so they're
just waiting for someone to buy it before they fill it
in."

Timmy knew her father worked on a
construction site across town and would no doubt be privy to such
information. It was a depressing thought; not so much that they
would be taking the pond away, but because he suspected that would
only be the start of it. Soon, the fields would be gone, concrete
lots in their place.

They carried on up the rise until the
black mirror of the pond revealed itself. Timmy's gaze immediately
went to the spot where he had seen Darryl, but he saw no one
sitting there today. Kim walked on and over the bank and made her
way around the pond toward the brace of fir trees weaving in the
wind. She paused and looked back at him over her shoulder. "Are you
coming?"

"Yeah."

But he was already starting to
question the logic behind such a move. At least the last time he'd
been here he'd had the escape route at his back; if The Turtle Boy
had tried anything it wouldn't have been hard to turn and run.
Going into those trees was like walking into a cage. You would have
to thread your way through brambles and thick undergrowth to be
clear of it. And even then, there was nowhere to run but the train
tracks.

A quiver of fear rippled through him,
and he masked it by smacking an imaginary mosquito from his neck.
Overhead, the clouds thickened. With a sigh, he followed Kim into
the trees.

On this side of the pond, dispirited
pines hung low. The earth beneath was a tangle of withered needles,
flattened grass and severed branches. The children had to duck
until they'd cleared the biggest and densest stand of
pines.

At last they emerged on the other
side, a marshy stretch of land that offered a clear view of the
train tracks but soaked their sandaled feet.

After a moment of listening to the
breeze and searching the growing shadows around them, Kim put her
hands on her hips and looked at Timmy, who was preoccupied with
trying to remove sticky skeins of spider web from his
face.

"He's not here," she said, stifling a
giggle at Timmy's dismay.

He didn't answer until he was sure
some fat black arachnid hadn't nested in his hair. When he'd
cleared the remaining strands, he grimaced and looked around. "Sure
looks like it. Unless he's hiding."

"Maybe he's gone."

"Yeah, maybe." It was a comforting
thought. Behind them in the distance, the hungry heavens rumbled as
God made a dark stew of the sky. "Maybe he caught a train out of
here."

Kim glanced toward the
tracks, which were silent and somehow lonely without a thousand
pounds of steel shrieking over them. "Or maybe a train
caught him."

Before Timmy could allow the image to
form in his mind, he heard something behind him, on the other side
of the pines.

"Did you hear that?"

Kim shook her head.

A twig snapped and they both backed
away.

"It's probably a squirrel or
something," Kim whispered, and Timmy was suddenly aware that her
hand was gripping his. He looked down at it, then at her, but she
was intent on the movement through the trees behind them. He
ignored the odd but not entirely unpleasant sensation of her cool
skin on his and held his breath. Listening.

"Maybe a deer," Kim said, so low Timmy
could hardly hear her above the breeze.

They stood like that for
what seemed forever, ears straining to filter the sounds from the
coiling weather around them. Timmy could hear little over the
thundering of his own heart. Kim was holding his hand even tighter
now. A terrifying thought sparked in his mind: Does this mean she's my girlfriend?

"C'mon," he said at last. "There's no
one there."

She nodded and they both stepped
forward.

Timmy was filled with
confused excitement. Then, just as quickly, uncertainty came over
him. Was she waiting for him
to let go of her
hand? Was she feeling uncomfortable and
embarrassed now because he was holding her hand just as tightly? He
tried to loosen his fingers but she squeezed them, and a gentle
wave of reassurance flooded over him.

She wasn't uncomfortable. She didn't
want to let go. His heart began to race again but this time for a
completely different reason.

And she continued to hold his hand.
Continued even when something lithe and dark burst through the
pines in front of their faces and dragged them both screaming
through the trees.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Timmy's mother opened the front door.
Her look of surprise doubled when she saw the rage on Wayne
Marshall's face.

She stood in the doorway, leaning
against the jamb. "What on earth is going on?" she said, crossing
her arms. The gesture meant to convey that she was prepared to
dispense blame wherever it was due.

On the porch, Pete's father still had
a firm grip on the collar of Timmy's T-shirt, but he held Kim by
the hand. Timmy felt strangely jealous.

"Sandra, I found these two snooping
around back at Myers Pond," Mr. Marshall said firmly, as if this
should be reason enough for punishment. Timmy's mother stared at
him for a moment as if she didn't think so. Her gaze shifted
briefly to Kim, then settled on her son.

"Didn't your father tell you not to go
back there?"

Timmy nodded.

"Then why did you? And I suppose you
dragged poor Kimmie back with you, back into all that mud and
sludge? Look at your sandals. I only bought them last week and
you've wrecked them already." She shook her head and sighed. After
a moment in which no one said anything, she looked at Mr. Marshall.
"You can let them go now, Wayne. I don't think they're going to run
away."

But he didn't release them and Timmy
thought he could feel the man's arms trembling with anger. In a
voice little better than a growl, he said, "Sandra, it's not safe
for kids back there. I don't think I have to remind you what
happened a few years ago. I know I certainly don't want Pete back
there and it's becoming blindingly obvious that your son has taken
the role of the neighborhood Piper, leading everyone else's kids
back there to get into all sorts of trouble."

A hard look entered Mrs. Quinn's eyes.
"Now wait just a second – "

"If you had any sense you'd
send this little pup away for the summer like I sent Pete. It's the
only way to keep them out of trouble. I mean, what was your son
doing back there on the other side of the trees? With a
girl? Is this the kind of
thing you're letting him do behind your back?"

Timmy's mother straightened, her eyes
blazing. "Just what the hell are you saying, Wayne? That because we
don't shelter our boy and scream and roar commands at him around
the clock that we're doing a bad job? Is that what you're saying?
How about you mind your own business and let me raise my child how
I see fit? Or would that be asking too much of you? He's eleven
years old for God's sake, not a teenager."

"Just what I expected," Mr. Marshall
said with a humorless smile. "All the time strolling around like
you're Queen of the Neighborhood, better than everyone else. Well,
I'm afraid your superior attitude seems to be lost on your
kid."

"That's rich coming from you. At least
Timmy doesn't live in fear of me."

"Maybe he damn well
should live in fear of
you."

"Watch your language in front of the
children."

"Fuck the children!" He wrenched
Timmy's collar hard enough to make the boy gasp. "You don't keep a
watch on them. You don't care what happens to them. You let them
wander and that's how they get hurt. It's bitches like you that
make the world the way it is."

The trembling in his arms intensified,
spreading through Timmy and making him queasy. He tried to pull
away but the man held firm. When he looked up he saw that Mr.
Marshall's face was swollen with rage.

"Let them go."

He didn't.

Timmy's mother took a step
forward, teeth clenched. "I said, let them go, Wayne. Let them go
and get the hell off my property or we're going to have a serious
problem."

Mr. Marshall dropped Kim's wrist.
Timmy felt the grip on his T-shirt loosen. They went to his
mother's side. Mrs. Quinn tousled their hair and told them to go
into the kitchen. As they did, Timmy heard Mr. Marshall mutter
darkly, "We already have a problem. But I'll fix that. You'll
see."

 


CHAPTER NINE

 


After Mr. Marshall stormed
off, Timmy's mother made the kids some lemonade and ushered them
into the living room. Timmy noticed the ice clinked more than usual
as she set the glasses down on coasters for them, her smile
flickering as much as the lights. She switched on the television
and changed the channel to cartoons. Spider-man twitched and swung through
the staticky skies of the city. Rain drummed impatient fingers on
the roof. Kim scooted closer to Timmy and, though pleased, the boy
guessed the image of Mr. Marshall's hands bursting from the trees
was still lingering in her mind. Those hands had terrified him too.
Even when he realized it was his friend's father that he was
looking at and not the mangled squash countenance of The Turtle
Boy, he hadn't felt much better. Or safer. Though Pete's dad had
never been the friendliest of people, it seemed he'd become a
monster since the start of summer.

They watched cartoons for a few hours
until Timmy's father came home, cheerful though soaked from the
hissing downpour. With a degree of shame, Timmy watched his
father's good mood evaporate as his mother related the day's
events. Kim shrank down further in her seat.

Eventually his father sat at the
kitchen table with a fresh cup of coffee and called him over. His
mother ferried a basket of laundry into the den and Kim watched
with fretful eyes as he swallowed and slowly obeyed.

"Your mother tells me you were down at
the pond today?"

"Yes, sir."

"Look at me when I'm talking to
you."

Timmy felt as if his chin were the
heaviest thing in the world. It was a titanic struggle to meet his
father's eyes.

"Didn't we discuss this? Didn't I ask
you to stay away from there?"

Timmy nodded.

"But you went anyway."

Timmy nodded again, his gaze drawn to
his shoes until he caught himself and looked up.

His father stared for a moment and
then shook his head as if he'd given up on trying to figure out
some complicated math problem. "Why?"

"We were trying to find The Turtle
Boy."

He expected his father to explode into
anger, but to his surprise he simply frowned. "This is the kid you
said you and Pete saw?"

"Yes, sir."

"Then you really did see a kid down
there?"

"Yes, sir."

"Was everything you told me about him
true, even the stuff about the wound he had?"

"It was horrible. He kept dipping it
in the water. Said he was feeding the turtles."

His father nodded and poked his
glasses back into the red indentation on the bridge of his nose.
"It sounds like one of your comic book stories, but I believe
you."

Timmy was stunned. "You
do?"

"Yes. And I think the reason Mr.
Marshall is so mad is because he's been drinking like a fish the
past few weeks. It doesn't help to have you hanging around with his
kid and making trouble."

"But I wasn't making tr—"

"I know, but the way he sees it you
are. Wayne is going through a tough time, Timmy. His wife passed
away, he started messing with…well, with bad stuff I don't really
want to go into. He drinks too much and it's starting to get to
him, to make him crazy, so I think it would be better to avoid him
from now on."

This had never occurred to Timmy. His
mind buzzed with possibilities. "But what about Pete?"

A sigh. "Son, I think it's time for
you to start making new friends, like Kimmie there. Now wait –
before you get upset. If you wanted to play with Pete I wouldn't
raise a hand to stop you, but I found out that Wayne put his house
up for sale this morning. And with the way things are developing
around here, he'll have it sold in a heartbeat, especially at the
low price he's asking for it. So I don't think they're going to be
our neighbors for much longer."

Timmy was appalled. "It's not fair.
Pete's my best friend."

"I know," said his father, clamping a
hand on Timmy's shoulder. "And God knows he's not having an easy
time of it either. It's not right what Wayne's putting him
through."

"What do you mean?"

"Never mind. I'm going to ask you now
to stay away from Pete's dad, and this time I want you to promise
you'll do as I say."

Timmy was buoyed a little by this new
alliance in the dark world his summer had become. "I promise. He
scares me anyway."

"Yes, I'm sure he does. He had no
right to speak to you or your mother like he did. I'm going to go
over there and have a few words with him."

Timmy felt something cold stir inside
him, an icy current in the tide of pride he felt at his father's
bravery.

"Don't."

His father nodded his understanding.
"He's a bully, but only with kids. He'll think twice before
crossing me, I guarantee it. He owes all of us an apology and I'll
be damned if I'll let him be until I get it."

"Are you going to fight?"

"No. That's the last thing
we'll do. You know how I feel about violence, what I tell
you about
violence."

"But…can't you go over there
tomorrow?" Timmy gestured toward the rain-blurred kitchen window
where the storm tugged at the fir trees. "It's nasty out there.
You'll get drenched."

"Don't worry about it. I'm not exactly
bone dry as it is."

"But—"

"Timmy, I won't be long. We'll just
have a little chat, that's all."

But Timmy wasn't reassured. The storm
was worsening, buffeting the house and blinding the windows.
Lightning flashed, ravenous thunder at its heels, the sibilance of
the rain an enraged serpent struggling to find entry through the
cracks beneath the doors. It was the kind of weather when bad
things happened, Timmy thought, the kind when monsters stepped out
of the shadows to bask in the fluorescent light of the storm,
drinking the rain and snatching those foolish enough to venture
into their domain.

And his father wanted to do that very
thing.

"Why don't you wait until the storm
passes?" he asked, though he could see the resolve that had
hardened his father's face when he shook his head and downed the
dregs of his coffee.

"Timmy, there's nothing to worry
about."

Timmy didn't agree. There was plenty
to worry about, and as he watched his father stand and steel
himself against the weather and the things it hid, he felt his legs
weaken. A voice, calling feebly to him from the far side of the
sweeping desert of his imagination, told him that he would remember
this moment later, that summoning it would bring a taste of grief
and regret and guilt. And failure. It would etch itself on his
brain like an epitaph, inescapable and persistent, haunting his
dreams. He felt he now stood at the epicenter of higher forces that
revolved around him in the guise of a storm, that this little
family play was taking place in its eye, tragedy waiting in the
wings.

"I want to go with you."

Shrugging on his jacket, his father
shook his head. "It'll only agitate him further."

"But you said he should apologize to
me too, remember? You can ask him to apologize to me if I'm with
you and I'd feel safer with you there."

His father studied him for a moment,
then a small smile creased his lips as he dropped to his haunches
and drew Timmy close. He hugged him hard and the boy felt a
comforting warmth radiating from his father, mingled with the smell
of aftershave.

"Timmy," he said softly, "I love you.
You have no idea how hurt I am by what Wayne said to you. If I had
been there I'd probably have punched his lights out, so I'm glad I
wasn't. Nobody has any right to speak to you like that and I don't
want you to ever take any of it to heart. Wayne Marshall is a sick
man, and a coward. Remember that. Your Mom and I love you more than
anything in this world and we're proud of you. That's all you need
to know."

He rose to his feet. The
movement seemed blurry and strange through the tears in Timmy's
eyes. "Please,"
Timmy whispered, but his father was already walking toward the
door.

 


CHAPTER TEN

 


An hour passed.

Timmy sat in front of the television
with Kim silent by his side.

His father had still not come home and
the worry made him sick to his stomach. His inner voice chastised
him for letting his father go alone, but he quelled it with forced
reassurance.

And then the power went out, darkness
thick and suffocating descending around them. Kim gasped and
grabbed his arm hard enough to hurt. He winced but did not ask her
to release him. He welcomed the contact.

His mother arrived downstairs
following a candle she had cupped with one slender hand. The yellow
light made her face seem younger, less haunted, and the smile she
wore was as radiant as the flame she set on the coffee table before
them.

"Don't touch that or you'll burn
yourself, if not the whole house," she told them. "I'll set up some
more candles so we can see what we're doing. I don't like the idea
of losing you in the dark."

Although she said it with
humor, the phrase stuck with Timmy. Losing
you in the dark. Was that what had happened
to his father? Had he been lost in the dark? He was now more afraid
than he could ever remember. Even more afraid than when he'd seen
The Turtle Boy. He struggled to keep from trembling, something he
was determined not to let happen. At least not while Kim was
touching him.

"When's Dad coming home?" he asked,
and saw his mother stiffen.

"Soon," she replied. "He's probably
managed to calm Mr. Marshall down and they're discussing things man
to man." She didn't sound like she believed it. "Wayne probably
broke out the beers and the two of them are sitting out the storm
and having a fine time." She laughed then, a sound forced and
devoid of hope. Timmy shivered.

"Why don't you call and make sure?" he
asked.

She sighed. "All right."

He watched her, dread stuck like a
bone in his throat as she picked up the phone and stared for a
moment at the shadows parrying with the light. After a few moments
she clucked her tongue and hung up.

"The phone's out," she told
him.

Thunder blasted against the walls,
making them all jump and Kim let out a little squeal of
fright.

Mom sighed and set about placing pools
of amber light around the kitchen. They made twitching shadows and
nervous silhouettes of the furniture.

"I hope he's okay," Timmy mumbled and
Kim scooted closer. She was now close enough for him to feel her
breath on his face. It was not an unpleasant feeling.

"He'll be fine," she said. "He's a big
tough guy. Much bigger than Mr. Marshall. I bet if they got into a
fight, your dad would knock him out in a second."

Timmy grinned. "You think
so?"

"Sure!"

"Yeah, you're right. I bet he'd even
knock some of his teeth out."

"Probably all of them. He wouldn't be
so scary without those big white choppers of his."

They both laughed and, as if the sound
had drawn her, his mother appeared beside them and perched herself
on the arm of the sofa. "You two going to be all right?"

They nodded.

"Good. I think I'm going to go see
what's keeping your father. Kim, if you want to come with me, I'll
walk you home. It's not too far and you can borrow an umbrella if
you like. I'm sure your mother is worried about you."

Timmy's throat constricted, his skin
feeling raw and cold at the idea of being left alone while his
mother and Kim ventured into Mr. Marshall's house.

What would he do if they
left him and never came back? What would he do if they left him
alone and Mr. Marshall came looking for him? What if he lost
them all in the
dark?

"Okay, Mrs. Quinn," said Kim. She
sounded as if leaving was the last thing she wanted to do. She
stood and Timmy opened his mouth to speak but nothing
emerged.

"Guess I'll see you tomorrow?" she
said, with a look he couldn't read in the candlelight.

He tried to make out her eyes but the
gloom had filled them with shadows.

"I'll go with you," he blurted,
scrambling to his feet. He looked at his mother. "Mom, can I go
too? I don't want to be by myself." He felt no shame at admitting
this in front of Kim.

"No, Timmy. I want you to stay here.
We won't be long."

"That's what Dad said and
he has been gone
long!" Timmy said. "Please, let me go with you. This house gives me
the creeps. I don't want to be here alone while you and Dad are
over there with Mr. Marshall. He scares me."

Again his mother sighed but he was
already encouraged by the resignation in her expression. "Go on
then, get your coat."

He raced to the mudroom and returned
with a light blue windbreaker.

"You may need something heavier than
that," his mother pointed out. "What happened to your gray
one?"

"Ripped."

Timmy started moving toward the door.
He waited while his mother cocooned Kim in one of her overcoats.
She emerged looking chagrinned, lost inside the folds of a coat far
too big for her. Timmy suppressed a laugh and then his mother
handed them each an umbrella. They clustered by the sliding glass
door, looking out at a blackness broken only by small rectangles of
yellow light, and listened to the crackling roar of a storm not yet
matured.

"How come the neighbors have got power
and we don't?" Timmy asked.

"It happens that way sometimes. The
lightning must have hit the transformer box on the side of our
house. Let's go. Stay close to me," his mother said, and tugged the
door aside.

They filed into the raging night,
huddling against the needle spray of the rain. The wind thudded
into them with insistent hands, attempting to drive them back; the
air was filled with the scent of smoke and saturated earth. With
the door closed and locked behind them, they bowed their heads and
walked side by side to Wayne Marshall's house.

 


CHAPTER
ELEVEN

 


Despite their fears – and Timmy was in
no doubt now that they all shared the same ones – Mr. Marshall's
porch was a welcome oasis from the storm. Timmy shuddered at the
cold drops that trickled down his neck. Kim shivered, her hair
hanging in sodden clumps like leaking shadows over the moon of her
face. They snapped their umbrellas closed and his mother trotted up
the three short steps to the front door.

It was already open.

His mother turned back to them, her
face gaunt as she hurried them down from the porch and back into
the rain.

"What is it?" Timmy asked, shouting to
be heard above the shrieking wind. Sheets of icy rain lashed his
face. Kim gave him a frightened look he figured probably mirrored
his own. All he had seen as the door swung open had been a dark
hall, broken at the end by the fluorescent glare from the kitchen.
He was sure no one had been sitting at the table.

"Nothing," his mother called back.
"Nothing at all. But I don't think they're here!"

Timmy felt as if his head had been
dunked in ice water. His teeth clicked and an involuntary shiver
coursed through him. Over their heads, a plastic lighthouse
struggled valiantly to keep its wind chimes from tearing loose. The
resultant muddle of jingles unsettled him. Mr. Marshall's weather
vane groaned as it swung wildly from south to north and back again,
adding to the discordant harmony of the turbulent night.

"Then where are they?" Kim shouted,
her arms crossed and buried beneath the coat as she danced from
foot to foot.

But Timmy knew the answer.

"The pond," he said. His mother turned
toward him and put a hand to her ear.

"The pond," he repeated. Another chill
capered down his spine, like a flow of icy water.

"That's absurd," she said. "Why would
they go back there? Especially on a night like this!"

Timmy shook his head, but
in the wind he heard his father: I think
the reason Mr. Marshall is so mad is because he's seen it
too.

It occurred to him then
that The Turtle Boy – Darryl, or whoever he was – had come to Myers
Pond not for Timmy, or Pete, or any of them. He had come for Mr.
Marshall. And Mr. Marshall had been acting so strange, so angry
because The Turtle Boy was tormenting him, frightening him.

But why?

It didn't make sense and the more he
pondered it, the less likely it seemed. All he was sure of in that
moment, standing in the pouring rain outside Mr. Marshall's house
with the nervous white faces of his mother and Kim fixed on him,
was that for whatever the reason, the men had gone to Myers
Pond.

"I'm going to call the police," his
mother said, already mounting the steps. "You two wait here and
yell if you see them coming."

With that, she disappeared into the
house, the door easing closed behind her.

Timmy turned.

"Hey!" Kim called and he looked back
at her. She was a huddled mass of shadows, only a trembling lower
lip visible through her hair. "Where are you going?"

"To the pond. I think Mr. Marshall is
going to try to hurt my father. If we wait for the police it might
be too late."

"But what are you going to
do? You're just a kid! You can't stop a grown-up if he wants to do
something bad. Especially a crazy
grown-up!"

Timmy shook his head. If
Mr. Marshall intended to hurt his father, he at least had to
try to stop it. Chances
were he'd end up getting hurt in the process, but that didn't
matter. He remembered his father reading to him, hugging him in the
kitchen and telling him he loved him. He remembered riding his
father's shoulders through the cornfields and feeling like the king
of the world atop a throne. He remembered the disappointment of
being in his first school play without his father present, only to
see him creep to a seat next to his mother halfway through. He
remembered the nightmares, the dreams in which he lost his father.
He remembered the fear, the horror at being left alone without his
father to live with the ghost of his mother.

No.

He would try. It was all he could do
and just maybe it would make a difference. Determined, he stalked
through the curtains of rain, flinching when the sky cracked above
his head. He squinted through the temporary moonlight of the
lightning, the mud sucking against the soles of his
shoes.

"Timmy, wait!" Kim cried and he
faltered at the far side of the house.

After a moment, he called to her:
"Just tell my Mom where I'm going and not to worry."

"You idiot, of course she'll
worry!"

"Just tell her!"

"Tell her yourself," Kim shouted, the
hurt in her voice ringing over the raging wind.

He walked on until the ground hardened
and stones rolled beneath his shoes. In a flash of lightning that
sent stars waltzing across his field of vision, he saw the gravel
winding ahead of him, emerging like a pale tongue from the black
mouth of the weaving trees. Then the shade of night dropped once
more and he was blinded, walking on a path from memory.

 


CHAPTER
TWELVE




Daylight.

Impossible and warm.

Mind numbing in its reality but most
certainly there.

Eyes wide, Timmy stumbled and almost
fell from the rain-swept night into a summer day.

This can't be happening.
This isn't real.

But as he felt the sun start to warm
his face, he knew it was real. The grass was dry against his
ankles, the sky above the pond a stark, heavenly blue that bore no
hint of rain. It was as if he'd stepped from real life onto a movie
set, onto an authentic reproduction of Myers Pond on a summer
day.

Timmy moved slowly, as if in a dream.
Frogs croaked and toads belched in the reeds while dragonflies
whirred over the unbroken surface of the water. Birds chirped and
whistled, trilled and cawed and rustled in the trees. He glimpsed
the rump of a deer, cotton-white tail twitching as it wandered away
from the pond.

With his neck already aching from
trying to take in all this magic at once, Timmy looked down to the
bank where he had seen The Turtle Boy on that first day in another
world. And there he was.

Darryl.

But not the scabrous, grotesque
creature he and Pete had seen. No, this boy was smiling,
fresh-faced and healthy, his skin pale but unmarked, devoid of
weeping wounds and bites. His hair was parted neatly and shone in
the midday sun, his gray trousers unsullied, the crease down the
middle crisp and unruffled. His black t-shirt looked worn but not
old. He did not seem to notice he was no longer alone, so intent
was he in dipping his ankle into the cool water. Timmy watched as
that ankle rose, expecting to see a glistening red wound, but the
skin remained unbroken, unblemished. Pure. This, Timmy realized,
was who The Turtle Boy had been before he'd changed into the
malevolent, seething figure of decay and disease they'd found on
the bank that day. This was Darryl before whatever had corrupted
him had compelled him to feed himself to the turtles.

"Who are you?" Timmy asked softly, but
received no reply. Darryl continued to smile his knowing smile,
continued to dip his smooth ankle into the calm waters.

"Why are you here?" Timmy demanded.
For the first time he noticed the small red notebook sitting next
to the boy. He was almost tempted to reach down and grab the book,
to read it, to search for the answers he could not get from the boy
on the bank. But he didn't. Couldn't. For as the resolve swelled in
him to do that very thing, he heard the gentle swish of grass being
crumpled underfoot as someone approached from the opposite side of
the rise.

Mom, Timmy thought with a sigh of relief, and wondered if she too
would see this miraculous pocket of daylight and calm where there
should be a storm.

But it wasn't his mother.

The man who came striding over the
rise was longhaired and thickly built, his faded denim jeans ripped
across the knees and trailing threads. He wore battered tan
loafers, comfortable looking but tired and dying. A v-shaped patch
of tangled black chest hair sprouted from the open neck of the
man's navy shirt. He looked normal, except for one horrifying
detail.

He had no face.

Beneath the brim of a dark blue
baseball cap, there was nothing but a blank oval that twitched and
shifted as if made of liquid. The flesh-colored surface darkened in
places as if plagued by the memory of bruises and now and again,
the suggestion of features—a dark eye, the twist of a
smile—surfaced from the swimming skin. But otherwise, it was
unfinished, a doll's face left to melt in the sun.

Timmy opened his mouth to speak, but
the stranger spoke first, his words jovial and clear despite the
absence of a mouth. "Hey there!" he said pleasantly. "You're
Jodie's kid, right?"

Timmy frowned and backed up a step as
the man continued to approach him. Darryl didn't seem perturbed by
the faceless man, leading Timmy to believe they were not seeing the
same thing.

"Yes. Who are you?" said a young voice
behind Timmy, and he turned to see Darryl looking at him…no, not at
him…looking through him to the stranger. Stricken, but feeling as
though he had intruded on a conversation not meant for him, he
stepped away so he could watch this bizarre interaction.

The stranger's eyes
resolved themselves from the shimmering mass of his face— so blue
they were almost white—then gone again. "I'm a friend of your
uncle's. We're practically best
friends!"

"Really?" said Darryl, sounding
dubious.

"Sure. We chug a few beers every
Friday night. Game of poker every other Thursday." He stepped
forward until his shadow sprawled across the boy. "You ever play
poker?"

"Yes, sir. Once. My daddy taught me
before he left us."

The stranger nodded his sympathy.
"Shit, that's hard. I feel for you kid. Really I do. Can't be easy
waitin' on a daddy that might not ever come back."

Darryl's eyes clouded with pain. "Yes,
sir."

"Hey, c'mon," the man said, hunkering
down next to the boy. "Don't be so down. If he didn't hang around,
that's his loss, right? Besides, you got people—good people—looking
out for you right here."

"Like who, sir?"

"Well, let's see…" The stranger's
awful blank face turned to look out over the water at trees so
green they were almost luminescent beneath the sun. "Well, me for
one."

Darryl shrugged. "But I don't know
you."

"Ah that's okay. I didn't know you
either. Least until now. Heck, we're practically best friends now,
right?"

"You smell like beer," Darryl said, a
quaver in his voice.

Though it was not there for him to
see, Timmy sensed the stranger's smile fade. He couldn't understand
why Darryl or the man couldn't see him and why Darryl wasn't seeing
the man's face, or lack of one. Were they ghosts? If so, then what
did that make the version of Darryl they had seen on the bank with
the pieces missing?

"Yeah, I knocked back a few before I
came over. So what? One of these days you'll be tipping beers like
your old man, I'm willing to bet."

"My daddy doesn't drink. At least he
didn't while he was with us. He said it was evil."

"Well, shit and sugar fairies boy,
your old man sounds like a real party animal." He threw his head
back and laughed. It wasn't a kind sound, the echo even less
so.

He reached into his shirt pocket and
produced a crumpled cigarette. He set about straightening it, then
paused and held it out to the boy seated next to him. "You want a
puff?"

Darryl shook his head and reached for
his notebook. He was obviously preparing to make a hasty exit. The
stranger stopped him with a gesture, a dirty fingernail aimed at
the little red square in the grass between them. "What's this? A
diary?"

"No sir." Darryl made to retrieve the
notebook but the man snatched it up and switched it to the hand
farther away from the boy.

"What have we here?" With one hand he
flipped through the pages with a soiled thumb, his other hand
snapping open a Zippo lighter and bringing the flame to the tip of
the crooked cigarette, jammed low between lips that weren't
there.

Darryl looked crestfallen and stared
at his submerged ankle as he muttered, "It's a story."

"A story, eh? Like a war
story?"

"No. A love story."

"Aw shit!" the man said, coughing
around his cigarette and chuckling. "You a little fairy
boy?"

Darryl shrugged. "I don't know what
that means."

"Sure you do. You like
boys?"

"Yes, sir. Some of them."

The man slapped his knee, knocking the
ash from his cigarette into the water. "Shit, I knew
it!"

It was clear by the
expression on the boy's face that he didn't know just what it was
the man 'knew' and wanted to leave so bad it hurt. Timmy, still
paralyzed by disbelief at where and how and possibly
when he had found himself,
felt a pang of sorrow for the boy and wished the stranger would
leave him alone.

But the man stayed where he was and
flipped a lock of chestnut-colored hair from the ghost of his eyes
as his laugh grew hoarse, then died. "I knew a fairy boy like you
once," he said. A mouth appeared in the skin-mask as he attempted
to blow a smoke ring but only managed a mangled S before the breeze
snatched it away. "Couple of years ago back in college. He was like
you, you know. Dressed real nice, spoke real good. Had no time for
anyone he thought beneath him, if you'll excuse the pun, which
meant pretty much everybody was beneath the sonofabitch. That
cocksucker didn't get to me though. No sir. I fixed his goddamn
wagon real good."

"I'd better go. Can I have my book?"
Darryl withdrew his foot from the water. He braced his hands
beneath him to lever himself up and that's when it
happened.

Just as Darryl began to rise, the man,
in one smoothly executed move, clenched the fist holding the
cigarette and swept his arm hard beneath the boy's hands, dropping
him hard on his back. Timmy heard the whoosh of the boy's breath as
he lay confused and frightened. He saw the bobbing of the boy's
Adam's apple as the fear registered. And then the man rose, his
shadow once again draping itself over Darryl.

"Stop it! Leave him alone!" Timmy
roared, but he felt as if he was locked inside a glass
cage.

"Now why'd you have to go and get all
impolite on me, huh? Weren't we having a good little chat, just the
two of us? No women, no bitching, no bills, no bullshit. Just you
and me having a fine time." His 'face' darkened. "What would your
daddy think if he knew what you are? Or does he know? Are you queer
because of him? Is that it? Shit, that's terrible. I mean, I feel
sorry for you, man. I really do. No kid should have to deal with
that shit. I mean, my father got drunk one time and tried
to—"

Darryl ran. It happened that fast. One
minute he was on his back, trembling like an upturned crab, and the
next he was on his feet and running toward the trees.

And the stranger fell on him. To Timmy
it seemed as if the man had hardly moved and yet he was there,
lying across the area of flattened grass Darryl had occupied only a
moment before, both hands wrapped around the boy's ankle, the
cigarette forgotten and smoldering between them.

"Let me go!" Darryl cried and clawed
at the grass. "Please, let me go!"

The stranger grunted and tugged the
boy back toward him, flipped him over and struck him once across
the face with his fist. It was enough. Darryl's cries faded to a
whine, tears streaming down his face and scissoring through the
dirt smudged there.

The man shuffled forward and sat down
on the boy's legs, trapping him. Darryl regarded him with animal
panic, subdued only by the threat of further violence.

"Aw Jesus," the stranger
said as twin trails of blood began to run from the boy's nostrils.
"Aw Jesus," he repeated, grabbing fistfuls of his long hair and
tugging hard. "Look what you did. Look what you did," he said, over
and over as if it was a spell to ward off consequences. "Look what
you did. You're bleeding. You'll tell. You'll run and tell and
they'll throw me in jail. All because you couldn't just be polite
and sit and listen. No, you tried to run. You tried to run away
and look what you did!"

"Please," Darryl sobbed beneath
him.

A few feet away, Timmy wept
too. He wanted to help, wanted to make this stop, somehow prevent
what was going to happen because he knew, just knew in his heart and soul what was
going to happen next.

He screamed then and looked away,
knowing the scream wasn't entirely his own, aware his own vocalized
pain was drowning out the anguished cry of the boy on the bank.
Timmy saw the man's hands settling on both sides of the boy's neck
and looked away. He moaned and fell to his knees on the edges of a
killer's shadow as a sound like dry twigs snapping told him Darryl
was dead.

An eternity passed before he looked up
again. The killer stood there sobbing into his fist, but only for a
moment. He quickly composed himself and set about tugging old rocks
from where they had stood untouched for many years. He carried them
to the inert body lying sprawled on the bank and stuffed the
biggest ones under the boy's shirt and down his trousers. After
wrenching Darryl's shirt into a crude knot to hold the rocks, he
grabbed the boy's legs around the ankles. Darryl's head lolled
sickeningly, the sightless eyes finding Timmy for the first time.
Timmy felt sick, this new world of sunshine and murder seen through
tears as he watched the killer step back into the water, the man's
face swirling. He dragged the boy's body into the pond, held it in
his arms for a moment, the water lapping at his waist, then let go
and watched it sink, watched as bubbles broke the surface and the
ripples fled.

Timmy wiped a sleeve across his eyes
and sobbed, the tears hot with rage and horror. His temples
throbbed. It hurt to think, to see, to bear witness to something so
appallingly brutal. He knew he would never be the same
again.

He looked up in time to see the
stranger clambering onto the bank, his jeans darkened by the water,
streams trickling from beneath the cuffs. He was weeping
mud-colored tears, muttering beneath his breath, cussing and
batting at the air over his head as he slipped and fell, then
hurried to his feet. He almost forgot the book, but then turned and
scooped it up and jammed it into his inside pocket. He looked
around and, for one soul-freezing moment, his gaze found Timmy's
but then continued to scan the surrounding area for signs that he'd
been seen or that someone had heard the boy. Satisfied that he was
alone, he cast one final glance back at the water before heading
back toward the rise, his head bowed.

After a moment, Timmy got to his feet
and moved toward the bank. A dewdrop of blood glistened on the
sun-baked grass. A hush fell over the pond, so noticeable that
Timmy looked up at the sky. A raindrop smacked him on the forehead
and he jumped, startled.

Something in the pond made a sucking
sound and his gaze snapped down to where the surface of the water
was starting to heave.

The air hummed. There came a noise
like the sea heard in a conch shell and the hair rose on Timmy's
arms. Lightning fractured the sky and normality returned with a
sound like heavy sheets of glass shattering. The boy staggered back
a step. The rushing sound grew louder.

And then day exploded in one deafening
scream into night. And rain.

Timmy tottered forward. The rain
hammered against his skull, soaking him. He almost lost his
footing. He regained his balance and squinted into the thick dark.
In the distance, someone called his name. Lightning strobed again;
the shadows crouched around the pond flinched. Another cry, from
somewhere behind him.

He turned and a figure rose
up in front of him. "It's all your fault," Mr. Marshall sobbed. He
drew back his fist and a darkness darker than night itself swept
itself on wings of sudden pain into Timmy's eyes and he felt the
ground pull away from him. A moment of nothingness in which he
almost convinced himself he had dreamed it all, despite the stars
that coruscated behind his eyelids, and then an immense cold
shocked him back into reality. He thrashed his arms and felt them
move far too slowly for the weight of his panic. An attempt to
scream earned him nothing but a mouthful of choking water and he
gagged, convulsed and tried to scream again. Oh God help me I can't swim! His mind
felt as if it too were filling with water and suddenly he ceased
struggling, his throat closing, halting its fight against the dirty
tide flowing through it. His heart thudded. One more breath. Water.
Then a blanket of soothing whispers, a sheet of warmth draped over
him and he no longer felt the pain of his lungs burning. It was as
if he was feeling the pain in a separate body, a body he could
ignore if he chose to.

And ignore it he did as he sank and
drifted on waves of peace that carried him away. Until a sharp pain
drove the resignation from his brain and his leg twitched, spasmed,
and he was jerked from the panacea of death's reverie. His eyes
fluttered open. Darkness, but darkness he could feel between his
fingers. Another bite and his heart kicked. Agony. Water. Something
was gnawing on his foot. A self-preserving panic like liquid fire
swelled in him and he kicked, struggled, pushed himself up to where
the water moved with purpose and rhythm, shifting to the sound of
the storm.

More pain, needling between his toes,
and his head broke water, panic rattling his skull as he drew a
breath and went under once more. He struggled against the heaving
water, his tongue numb, cottoned by the acrid taste of the fetid
depths. The water fell below his neck and he sucked greedily at the
air, aware for the first time that the storm vied for dominance
with the sounds of human violence. Men yelled, women screamed and
someone called his name.

This time he stayed above water, his
frantic paddling halting abruptly when his foot connected with
something hard, something unmoving. He could stand and did so
falteringly, his chest full of red-hot needles as the water shifted
around him, trying to reclaim him. It rushed from his stomach, his
lungs, his mind and he vomited, vomited until he felt as if his
head would explode, then he staggered in the storm-induced current,
his face raised to the rain.

A splash behind him. Timmy turned,
blinking away tears, rain, pond water and trying to focus on
something other than his own lingering blindness and trembling
bones.

The Turtle Boy stood before him,
unaffected by the tumultuous heaving of the water. He looked as he
had when Pete and Timmy had found him, his face mottled and
decayed. He wore a coat now and the coat moved. Timmy stepped back,
the bank so preciously close and yet so far away.

"You saw it," Darryl croaked, the
shoulders of his coat sprouting small heads that sniffed the air
before withdrawing. "You stepped behind The Curtain and you saw
what he did."

Somehow Timmy could hear him over the
storm, over the churning of the water, though Darryl did not raise
his voice to compete with them. He nodded, not trusting his
voice.

"You don't know who did it. When you
do, remember what you saw and let it change you. There is only time
to let one of them pay for his crimes tonight."

"I don't understand!" Timmy felt
dizzy, sick; he wanted to be home and warm, away from the madness
this night had become, if it was really night at all.

"You will.
They'll explain it to
you."

"Who?"

"People like me. The people on The
Stage."

Darryl swept past him and in the
transient noon of lightning, he saw the coat was fashioned from a
legion of huge, ugly turtles, their shells conjoined like a
carapace around the boy's chest and back. Wizened beaks rose and
fell, worm-like tongues testing the air as Darryl carried them
toward the bank and the figures who fought upon it.

From here, Timmy could see his mother
and Kim, huddled at the top of the rise, his mother's hand over
Kim's face to keep her from seeing something. He followed their
gaze to the two men wrestling each other in the dark.

Dad! Possessed by new resolve that numbed the flaring pain in his
feet and the throbbing in his chest and throat, he thrashed to the
bank and reached it the same time Darryl did. They both climbed
over, both paused as the storm illuminated the sight of Wayne
Marshall punching Timmy's father in the face—

Just like he punched
Darryl before he killed him

—and stooped to retrieve something
he'd dropped as the other man reeled back. Over the cannon roar of
thunder, Timmy heard his mother scream his name and resisted the
urge to look in her direction as he slipped, slid and flailed and
finally tumbled to the ground between her and where his father was
straightening and bracing himself for a bullet from the weapon in
Wayne Marshall's hand.

In the storm-light, Mr. Marshall
grinned a death's head rictus, his skin pebbled with rain. He
raised the gun. Timmy's father cradled his head in his arms and
backed away.

Mr. Marshall pulled the
trigger.

And nothing happened.

He jerked back his hand and
roared at the gun, fury rippling through him. "No, fuck you, NO!"

He thrust the gun out, aimed it at
Timmy's father's head and pulled the trigger.

Nothing.

Again and again and again, nothing but
a series of dry snapping sounds.

"Goddamn you!"

"No!" Timmy yelled, then realized it
hadn't come from his stricken throat at all. It was Darryl and his
cry had not been one of protest. It had been a command.

And it was heeded.

The ground beneath Timmy's hands
moved, separated into ragged patches of moving darkness, slick and
repulsive against his skin. He jerked back and rose unsteadily,
eyes fixed on the moving earth, waiting for the lightning to show
him what he already knew.

The turtles. An army of them. All
monstrous, all ancient. And all moving toward where his father had
his arms held out to ward off the bullet that must surely be on its
way.

"Timmy…son, stay back," he said,
risking a quick glance at his son. "Just stay there."

"Dad!" This time Timmy knew from the
pitiful croak that it was indeed his own voice.

He ran, halted, drowning again but in
fear, confusion and the agony of uncertainty as the creatures
Doctor Myers had introduced to his pond all those years ago trudged
slowly but purposefully toward their prey.

"Darryl," Timmy cried, scorching his
throat with the effort to be heard. Darryl looked toward him, the
coat slowly shrugging itself off to join its brethren. "Darryl,
please! Make them stop!"

Another shadow rose from the
pond.

Timmy felt a nightmarish
wave of disbelief wash over him. Even after all he'd been through,
was still going
through, he felt his mind tugging in far too many directions at
once.

But there was not enough time to dwell
on it.

He looked away from the new shadow and
ran, skidding to the ground before his father. Darryl turned to
look at him.

The turtles slowed.

"You'd die for your father?" Darryl
asked, his voice little more than a gurgle.

"Yes!" Timmy screamed, without
hesitation. "Yes! Leave him alone!"

 


"Why?"

"Because I
love him. He's the best
father in the world and I love him. You can't take him away from
me. Please!"

"Maybe he deserves to die."

"Don't say that. He doesn't! I
swear he
doesn't!"

The storm itself seemed to hold its
breath as Darryl stared and the impatience of the turtle army
stretched the air taut.

A gentle pulse of lightning broke the
stasis.

Darryl turned to regard the
shadow standing in the water next to him. Pointing to Mr. Marshall,
he asked the same question: "Would you die for him?"

Even Mr. Marshall seemed intent on the
answer the shadow would give.

But it said nothing. Instead, it gave
a gentle shake of its head.

"No!" Wayne cried as Darryl turned
back to face him.

Slowly, Timmy's father lowered his
hands and after a moment in which he realized Wayne Marshall's
attention was elsewhere, he moved away into the shadows of the
pines, his face a pale blur of horror as he saw what had his
neighbor's attention.

Darryl turned back to watch the
turtles advance. The first of them found Mr. Marshall's leg and
after a moment of stunned disgust, he aimed his pistol downward and
in his panic, tried the weapon again.

This time the gun fired.

A deafening roar and the gun let loose
a round that took most of Mr. Marshall's foot away with it. He
shrieked and dropped to the ground, then realized his folly and
scuttled backward on his hands. The dark tide moved steadily
forward.

Timmy's father burst from his hiding
place and ran the long way around the pond, through the pines, the
marsh and along the high bank until he appeared through the weeds
on the far side of the rise. His wife released Kim at last and ran
to him.

Multi-colored lights lit the sky in
the distance, back near the houses. Timmy guessed the police had
arrived and were now searching for the woman who had summoned them.
He silently begged them to hurry.

A guttural scream was all that could
be heard from the shadows as the tide of turtles progressed ever
onward and engulfed their victim.

A single flicker of lightning lit the
face of the shadow in the water and Timmy felt a jolt of
shock.

The dead and bloated face staring back
at him was Pete's.

Oh God…

Someone grabbed Timmy's shoulder and
spun him roughly around. He looked up into the frightened face of
his father, noticed his swollen eye and crushed nose, and almost
wept again, but there was no time. The sirens were growing louder,
drowning out the shrieks and snapping sounds from beneath the
pines. Timmy let himself be led and almost didn't feel Kim's hand
slipping into his own. He smiled at her but it was an empty
gesture. There was nothing to be cheerful about and, head afire
with unanswered questions, he looked over his shoulder as they
descended the rise as one huddled, broken mass. Pete was gone. The
earth still crawled and among the seething shadows The Turtle Boy
stood, unsmiling in his victory.

 


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN




Timmy slept for days afterward,
speaking only to his parents and Kim and occasionally a police
officer who tried his best to look positive. Timmy saw the horror
in the man's eyes, a horror that began on a warm sunny morning at
the start of summer.

What he learned, he learned from his
father, the papers and Kim who in turn had heard it from her own
parents—apparently too shocked to be discreet in their
gossiping.

They had pulled three bodies out of
the pond. One was a young boy, little more than a skeleton cocooned
in algae. According to the medical examiner's report, he had been
there for some time and had died as a result of a broken neck,
sustained it was assumed, by a fall from an old tire swing that had
hung for a brief time above the pond back in the late seventies.
They had identified the body as Darryl Gaines, nephew of the second
decedent, Wayne Marshall. Apparently, Marshall's nephew had visited
him back in 1967 while his mother was being treated for drug abuse.
Marshall was drinking in his backyard with friends and poking fun
at the boy (according to Geoff Keeler, an ex-buddy of Wayne's) and
the kid had run off in a sulk. They'd never seen him again. Divers
had searched the pond and come up empty ("apart from some big
<bleepin> turtles" one of them stated on the news, obviously
relishing the attention of the camera). Shortly after, Darryl's
mother, Joanne Gaines was institutionalized. She committed suicide
a month later.

The third body filled Timmy with a
wave of grief he was afraid would never leave him. Every time he
stared up at his bedroom ceiling; every time he glanced at a comic
book or thought about the red clay in Patterson's field, he saw
Pete's face.

Pete had never made it to summer camp.
His body had shown signs of chronic physical abuse, culminating in
a broken neck sustained—according to the evidence obtained from the
Marshall house—from a fall against the edge of a marble fireplace.
It was assumed Wayne Marshall had killed his son by accident, in a
fit of alcohol-fueled rage.

Panicked, Wayne decided to dump his
son's body in the pond (perhaps so he could claim later that the
boy had run away) and was readying himself to do so when Timmy's
father arrived on the scene.

"I just stood looking at
him," Timmy's father said. "I couldn't believe what I was seeing.
Wayne, with Pete in his arms…I didn't want to believe he was dead,
couldn't believe Wayne would kill his own son. I watched him lay
the boy down on the grass. That's when he pulled the gun on me.
That's when I saw his eyes and knew he was lost. Jesus, I should
have known, should
have done something sooner."

Timmy only smiled through the tears
when he thought of what Darryl's turtles might have done to Wayne
Marshall.

Wayne Marshall, the faceless man Timmy
had seen at the pond, murdering his nephew and leaving him beneath
the water to feed the turtles.

The visitors came and went,
attempted to soothe Timmy with words he couldn't hear and through
it all, through the mindless passage of feverish recollection and
the debilitating agony of loss, The Turtle Boy's words returned to
him again and again, nagging at him and begging to be decoded: You
don't know who did it. When you do,
remember what you saw and let it change you.

Maybe he deserves to
die.

Three weeks later, they filled in the
pond. They'd been trying for years but somehow mechanical
difficulties had always kept them away. Timmy thought he now knew
what had caused those problems.

 


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

 


Summer ended, and as per the rules of
the seasons in Ohio, there was no subtle ushering out of the
warmth; the weather dropped in temperature and the earth darkened
on the very day the calendar page turned.

Spurning all attempts his father made
at trying to come up with something fun for them to do on what
might be the last Saturday of good weather for quite some time,
Timmy took a walk.

Fall was already setting up camp on
the horizon, prospecting for leaves to burn and painting the sky
with colors from a bruised pallet.

He wanted to forget, but knew that
would never happen.

There were three reasons why the fear
would always be with him, dogging his every step and making
stalkers out of the slightest shadows.

First, the reporters. In the months
since Pete's and Mr. Marshall's deaths, the newspapers had played
up the ghost angle, delighting in the idea that an eleven-year-old
boy had helped solve a murder through an alleged conference with
the dead. There were phone calls, insistent and irritating, from
jocular voices proclaiming their entitlement to Timmy's
story.

They were ignored.

But this only led to speculation, and
Timmy's face ended up in the local newspapers, topped with giant
bold lettering that read:

 


11-YEAR-OLD BOY RESURRECTS THE DEAD,
SOLVES MURDER!

 


Then the curiosity seekers
started showing up, some of them from the media, most of them just
regular folk. Their neediness frightened the boy.
We just want to touch him,
they said. Others wept and begged his mother to let the boy see if he can bring my little
Davey/Suzy/Alex/Ricky/Sheri back. And they
were still coming to the house, though not as much as they had in
the beginning.

The second reason was that even if
Timmy managed to dismiss the calls, the desperate pleas of
strangers, the newspaper reports and the occasional mention of his
name on the television, there were still the nightmares. Vivid,
brutal and unflinching. In his dreams, he saw everything, all the
things he had been able to look away from in real life. All the
things he had been able to run from.

Every night, he drowned and ended up
behind what Darryl had called 'The Curtain.' In the waking hours,
the name stayed with him, conjuring images in Timmy's mind of a
tattered black veil drawn wide across a crumbling stage. He
imagined a whole host of the dead crouching behind it, waiting for
their chance to come back, to find their own killers. And perhaps
they would. Perhaps also they would only be successful if they had
someone to draw strength from, as Timmy was sure Darryl Gaines had
drawn strength from him and Pete.

Or perhaps it was over.

Believing that required the most
effort.

Because the final reason,
the last barrier stopping him from releasing the dread and shaking
off the skeins of clambering horror was the recollection of
something else The Turtle Boy had said: You
don't know who did it. When you do, remember what you saw and let
it change you. He had mulled over this
every day and every night since the discovery of the bodies. It
would have been simpler to forget had he not realized something
about the murders, something that came back to him weeks
later—Wayne Marshall was Darryl's uncle. The story had it that
Darryl had been visiting his uncle and that's why he was there in
the first place. But Timmy had been there, however it had happened,
standing on the bank of the pond when the big man had come
strolling over the rise. Among the things he'd said had
been: I'm a friend of your uncle's. We're
practically best friends! Which meant
Darryl's murderer had not been his uncle.

But every time it got this far in
Timmy's head, heavy black pain descended like a caul over him and
he had to stop and think of nothing until it went away. It was too
much. Maybe in the years to come it would make sense. For now, it
would hang like an old coat in a closet, always there but seldom
worn.

Maybe he deserves to
die.

His walk took him back to the pond, to
where bulldozers stood like slumbering monsters next to a
smoothened oval of dirt. They'd drained the pond and ripped away
the banks. The telltale signs of man were everywhere now, the
animals quiet. Despite his relief at having the dark water gone,
Timmy couldn't help the twinge of sadness he felt at having the
good memories buried beneath that hard-packed dirt, too. All around
him the land was changing, becoming unfamiliar.

He sighed, dug his hands in his
pockets and walked on, unsure where he was heading until he was
standing staring down at the railroad tracks. A cold breeze ran
invisible fingers across his skin and he shivered. A quick glance
in both directions showed the tracks were deserted. No trains, no
funny tireless cars with flashing yellow beacons.

School would begin soon, and he hoped
it would be the distraction he needed from the crawling sensation
he had been forced to live with, the sense of always being watched,
of never being alone.

It'll pass,
son, his father had told him,
I promise.

Timmy prayed that was true.

Because even now, with not a soul
around, he could feel it: a slight thrumming, as of a train coming,
the air growing colder still, the sky appearing to brood and twist,
the hiss of the wind through the tall grass on either side of the
rails.

And a droning, faint at
first.

A droning. Growing.

Like a machine. Or an
engine.

Pete's voice then,
disgruntled, whispering on the wind: They
were stupid to ride that close to the train anyway.

Not an engine.

Muscles stiffening, Timmy drew his
hands out of his pockets, held his hands by his sides. He felt his
knees bend slightly and knew his body had decided to run, seemingly
commanded by the small fraction of unpanicked mind that remained.
He looked to the right. Nothing but empty track, winding off out of
sight around a bramble-edged bend.

He looked to the left.

The wind rose, carrying the stench of
death to him and he felt his heart hammer against his ribcage. A
child, limping, trying to prevent himself from toppling over, all
his energy focused on keeping the mangled dirt bike—and
himself—upright.

I wish that kid hadn't been
killed up there.

The bike, sputtered, growled, whined.
Or perhaps it was Danny Richards making the awful sounds—Timmy
couldn't tell.

The child's bisected mouth dropped
open, teeth missing, as he lurched forward, the weight of the bike
threatening to drag him down and Timmy bolted, ran for his life.
The wind followed him, drowning out his own screams, thwarting his
attempts to deafen the mournful wail coming from the
stitched-together boy hobbling along the railroad
tracks.

"Where's my sissssssterrrrrr?"

Timmy stopped for breath by the memory
of the pond. He could still see the boy, a distant figure lurching
along the tracks—a pale, bruised shape against the dark green
grass.

Something's wrong,
something's broken. Timmy knew it then as
if it had been delivered in a hammer-strike blow to the side of his
head. He sobbed at the realization that the They Darryl had
mentioned, the They who would show him what he needed to learn,
were the dead. He would see them now. Again and again.

Everywhere.

And there was a truth he had missed, a
truth he was not yet ready—not yet able—to figure out on his own.
All that was left were questions:

Why did he want to hurt
Dad?

Why did he ask me if I'd
die for him?

Why did he say maybe he
deserved to die?

As he straightened, struggling not to
weep at the thought of what might yet lay ahead of him, he flinched
so hard his neck cracked, a cold sheet of pain spreading over his
skull.

A voice that might have been the
breeze.

A whisper that might have been the
trees.

And a face that peered over his right
shoulder, grinning.

Timmy choked on a scream.

"Mine, now," said Mr.
Marshall.
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"All the world's a stage,

And all the men and women merely
players;

They have their exits and their
entrances,

And one man in his time plays many
parts"

 


-- As
You Like It, William Shakespeare

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ZERO




The man on the porch seemed to have
brought his own clouds. They peered over his shoulder like busybody
aunts, grumbling and stabbing each other with swords of
lightning.

Sandra stood at the door. Knox
smiled.

"Hi Sandra…" He seemed uncomfortable
addressing her by her first name. Jack Knox had lived in the house
at the top of the hill longer than Sandra had lived here, but they
had spoken only rarely, she being of the opinion that Knox was a
peculiar sort and not the type of man she would ever call a friend.
She did however, feel a small twinge of sympathy for him. He'd lost
his boy only a year before.

"Mr. Knox." She looked at the road
behind him, then up at the rumbling sky. "What can I do for
you?"

Knox had adopted the pose of a child
scorned for sticking his tongue out at a girl on the playground. If
he'd had a cap, she thought he'd have wrung it, completing the
Dickensian impression of a scolded waif. Though to call Knox a waif
was akin to calling a rhino an ant. He was enormous.

"Is um…is your boy here?"

Sandra stiffened and tried to widen
herself to block all access into the hallway beyond. The hall led
to the living room where Timmy was playing chess with his father,
and no doubt listening intently.

"Yes he is. Why?"

But of course she knew why and it made
her throat go dry. Knox at that moment might be considering how
best to put his request but he mightn't have bothered had he known
he was far from the first to make it. She didn't know who had
spread the word to the papers all those years ago – some
loose-lipped rookie cop or one of the paramedics she supposed – but
now she damned them for what they'd set in motion. Their house had
fast become a hot zone for the morbidly curious.

And the hopeful.

"I was wondering if I could maybe…" He
scratched his balding pate, flakes of skin coming away under his
nails and looked down at his mud-caked shoes. "If maybe I could
talk to him about something?"

She didn't move, even though his
stance suggested he'd said enough to permit him entry.

"About what, exactly?" Though she
knew, and felt drawing it out of him was being needlessly cruel,
her frustration at how often people abandoned their faith in favor
of the belief that her son was the answer to all the misery in
their lives, kept her expression cold. Their hope was misplaced and
it was all she could do to keep from screaming that into their
faces every time they showed up blubbering and pleading and looking
lost on her front porch.

He took a step back and for a moment
she thought he was going to turn and lope back to the small red
Honda parked outside her gate. But he lingered, still scanning his
shoes, only occasionally letting his small green eyes meet
hers.

"I know you folks have had a hard time
of it and really I don't mean to intrude…"

Like
hell, she thought.

"I remember reading about it in the
papers all those years ago. Terrible thing. Must have been hard on
all of you." His sympathy was not convincing, merely a delay tactic
while he hovered around the point. "Thing is…if what they said
about your boy is true. If he really can…you know…do those
things…"

Sandra folded her arms and restrained
a sigh of impatience. "What things?"

"You know—"

"What things, Mr. Knox?"

"Help the…um…"

"Yes?"

"Help the…" The next few words were
rendered unintelligible by a sudden stutter. Knox, visibly
frustrated, took a breath and looked her squarely in the face.
"Help the dead."

When Sandra didn't comment, he
continued. "The papers said he can see them. Make them come
back."

A bitter smile. "Is that
so?"

"Yes Ma'am."

"If I recall, you didn't hold much
stock in that being the case six years ago."

His expression registered pain. "I
didn't have a need to I guess."

"I see."

"I know how it must—"

"Did it ever occur to you they might
have got it all sideways?"

Some of the hope leaked
from his face at that and Sandra felt another twinge of
guilt. I hate this, she thought. God forgive me I hate
doing this to people.

Knox shifted his stance. His hands
were trembling.

"I need to tell you this," Sandra said
abandoning the anger and feeling a tremor of her own jerk at her
stomach. "And believe me I wish the truth could be different, but
what Timmy has…what Timmy can do is nothing that could benefit you.
I'm sorry." After a moment's consideration, she stepped onto the
porch and put a hand on his shoulder. He looked at it as if it were
some kind of rare venomous spider and she let it fall to her side.
Knox licked his lips.

"Jack," she said, loathing
the helplessness she felt at having to explain this yet again, at
having to pinch the weak flame of hope from another person's
candle. "Timmy can see them. We don't know why or how, but that's all he can do.
Believe me we wish he couldn't. But wishing doesn't make it so and
the same applies to you. He can see them because they show
themselves to him. What he can't
do is bring them back."

A flicker of a smile crossed Knox's
lips, his eyes scanning the windows of the house, finally settling
on the window above the door. There were no tears and for that
Sandra was thankful.

"Maybe if I could just talk to him,"
Knox persisted when his gaze finally returned to her. "Maybe if he
could just come over and walk where my Harlan walked."

When she started to protest, he raised
a hand, calloused and red. "No wait, please. I-I know he can't
bring my boy back. I know that. But he might be able to tell me
where he went, you know? They never did find him, Sandra. They
never did find him and all's I want is to know if he went wherever
he went smiling…or…" He cleared his throat and gestured uselessly.
"…or not."

Alarmed to find tears gathering at the
base of her own throat, Sandra shook her head and back-stepped into
the hall. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I truly am sorry. But
there's nothing he can do for you."

"Sandra…"

She waited a beat for him to say
something further. When he didn't, she closed the door.

Knox didn't move for a very long time.
When finally she saw his silhouette lumber away, heard the gate
squeak shut and a few seconds later, the growl of an engine, only
then did she allow the tears to spill down her cheeks.

And when her vision cleared and she
had composed herself enough to face her family, she found it one
short.

"Where's Timmy?"

Her husband Paul, who was sitting
alone at the chess table, nodded out toward the stairs, the
expression on his face negating the need for words.

He heard, it said.

 


* * *

 


"Mr. Knox?"

"Who is this?"

"Timmy Quinn from down the
r—"

"Timmy, yes, yes, of course. Did your
mother tell you I stopped by?"

"Kind of. Will you be at home this
evening…say around four?"

Silence.

"Mr. Knox?"

"I'm sorry. Yes I will. I'll be
here."

"Okay. I'll see you then."

"Thank you. You don't know how much
this means to me."

"I can't promise anything…"

"Of course, of course. I understand.
Thank you so much. Thank you."

 


* * *

 


Sandra grabbed his elbow firmer than
she'd intended. Paul was in the living room, pretending to read his
newspaper, no doubt glad she'd elected to handle the
situation.

Ha! As if there could be any handling this.

Timmy had just hung up the phone and
when he turned to look at her, there was none of the anger, none of
the irritation expected of someone his age. Just a kind of
withering understanding.

"I knew Harlan," he said quietly. "Not
well. He wasn't a friend, but I knew him. He sat across from me in
English. Hated poetry and had a horrible habit of picking his nose
and examining whatever he found." He dug his thumbs into the
pockets of his jeans. "But that's not reason enough for him to stay
lost. To have no burial and to leave his Dad wondering."

He stared at her hand until she
removed it.

"I have to try," he said, then turned
and opened the back door.

And that was enough. Anything she
might have said would have fallen on deaf ears. She knew from
experience.

"Just be careful," she told the door
as he closed it behind him.

Only the thunder responded.

 


* * *

 


It was raining hard by the time Timmy
reached the Knox farm. Winded from the hike up the hill, he took a
moment to catch his breath, his eyes on the tall, narrow house
towering over him.

He had long thought that houses
reflected the emotional state of its occupants and the Knox house
was a prime example: sagging gutters choked with leaves from
another season, missing shingles, scabrous paint, peeling wood,
untended yard, old work boots by the front door wrinkled so badly
by the elements they would never see feet again. The building
seemed to slump toward him, eager for a shoulder. To the left of
the house with its peaked roof and dormer windows, green fields
rolled away, the too long grass devoid of the livestock it had once
used to keep it trimmed. The strengthening wind combed through the
field with pale strokes.

Timmy headed up the blocky concrete
steps set into the hill.

Wind chimes played a mournful tune on
the stoop and he ducked his head to avoid disrupting the
song.

Jack Knox was waiting for him, door
wide and looking like he hadn't slept in days. The clumps of gray
hair over his ears stood straight up as if statically
charged.

"Timmy. So good of you to do this.
Honestly. Why don't you come in?"

Timmy felt awkward. He always did at
times like these. In the past six years, he'd had people offer him
ridiculous sums of money to give them the correct answer and
threaten him with physical violence when he hadn't given them the
peace they'd so desperately sought. In one case, an old woman
hoping her philandering, and recently deceased husband, wasn't
still hanging around his old work shed had suffered a mild heart
attack at the news that not only was he there, but he had a woman
with him.

Others viewed him as a
freak, though they tried to hide it. They asked what it felt
like: is there electricity, bright lights,
a feeling of closeness to God or just a sense of
dislocation? Most of the time he lied, gave
them what they wanted to hear. But the truth was he felt nothing.
Not a thing. When the dead appeared it was just that, nothing more.
Just some restless dead folk stepping from out behind The Curtain,
as a dead boy named Darryl Gaines had called it once, just prior to
demonstrating why they came back.

The interior of the Knox house was
even more forbidding than the outside. The gathering storm seemed
to weigh heavily against the roof making the whole house creak and
groan. Knox led him through a narrow hallway crowded with coats and
muddy boots into a dimly lit kitchen with dishes piled high in the
sink and a smell of sour milk in the air. The lemon colored paper
was starting to peel away from the wall.

Knox indicated a chair at the table in
the center of the room and Timmy took it. He kept his hands off the
plastic tablecloth. It was a museum of past meals.

Knox poked his head into a cupboard
and emerged with a bottle of Wild Turkey and a single glass. He
paused, looked back at Timmy.

"You're sixteen, right?"

"Seventeen."

"You drink?"

"No, but thanks anyway."

Knox nodded, closed the cupboard door
and took a seat across from Timmy. He filled a tumbler almost to
the top and set the bottle aside. Timmy noticed the insides of the
man's index and middle fingers were yellow from smoking.

"I appreciate you being here, son. It
means the world to me."

Timmy nodded. "As long as you
understand that nothing might come of it. I'll only see him if he
wants me to. If I don't, it could mean he just doesn't want me to
see him or that he's moved on. Either way I may not be able to give
you the answer you're looking for."

Knox shrugged. "Well I've lived
without answers for a year now. If you don't get any, it won't
change anything. Right?"

"Right."

Knox sighed, then brought the glass to
his lips and the whiskey disappeared. Stifling a belch, he offered
Timmy a feeble grin.

"I expect you'd like to get started
before the worst of the storm hits? Too much rain might dampen the
scent right?"

Timmy had no idea what he was talking
about, but nodded anyway.

"You didn't bring a jacket?" Knox
asked.

"No. I thought I might beat the
rain."

Knox frowned. "Boy of your age should
know better."

"Yeah, I guess so."

Knox nodded and rose from his chair.
"I'll get you one of Harlan's slickers if you don't mind wearing
it."

Timmy did, it felt ghoulish, but
agreed to avoid offending the old man.

Suitably protected against the
elements, Knox led the way out the back door, through a yard with a
rusted pickup truck leaning on three wheels in the corner, past
some low red barns with white trim and up a muddy trail which ran
through a slight rise in the field, the rain pelting them all the
while. An old grain silo, shedding its paint, towered over a
ramshackle barn at the far side of the field. The barn was long,
the roof dipping almost low enough on one side to meet the grass.
Strips of wood were missing here and there, making it look as if
the building was smiling a gap-toothed smile.

"He was out here," Knox said, standing
close so he could be heard over the wind. He was wearing a yellow
slicker, the hood pulled up, rain dripping from his bulbous
red-veined nose. "Last I saw of him. Playing in the barn though he
knew he wasn't supposed to."

Timmy said nothing, but made his way
through the high grass and around the barn until he came to a wide
open space in the rear of the building. From where he stood, he
could make out vague hunkered shapes in the gloom. He looked over
his shoulder at Knox, who was wheezing beside him.

"Did you bring a
flashlight?"

"Oh yeah, sure. Sorry." Knox produced
a slim cylinder from his inside pocket. It was no longer than a
pencil, and only slighter thicker. He handed it to Timmy. "I can
get a bigger one if you like."

"Nah, this will be fine.
Thanks."

Timmy clicked on the light and a thin
beam skewered the gloom.

"Do I need to do anything?" Knox
asked, voice shaky.

"No, you're fine."
Just don't go crazy if nothing
happens, Timmy wanted to add.

A sudden gust made the barn rattle,
dust sifting down in dirty threads from the gaps of gray light in
the roof. Pigeons fluttered in alarm and then were
quiet.

Timmy swept the narrow beam over the
interior of the barn.

Rusted log chains hung from the roof,
shifting and clicking lazily in the filtered breeze that managed to
poke through the gaps in the walls. Old windows were stacked in a
row in the far corner, glass besmirched by time and the intricate
labors of insects. Beside them, a variety of saw blades different
in size, united in rust. A column of flowerpots had fallen over and
scattered themselves around the dirt floor, some broken, most not.
Timmy let the beam linger on a bicycle wheel with pine cones
clustered between the gaps. It was clear nothing but animals used
the barn now. He let the beam move on, over shredded black plastic
bags clutching greedily at the dirt in their folds, mud encrusted
traffic cones, pulverized concrete blocks, loops of baling and
chicken wire tossed carelessly aside to take root in the floor, an
old fire extinguisher propped against the wall beside a fence
stretcher, crushed beer cans, a wrinkled baseball glove folded in
on itself like a dead spider.

"That was Harlan's," Knox said
eagerly, but Timmy kept the light moving. He was not psychic as
most people assumed. Picking up the glove would get him nothing but
dirt on his hands. No flashes of the boy tossing a baseball against
the wall of the barn, or sitting here swapping cards with his
friends. Nothing. Inanimate objects remained just that.

In the middle of the barn stood a pair
of battered workhorses, bent nails poking out from their elbows. An
old rowboat took up the most space even though it had been shoved
sideways against the wall. The light revealed a couple of half-cut
plastic milk cartons strung together with braided black twine.
Timmy felt a mild surge of unease at the sight of them. He had
never used them, but knew all too well what they were for. Turtle
floats. The memories this tried to bring to the surface were
quickly dismissed, and he quickly jerked the beam away to fall on a
tangle of old bicycles.

"Anything?"

Timmy shook his head, and kept the
beam moving along the floor. It was junk, all of it, from the
cracked table lying on its side to the leaning faucet in the
corner, trailing a bridle from its neck. Dust, pea vine, creeper
and burdock had claimed this place as its own and it gave off no
hint of the lurking dead. It was a place for forgotten things. Not
lost children. But before he could break the bad news to the
anxious man shadowing him, a series of dull thuds rattled across
the roof. Timmy swept the beam up through the haze of dust to where
a penny-sized hole in the corrugated metal allowed him to see the
darkening sky.

Knox moved closer. "What was that?
Squirrel or something?"

"I've never heard a squirrel that big
before, have you?"

Knox didn't answer, but Timmy felt the
shrug. The man was close enough now for his acrid breath to be
offensive. Timmy looked up at the low roof.

He could no longer see the sky through
the hole that had just moments before showed dull gray clouds. He
moved the flashlight, the beam now revealing the
obstruction.

An eye had filled it.

Jesus. Fear thrummed through him but he quickly overcame it. Years
of practice and still it gave him the creeps every time they showed
themselves. He turned; the weight of the runner made the roof sag.
Timmy followed the sound with his eyes, every thud marked by a fall
of dust and looked out past Knox to the opening.

Just in time to see the boy leap from
the roof, tumble to the ground, then shoot to his feet and race off
through the high grass, a pale blur in the green.

"Shit!"

Knox jumped as if struck.
"What? What?"

"It's Harlan," Timmy said, "He's here,
and he's running."

He didn't wait for Knox's reaction.
Instead, he ran from the barn, imagining the path Harlan would have
left in the grass had he been a living, breathing boy. A path that
wasn't there for a boy long dead. With Knox shouting at his back,
Timmy ran on.

 


* * *

 


He crossed two fields in pursuit of
Harlan's fleeing form, snagging his jeans on barbed wire and
falling flat on his face more than once after mistakenly assuming
the ground was level beneath the waist-high grass.

Now he stopped by the railroad tracks
that bisected the farmland, bent over with his hands braced on his
knees and waited for the acidic pain to leave his lungs. He waited,
slamming the doors of memory closed when it tried to remind him of
what he'd once seen on these tracks. The mangled boy, searching for
the sister who'd survived the accident that had cost him his
life.

Where's my
sissssssterrrrr?

And at his back, the house, standing
atop what had once been a pond. A pond that had coughed out his
best friend and later, his father, who might have killed him there
and then if he hadn't run until his legs gave out.

Mine now, he'd said before Timmy had fled for his life.

Now Timmy shuddered, straightened, and
raised his face to the rain, washing away the memories, then looked
across the gravel slope upon which the tracks criss-crossed. In the
field beyond, Harlan was still running.

Where is he
going?

I think you
know.

And he did.

He was being led.

He looked over his shoulder and saw
that Knox had only just reached the edge of his own property,
apparently in no hurry. Timmy supposed age, weight and grief had
robbed him of all energy. No matter. He wouldn't be able to see his
son anyway unless the boy wanted him to.

Timmy sucked in a breath, checked to
make sure a train wasn't barreling its way toward him through the
rain and jogged across the tracks and into the next
field.

Thunder roared; lightning flared. The
earth shook, the trees around him leaning in deference to the wind.
And as Timmy drew closer, he saw that Harlan had stopped by a mound
of earth and was waiting for him.

 


* * *

 


Time and the overgrowth it brought
with it had hidden the old well from view. Until he was almost upon
it, Timmy had puzzled over what might have caused the earth to rise
in a tangled mound in the center of an otherwise flat field. And
then he remembered. The McKay's had had a well before they boarded
it up and moved to Kansas. Right around the time the papers had
made a minor celebrity out of Timmy. They weren't missed,
especially by Timmy's parents, who saw their departure as an end to
all the anonymous hate mail and phone calls brimful of Biblical
quotations they'd received after the news broke.

They'd thought Timmy was the Devil
himself.

As he trudged through mud, corncobs,
and their flattened stalks, Harlan's face resolved itself from the
sheets of silvery rain. Timmy stopped close enough to touch him,
but dared do no such thing.

To an observer, Harlan might have
looked like a kid in need of a good meal and nothing more. Closer
inspection however, would have had them wondering why he wasn't
screaming in pain. He wore only one sneaker and it faced back
toward the well while the bare foot, purplish and bloated, pointed
at Timmy. Bruises ran down his neck like birthmarks, disappearing
beneath a white T-shirt Timmy had mistaken for bare skin. Apart
from the smudges of dirt and dried blood, it was the same
color.

Hollow black eyes fixed on
him and, as always, he felt a cold greasy wave flood over
him. Beetle eyes,
he thought and shuddered away the invasive feeling.

Harlan's nose had cracked across the
bridge. A bloodless wound gaped.

His head lolled atop a broken neck.
Timmy could hear the bones grinding together and couldn't restrain
a wince.

And then the dead boy
spoke.

"There's a rabbit down there. I never
killed one before. Damn sure killed me one now though, didn't
I?"

The wind sprayed rain into
Timmy's face and he wiped a hand across his eyes. The words he had
come here to say seemed absurd now. Your
Dad wants to know if you're okay…

It was clear that Harlan was far from
okay.

It was clear that Harlan had fallen
down the well and had never left it.

And it was clear from the raging
malevolence that seethed from his carapace eyes that someone had
helped him to the bottom.

"His belly's shot out," Harlan
continued. He twitched, his head rising slightly with the sound of
a door scraping over a nub of coal and Timmy was immediately aware
that someone was behind him.

"Do you see him?" Knox asked, his eyes
mere wrinkles beneath the yellow hood. "You do don't you? Is he all
right?"

Lightning stabbed the earth in the
corner of Timmy's eye. He swallowed.

"Wanted to make you proud Papa,"
Harlan whispered and despite the wind, Timmy heard it.

Knox was shivering, the thick fingers
of his right hand clenching and unclenching; the fingers of his
left gripped tightly around the wooden handle of a dull-edged
sickle.

"If you can see him Timmy," said Knox,
desperation making his voice rattle, "Tell him I'm sorry. Tell him
I love him and that it was an accident. He got me riled up is all,
like he always used to whenever he did that pussy shit about being
afraid to pull the trigger. I just got mad. Tell him that. Tell him
I didn't mean it and that he needs to stop…" He held his free hand
out, palm up as if the words he needed might come down with the
rain.

Timmy finished the sentence for him.
"…Haunting you."

Knox's sigh emerged as thunder. "Yeah.
Go on, tell him that."

Timmy turned back to the well. And
almost screamed. Harlan was standing right before him, close enough
for him to smell the foul stench of ancient well-water and to see
the thin blue veins mapping the boy's skin. His eyes were not
merely black. They were gone.

"Tell him about the rabbit," Harlan
sneered and Timmy nodded furiously.

"He says to tell you about the
rabbit."

It was Knox's turn to step closer.
Fearful, Timmy glanced over his shoulder. The big man
loomed.

"I know about the fucking
rabbit." Spittle flew from his lips. "He nailed it to the
goddamn door!"

Timmy flinched, ripped down his hood
and sidestepped. He dared a few more steps backward where the air
was purer and the threat of harm less. Both father and son turned
their heads to look at him. Knox was trembling furiously. Harlan
was grinning.

Behind them, the wind wrenched the
trees into a feverish dancing. Puddles were gathering where once
there had only been footsteps in the mud.

"Tell him to leave me alone!" Knox
demanded, raising the sickle to waist height. "You tell him now or
so help me…"

Harlan's neck sounded like someone
snapping a fistful of dry twigs as his head whipped around to glare
at his father. Timmy took another step backward. Something was
going to happen. He could feel it. It vied with the ozone in the
air for dominance.

"I called for you," Harlan said, still
whispering that wind-drowning whisper. "Called for you every night
until I had to pretend the moon was your face smiling down on
me."

Timmy heard it all, but when the large
man's face suddenly paled beneath his hood, he realized this time
Knox had heard it too.

He left him
there…

Another step back. The sickle raised
an inch higher, the fingers stark white around the handle, and
trembling violently.

He left him there
alive!

"Tell him to leave me the hell—" was
all Knox managed before a spindly leg of blue-white lightning
slashed through the trees behind them. In the sudden explosion of
light, Timmy saw Knox look up, Harlan make a clumsy lurch forward,
mouth open and shrieking. The air hummed with static
electricity.

As Timmy ran, slipping and sliding
through the muck, white spikes lancing his vision, he dared not
look back. But he was weeping, as he always wept when the dead
found satisfaction. He wept and ran, slipped and skidded his way
back toward home, until the hoarse screams mingled with the howling
wind and were devoured by the storm.

 


* * *

 


Later in dreams, there was sunshine
and birdsong.

In the field there was
corn.

In the well was a boy who played with
a rabbit.

And next to him, a proud father
watched.

 


 


CHAPTER ONE

 


Summer light danced in shimmering
pools beneath the swishing canopies of leaves. Cicadas rattled high
in the trees. The air was warm and buzzing with insects.

The girl on the porch was playing with
a strand of her jet-black hair, her attention fixed on the magazine
propped against her upraised leg. Her bare feet were braced against
the porch railing. Timmy paused a few feet from her house, a
half-smile on his lips.

Kim. The girl who had always been the one to make it
better.

The smile faded, replaced with a
heaviness in his chest that threatened to reduce him to tears.
Again he thought of telling her nothing, just leaving without a
word. But he couldn't. She deserved to hear it from him. After all
these years of her chasing away his shadows, he owed her that
much.

"Hello stranger."

He brought out his best winning smile
and gave her a half-hearted wave. "Hey."

She dropped her legs and sat up,
scooting over on the porch swing to make room for him. "Where've
you been?"

"Working mostly." He sat down beside
her and felt that familiar tingle as she let her hand rest on his
thigh. "The rest of the time acting as mediator for my
parents."

Her emerald eyes studied his,
searching. "Things that bad?"

Timmy nodded. "They're getting
divorced."

"Shit, are you serious?"

"It's been heading this way for a
while now. I doubt having to deal with me and the lovely dead folk
I keep running into has helped either."

Kim scoffed, her hand giving his thigh
a gentle squeeze. "Don't be ridiculous."

"I'm not. This thing I can do—whatever
the hell it is—has made life tougher for all of us. I think rather
than hating me for it they turned on each other."

She sighed, her small breasts pushing
against the fabric of her T-shirt. Timmy felt a rush of
warmth.

"Look," she said, "your
'gift' has been hard on all of you. Christ, it's been hard
on me with all the
narrow-minded jerks we have around here. But I don't care because I
love you and I know your parents feel the same."

He nodded, the sadness
boiling inside him. Tell her, tell her,
tell her…

"I love you too," he said, then turned
to face her. She smiled. Gripping her hands in his, he rubbed her
fingers. "But I have something to tell you."

"Uh-oh. Is it
Jerry Springer time?
Should I call my redneck cousins to come kick your ass for sleeping
with my mother?"

"No," he said and saw the levity leave
her face.

"What is it?"

"I'm leaving."

"Something I said?"

"No. My grandfather died a few weeks
ago. Dad's worried about my grandmother. He's not sure how she's
handling it."

Kim shrugged. "And he wants to go see
how she's doing right? He's taking you with him to Ireland? Is that
all? Christ Timmy, there's no need to look so—"

"Wait," he told her, squeezing her
fingers tighter. "It's not all. My mother's selling the
house."

"What?"

"And my father already has a job lined
up over in Ireland. This won't be a vacation."

Kim frowned. "So don't go."

"It's not that easy."

"Why isn't it?"

"Delaware is dead, Kim. Mr. Vernon's
going to be shutting down the bookstore in about a month then I'm
out of a job, and he was one of the few people willing to give me a
chance without fearing I'd see his dead dog loping around the
store. Businesses are closing down, left, right and center. There's
nothing here."

"So try for work down in Columbus.
Just because Delaware is a hole doesn't mean you have to leave the
country!"

She was flustered now, her cheeks
red.

"It's not just that. You're going to
Penn State soon, so we'd hardly ever see each other
anyway."

"Well it would be nice to have the
option." She turned away, folded her arms.

"Kim…it's only temporary. A trial run
at best. My parents think I could use the change in scenery and you
know what…they're right. I can't look in any direction without
remembering something awful that happened here. I look out my
window, I see the path that used to lead to Myers Pond. I hear the
trains I think of Harlan Knox and Danny Richards. I need to do
this."

Tears shimmered in her eyes, trapping
the sunlight. "Oh? And you think it'll be any better for you in
Ireland? Do they have some kind of rule over there that insists the
dead stay quiet?"

"Kim—"

"No," she said, standing and sending
the swing shuddering back to bang against the wall, "You're telling
me that it's over, that your running away from everything. How am I
supposed to deal with this?"

"Look, if I don't like it, I come
home."

She threw her hands in the
air, exasperated. "Oh. Great. If you don't
like it you come home. Not, 'if I miss you
Kim'. Jesus. What have we been doing together all this
time?"

He stood and went to her. At first she
resisted, then melted into his arms, sobbing. "Don't go," she
said.

"I have to. I can't handle this place
anymore. But I'll be back, I swear. I'm not leaving you." He
stroked her hair, felt tears of his own gathering. "I just need to
clear my head in a place where no one knows me, where there are no
funny looks or people knocking at the door searching for the
dead."

"You'll call?"

"Every day."

"I don't want you to go."

"I know and I don't want to leave
you."

"What if I put off college for a year
and come with you?"

"Then you'd be screwing up your
life."

She let out a shaky sigh. "I love you,
Timmy."

 


CHAPTER TWO

 


They flew into Shannon airport two
weeks later, after a shuddering descent through thick gray clouds.
The land beneath their wings was a patchwork quilt, the material a
study of greens Timmy had never seen before. Threads of gray held
those patches in place, which he knew from reading were crude yet
effective stone walls dividing one field from the next. It looked
like a lush vibrant land, strangely devoid of the soaring towers he
had expected from a life spent in America.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" His father
nudged him as the plane bucked a current. Timmy's stomach rolled.
He nodded and looked back out the window, watched the airport swell
in size from a pale gray shoebox to a sprawling outpost of lights
and machinery.

They had promised each other that the
tension and constant fighting—which had begun at the mention of
relocation six weeks after the Knox incident and had continued up
until they left for Columbus airport—would cease as soon as they
were on the plane.

New life, new
beginning, his father had said.
I know you're not thrilled about this idea but I
appreciate you having the guts to give it a shot.

But to Timmy, it was less about guts
and more out of fear of his hometown. It had stopped feeling safe,
and even though he had agreed to the move, he was still, even now,
not sure he'd done the right thing by coming here.

When the plane thudded to the runway,
he waited until it drew to a halt and the other passengers began
mumbling before sighing with relief.

"Welcome to Ireland," his father said,
eyes bright and clear for the first time in months. The look was
assisted by the fact that he'd recently forsaken his glasses for
contacts. They made him look ten years younger. Timmy tried to grin
but gave up. He was glad to have landed, but beyond this airport
lay the road to a beginning he wasn't sure he really wanted.
Furthermore, his father's apparent refusal to consider that fact
irritated him.

After enduring the frustrating customs
ritual, they emerged at the gate where Timmy's grandmother was
waiting, hands clenched to her breasts, eyes scanning the crowd. He
had only met her once before, when she had on impulse taken a
flight to the states to spend a week with them. Timmy had been
thirteen at the time but although she'd aged, there was no
mistaking the grim set of the mouth or the hard narrow blue eyes.
He had spent his life with a man who possessed those same
features.

She spotted them and her eyes widened.
Timmy's father broke into a grin and rushed to greet her, arms
wide. She wept joyful tears and stroked Paul's thick black hair for
a long moment, then wiped her eyes and stepped back to appraise
him. Timmy waited, feeling awkward, lost in the crowd and glad of
it.

"My God it's good to see you," she
said to Paul and squeezed his hand. "It feels like it's been
forever."

"It has," he said then seemed to
remember he hadn't taken the flight alone. He nodded at Timmy. "You
remember Timothy, of course."

She gasped and waved a hand in front
of her face as if to wave farewell to all hope of her not crying.
"Oh…" She took a few tentative steps toward Timmy, then paused.
"You probably don't even recognize me," she said.

"Of course I do. How are you Grandma?"
he said, then set his bags down and went to her. Although he was
nervous and in no mood to be civil to anyone, reason and manners
intervened. This was his grandmother; a frail old woman he doubted
had played any part in orchestrating this upheaval in his life. And
she was a widow, still grieving.

Her embrace was tight and Timmy could
feel her small body trembling against him. "It's so good to see
you, Timothy," she sobbed.

"It's good to see you too." And it
was. The stories his parents had regaled him with over the years
had left Timmy with a permanent sense of admiration for Agatha
Quinn. She was a hard woman, her thick-skin acquired thanks to her
husband Aldous's decision that her only virtues were cook and
punching bag. She had traveled extensively before settling into
Hell with her husband, but it was on those travels Timmy's parents
had focused when relating tales of her exploits. Agatha had always
wanted to be an archeologist, even as a kid, but had never pursued
the qualifications needed to make it a financially viable endeavor.
So, she had simply saved her wages from her job at the council
office, then quit to travel to world. Somewhere in a dusty box in
Delaware, Ohio were grainy pictures of that explorer, youthful and
beaming before various backdrops Timmy had only seen in movies: The
pyramids of Egypt, the rainforests of South America, Stonehenge,
the Coliseum in Rome, the Taj Mahal, The Eiffel Tower.

And here she stood, not an adventurer,
but a fragile old woman. The torment of her life was written on her
face in thin lines, but now they wrenched themselves into a smile
that melted his heart.

"We have so much to catch up on," she
said, tapping a cool hand on his wrist. "But let's get you both
home and settled first. You must be exhausted."

Outside, the air was heavy and cold,
those clouds he had seen from above now coiling smugly and
whispering of rain.

Agatha's car was a scabrous yellow
Volkswagen Beetle he didn't trust to get them out of the airport
parking lot never mind the two-hour drive to Dungarvan. It did,
albeit chokingly, taking them through many low huddled towns and
down painfully narrow roads. Here and there crumbling castles
watched him from a distance, Gothic churches soaring high enough to
snag the clouds on their spires. He was overwhelmed by the
impression of timelessness and the sense that they were meandering
along routes previously traveled by Vikings and Norman invaders.
Timmy knew little about the country's history, only what he'd been
able to read in the travel guide Mr. Vernon had given him as a
going away present, but it was clear that each dilapidated
schoolhouse, staggering chapel, stumbling lighthouse and toppling
wall that crawled past his window was hundreds if not thousands of
years old. In contrast, the modern buildings wore garish coats, as
if eager to distinguish themselves from their archaic neighbors.
Some of the towns, both rural and suburban, were so old they almost
creaked and the more he saw, the more unsettled Timmy became. This
country was ancient.

"I'll bet this is all a bit of a
culture shock for you, Timmy," Agatha said, startling him. Her eyes
were like ice chips in the rearview mirror.

"Yeah, it is. It looks so
old."

"You're right there," she said, "The
first Irish settlers were traced back to 8000 BC."

"Wow."

"And we have a burial mound in County
Meath called Newgrange which is thought to be the oldest manmade
structure on earth. Built somewhere around 3200 BC."

It wasn't difficult to believe. He had
never seen anything like the towns they passed through. They seemed
possessed of a singular type of shadow, the turbulent clouds only
adding to the anachronistic aura. He almost expected to see dust
roll from the mouths of the people on the streets.

"Feck it anyway," Agatha said then and
both Timmy and his father looked at her. She gave Paul an
apologetic look and nodded at the windshield. "See it?"

He shrugged. "See what?"

"There's a crack in the glass," she
said. "Small but there, down in the corner near the
wiper."

"Oh. It's not bad enough to worry
about though, is it?"

"Not yet it isn't. After you've been
on a couple of these roads though, you'll see why it's best to take
care of them sooner rather than later. When the government gets
enough complaints and start fixing the motorways, the workers leave
gravel lying around for weeks. A crack like that can turn into a
split windshield in a heartbeat. It wouldn't bother me so much but
our local mechanic Dave Mulcahy is a bit of a con artist. He'd make
you take out a second mortgage just to fix the dome
light."

Timmy's father smiled and patted her
arm. "Don't worry about it. I'll fix it for you."

"Would you? Do you know
how?"

"I worked at an auto shop for four
years, Mom, remember? Lifelong ambition and all that."

"That's right. I'd forgotten." Her
eyes moved to the mirror again. "And you have a fine strapping lad
to help you!"

Timmy smiled but it never reached his
eyes. His yearning to be with Kim, to be back where things were
familiar and not immersed in a strange alien culture overruled any
sense of adventure he might have felt had this been a mere
vacation. The flare of hope he'd kept tended thus far had already
started to wane now that he was on solid ground. Nothing about the
move felt temporary and with no idea what lay ahead of him, anxiety
manifested itself as a cold hand stirring his innards. He doubted
it seemed as foreign to his father, who had grown up here, leaving
at the age of eighteen to work in the states, where he met and
married Timmy's mother. He was returning home.

With a sigh Timmy sat back and
listened to his father and grandmother talk about the old times and
the future, until jetlag smothered him in its warm
embrace.

Sleep brought fleeting images of pale
faced crowds gathered in graveyards, whispering…

He jerked awake some time later to his
father's declaration: "We're here, Timmy," and his grandmother's
proud announcement: "Welcome to Dungarvan!"

 


CHAPTER THREE

 


Dark heaving stretches of water on
both sides of the long low bridge they crossed into Dungarvan
impressed Timmy. In the distance, tall dark green hills stood
sentinel at the borders of the town. Agatha turned the car off the
bridge and onto a small road which meandered between a quaint
firehouse and a monolithic town hall. The shadows sprawled across
the road made gooseflesh ripple across his arms. When an old man
with a twisted black cane shuffled in front of them, Agatha was
forced to stop abruptly to let him pass—something he seemed in no
particular hurry to do; he even cast them a sidelong glance laced
with derision, as if they were inconveniencing him by being
there.

"Paddy Kiely," Agatha said with a
sigh. "He used to be a cook out at the Gaelic college until some
guys jumped him on his way home from the pub, stole his money and
beat him to a pulp. He was never right again after
that."

Timmy watched the old man reach the
curb and mount it with caution, a twinge of sorrow in his chest. It
baffled him how anyone could summon up the callousness necessary to
attack such a helpless creature. Comfort came in the thought that
when the old man passed away, he might choose to come back and
'visit' his attackers.

The road rose slightly then and the
Volkswagen shuddered. So intent was Timmy on the fibrillations of
the car, he failed to notice at first the panorama that had
unveiled itself before him.

They drew to a halt at an
intersection. To Timmy's right, the road led past a post office,
bank and hotel into a town square teeming with life. To his left,
another bridge, humpbacked so he could not see where it led. Ahead,
fenced off from the harbor by intermittent black poles, a narrow
road stretched to form a dock; overseen by those same multi-colored
buildings he'd seen before. Beyond the fence, the mercurial mass of
the Atlantic heaved, multicolored fishing vessels clanking and
swaying. On the opposite side of the harbor, a stone wall kept the
water penned in and away from a crowd of houses before it threaded
its way down and widened to allow the water out into the sea.
There, a slender sandy arm of land reached almost full across the
mouth of the harbor in an attempt to keep the tide
inside.

"What do you think, Timmy?" Agatha
peered at him over her shoulder. "Not quite Ohio, is
it?"

"No," he admitted, "Far from
it."

"I think you'll like it here," she
said with such confidence Timmy couldn't help but be infected by
it.

"Looks exactly as I remember it." His
father spoke in a voice barely above a whisper, as if despite the
familiarity, the view had knocked the breath from him
too.

Agatha put the car in gear and angled
the Volkswagen toward the humpbacked bridge. "Good things seldom
change," she said, with confidence.

 


* * *

 


His grandmother's house turned out to
be one of those he'd seen huddled behind the harbor wall from the
intersection. It was a simple, narrow affair, a lemon box in a
spectrum of similarly built houses. Flowerpots filled with
marigolds sat atop chocolate brown windowsills; lace curtains made
the windows stare like opaque eyes across the water. The street
itself was wide, but the row of cars parked end to end on either
side made it seem more suited to cyclists than drivers. Despite the
parade of vehicles, there was a small space right outside Agatha's
front gate. It was the only one. "They know better," she told Timmy
by way of explanation.

The anxiety that had clenched Timmy's
guts all the way from Shannon airport receded a little as she keyed
the front door open and stood aside to let them in. The aroma of
stew permeated the air in the hallway and though it was dark, the
house radiated a sense of comfort. When Agatha clicked on the
lights, Timmy found that he was facing the stairs leading to the
second floor.

"I'll get our bags," his father said
and edged his way back outside. Agatha patted Timmy's shoulder and
made her way into the kitchen.

"It'll all be a little strange for a
while," she said, gesturing for him to follow. "No-one ever went to
live in a strange place without feeling as if their world had come
to end for just a little while. But we'll have some good times, you
and I. I missed a lot of years I'd like to have spent with you and
I intend to make up for them starting right now."

Timmy smiled and leaned against the
kitchen doorframe, watched her fuss around the kitchen.

"You'll make friends," she said.
"There are some good spots around here for people your age. We have
a local sports team in both hurling—it's like field hockey—and
football. There's golf, tennis, anything you might want. And if you
like to read, we've got a pretty good library that doubles as a
museum. 'Books on the ground floor, bones on the first,' as old Ms.
Ryan—that's the librarian—likes to say. I promise you won't get
bored."

She set three plates down on the
table, paused, then hurried over to him. With a quick glance over
his shoulder as if to check they were alone, she said: "And another
thing: I know you have a girl back home. Kim, isn't it?"

Timmy nodded.

"Well, calls to America are
ridiculously expensive from here but I took the liberty of changing
my calling plan, so you just feel free to call your sweetheart
whenever the mood takes you. If your Dad starts getting suspicious,
leave a ten-pound note on the phone table as if you're paying for
the call. I'll take it and return it to you when he's not around.
How does that sound?"

He smiled. "It sounds good. If you're
sure you don't mind."

"Mind? Of course I don't
mind. I want to try and make this… relocation as easy for you as possible. So
as far as I'm concerned this house is yours now too. If you respect
it as I would yours, then we'll be cool as cucumbers."

"Okay."

Paul huffed and puffed his way in the
door laden with bags and Timmy rushed to help him before they
dragged him to the floor.

"Timmy, your room is the first one on
the left at the top of the stairs. Paul, you can take your old
room. The bathroom is next to Timmy's room if you guys want to
freshen up," Agatha said, with a wink. "Supper will be ready in
about a half hour."

They thanked her and took the bags
upstairs. At the threshold to his room Timmy paused. His father
turned, face a pale smudge in the gloom and laid a hand on his
shoulder.

"How are you feeling?"

"Okay I guess. A little
tired."

"Yeah, me too. By the way I never
thanked you," he said.

"For what?"

"For coming with me."

Timmy tried to think of a response to
that, but his father didn't wait to hear it. Instead he shuffled
off to his room, whistling.

Timmy's bedroom was roughly three
times smaller than the one at home. The wallpaper was sky-blue with
clowns on bicycles kicking up their heels and chasing balloons
everywhere. Had he been ten years old it might have held more
charm. The bed was dressed in sheets the same lemony hue as the
house and topped by an expensive-looking mahogany headboard. Above
it, a small window peeked out over the backyards of the other
houses on the street. Against the opposite wall stood a full-length
mirror, a blue card table and matching foldout chair.

He sighed and dropped his bags to the
floor. Unpacking could wait. He collapsed heavily onto the bed and
felt exhaustion overcome him in a welcome black wave. He
dozed—

 


—And dreamed of a faceless
man stalking over a riverbank, his step not quite sure, his gait
caught somewhere between confident and dazed. On the bank sat a
boy, his bare foot dipping into the water, sending gentle ripples
across the clear mirror of the pond. Trees leaned over the water
studying their reflections; bullfrogs eyed the passage of
dragonflies and the world was hushed but for the soft susurrant
breeze of summer.

The boy looked up. A smile
surfaced like a black thread from the featureless surface of the
man's face, but in this dream where no time applied, that smile
faded, became a rictus as he knelt over the boy, tolerating the
screams, but only for a little while. With a grunt, he wrenched the
boy's mouth into silence.

"Timmy, c'mon. Let's get
out of here. There's something wrong with that kid."

Timmy found himself
standing on the bank, his best friend Pete at his side, looking
nervous as always. It's so good to see
you, he thought and felt warmth flood
through his body. Just him and Pete, like the old days, before the
world grew teeth and bit them both.

His happiness was
short-lived however for while the man was gone, the boy…the boy was
still there. Still dipping that slender foot into the water, but he
was dead now, a ragged piece missing from his ankle and as Timmy
and Pete looked on in horror, horror Timmy could feel even beyond
the borders of dreaming, the boy—Darryl Gaines— turned and grinned
at them.

"What are you doing?"
Timmy asked and wished he hadn't.

Darryl's eyes began to
darken until they were the color of pond scum and when he opened
his mouth to speak, something small, green and hard-shelled began
to crawl out, tiny feet probing a maggot white tongue.

"Feeding the turtles," the
Turtle Boy said.

 


He woke what felt like hours later
though he quickly realized the light seeping in the window hadn't
changed. The delicious smell of stew still filled the house. He
shook off the lingering skeins of confusion and sat up, neck and
shoulders aching.

It had been years since he'd had the
dream and now he struggled to forget it, glad when a sudden
scratching at the window distracted him.

He spun around on the bed and looked
up, expecting to see a bird of some kind peering in at him. But
there was nothing there. The sound came again, from the other
direction this time but he couldn't place it.

Getting spooked
already, he thought and rubbed a hand over
his face. He swung his legs over the side of the bed, decided he
needed a shower to slough away the feeling that he'd been run over
by a herd of buffalo. A foul taste clung to his mouth, head
throbbing as if it had swollen in his sleep. From his father's room
came the familiar sound of whistling. He stretched.

Then stopped when the scratching came
again. He cocked his head, trying to trace the source of the noise,
imagining tiny claws on glass. After another moment, it
ceased.

Then someone cried out.

Timmy flinched, stood.
Listened to the frantic thumping of his father's feet along the
landing, the thudthudthudthud
of him descending the stairs.

Like Harlan Knox's feet
along the roof…

After a second of confused paralysis,
he raced to the door, the hall, the stairs and stopped at the
kitchen door, breathless.

Agatha and his father were at the
sink. His grandmother was hissing air through her teeth.

"What's wrong?" he said, then noticed
the shattered pieces of a bowl on the floor. Around it sat puddles
of gravy and chunks of meat. Little drops of scarlet led to the
sink.

"Are you all right?"

"Yes," she said then
yelped.

"Easy, there's still some in there,"
Paul told her.

Timmy felt some of the tension drain
from his shoulders. "What happened?"

"I was ladling some stew into a bowl
and the blasted thing just exploded! I've never seen anything like
it!"

"Oh."

His father grimaced in sympathy at the
jerk of Agatha's shoulders. "She's got some pieces stuck in her
fingers, but she'll be in good shape once we get them
out."

"Anything I can do?"

Agatha nodded. "If you
could clean up that mess, I'd very—ow! Gentle, Paul!—I'd very much appreciate
it."

Timmy dropped to his haunches and set
about picking up the bigger shards of faux china. The soupy mess
clung to his fingers as he rose with a handful of pieces and
searched for the trashcan.

"This is a fine welcome for you two,'
Agatha said disdainfully, "welcome to the home of an old biddy who
can't keep her crockery from exploding."

"Don't be silly," Paul told her and
plucked a sliver from her index finger. "We're glad to be here."
Without looking away from her hand, he said: "Aren't we
Timmy?"

Despite his warmth on the
stairs earlier, Timmy detected a challenge in his father's tone
that irritated him. You know what to say
boy, so say it. He dropped the pieces into
the trash and nodded. "Sure." Timmy hadn't been here a full hour
yet but already he sensed this transition would be far from easy .
And that brought a crippling weight to his shoulders. The last
thing he needed was his father forcing him into it.

He grabbed a dishcloth from the sink
and began to mop up the muddy puddles, scooping the meat onto the
unbroken half of the bowl.

Paul finally taped up the cuts on
Agatha's fingers (they turned out to be less severe than they'd all
thought once the blood stopped flowing) and they took their
designated places at the table while she made another attempt at
serving the food. Waving away offers of help, she managed to get
all the bowls filled and sat down with visible relief.

"Not exactly an auspicious
start, is it Timmy?" she said, rolling her eyes through the steam
that rose from her stew. He smiled and sampled the thick meaty
broth. It was delicious and his stomach growled with anticipation.
As he ate, he pondered Agatha's question. The only answer to
present itself was: Damn right it
isn't. He was starting to feel as if he had
made a huge mistake in coming here, a fear that grew every time he
glanced out the kitchen window at the darkening sky.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Agatha's living room looked like a
maritime museum. The cream gold-flecked wallpaper was suffocated
beneath heavy gilt-framed sepia-toned pictures of trawlers,
schooners and old sailing ships. In some of them, men stood
shoulder-to-shoulder smoking or grinning toothless grins around
their pipes. Their caps were pulled down so that arcs of shadow
swept beneath their eyes. In another, a mast rose like a splintered
ladder from the depths of the sea, rescue boats rising against
frozen black waves that had already sealed the fate of the sunken
craft. And where there were no pictures, or newspaper clippings
depicting great storms or greater tragedies, there were seashells,
conch, mussel, clam and cockle speckled about as if Timmy had
entered a flooded room after the tide had gone out. All that was
missing was seaweed and even so, he felt if he looked hard enough
he might find it. The very air smelled of salt and sea-washed wood,
of damp wool and strained wet ropes winding round capstans. Even
the floor was bare and polished: an imitation deck. He
half-expected it to roll at any moment, sending him crashing into
the mantelpiece and its framed grinning folk who might yell at him
to secure the sails before the squall tore them free…

A disorientating feeling, but not a
threatening one.

The stew had settled in his stomach,
warming his skin from the inside out. He craved a cigarette but had
none and no idea where to get any without being totally obvious
about it. He'd already resolved to tell his father soon about the
habit but dreaded the inevitable war that would cause. Now more
than ever he needed the rush tobacco provided and if there was any
justice, his father would realize condemning such a common vice
now, when they were a thousand miles from home, would be inviting
trouble.

As he drew closer to the picture of a
scowling man with a wild, clambering beard and a clay pipe jutting
from the corner of his wrinkled mouth, Agatha entered the room.
"Your father's gone to bed," she said. "Poor fella was
exhausted."

"I know the feeling."

"You might want to consider bedding
down yourself. It's almost eleven o' clock."

"You're right. I'll go
soon."

She cocked her head. "Admiring our
miniature version of the Louvre?"

"It's great. Who is this?" he asked,
pointing at the portrait.

"That's your grandfather," she replied
in a neutral tone. "A man you're better off never having
known."

He studied the man's eyes. Even
blurred by dust, his glare held power. Timmy thanked his good
fortune that glass and time prevented him from being the true
receiver of it.

Agatha drew level with him and folded
her arms. "A wicked man," she said, her voice firm, "got more
pleasure from watching people fail than anyone I've ever
known."

"How come you married him then?" Timmy
asked, before he realized he was going to, but she didn't take
offense, merely sighed and drummed her fingers on her arm. He was
only marginally interested, but felt obliged to listen to her
story, reasoning that, living alone, it was probably one she hadn't
told too many times before. Weariness made his eyelids heavy and he
rubbed them with the heels of his hands.

"He wasn't like that when I married
him," she said. "Nothing like that. He was a kind and handsome man
before hatred twisted him, made him cruel and abusive, before he
looked upon the world and everything in it as if they were out to
get him."

"What made him change so
drastically?"

"I think it was a number of things. He
was a fisherman, a sailor, went straight from the navy to the
trawlers."

"Trawlers?"

"Fishing boats. He worked them all
year round. If he wasn't out with Frank Daly and his crew, he was
repairing the nets or fixing the boat. I didn't mind all that much.
I mean, if I wanted to see him, all I had to do was look out your
father's bedroom window, or take a trip over to the dock. And I did
both, quite often. If the weather was fine, we'd eat lunch right
there on the pier wall, talking and laughing as the seagulls
dive-bombed our sandwiches. Until the day he told me he'd tie me up
in the nets and drag me across the bottom of the harbor if I
bothered him at work again."

"My God."

"Nobody was more surprised than me, I
can tell you that. But the man I met on the dock that day wasn't
your grandfather. He was mean, and drunk and it only got worse from
then on. He stopped going to work which meant I had to take a job
at the post office. He didn't speak to anyone and spent much of his
time in this very room drinking whiskey and staring out the
window."

Timmy studied the thick red drapes.
They were drawn, but a single wedge of yellowy light from the
streetlights outside bled through. He wondered what the old man had
seen out there, what had kept him fascinated. Regret? Sorrow? Or
had he seen anything at all other than his own hate coruscating
across his eyes?

"It got so bad I couldn't have
visitors," she said, clearly pained by the memory. "Not without
fearing that Aldous would come stumbling in, cane raised, shrieking
and cursing like a madman. Which I have no doubt he was by the
end.

"Occasionally in his extremely rare
lucid moments he'd tell me he was sorry, that everything was his
fault and that he just wanted to die and be done with the hurt. On
those occasions I would try to comfort him but he'd lash out and
quickly become violent. I learned my lesson the night he hit me
across the face with his cane." She raised her face to the small
light above their heads. Timmy saw the small white upturned
crescent on her cheek and winced.

"I learned not to care anymore," she
continued. "And that in turn led to grief. I grieved for him long
before his body died because I was able to convince myself that the
Aldous I'd married had been lost at sea and never came home. What
I'd lived with had been a bad replacement, the sea's attempt at a
consolation prize. So when the cancer got him at last, I had no
tears to shed for his passing."

"And you never figured out what made
him change?"

Agatha looked thoughtful for a moment,
then smiled. "I discovered certain things over the years that might
have explained it, but they're not the kind of things you can tell
a young man without him fearing his dead grandfather's madness was
contagious."

"Hey, I won't think you're crazy. I
promise. I could tell you some odd stories myself."

The look she gave him was a curious
one. "Could you?"

He nodded.

She raised a hand and shook her head
and it seemed enough to dispel whatever mood had temporarily taken
hold of her. "All just stories, and not the easiest ones to ponder
at the best of times. I miss the old man in that picture. No matter
how horrible he was in those later years, he was still a part of
me." She took him by the arm. "Come Timmy, you're forcing me to
embarrass myself with these tales of woe. You haven't even been
here a night yet and these horror stories can wait for some other
time. This is Dungarvan, not Transylvania." She led him into the
hall, then paused, hand still on his arm, skin smelling of
primrose. "I hope you learn to like it here, Timmy. This house can
be awful empty at times. I sometimes talk to myself just to break
the silence, and that's not the healthiest thing to do. I'll never
try and force you to stay here, but do me a favor and give it a
chance. I think all of us stand to benefit from the
arrangement."

Her eyes held his, dissuading argument
with their intensity. Timmy smiled a sheepish smile and
nodded.

"I'll do my best."

She nodded and looked away as if she
knew his words lacked conviction, were merely recitations prompted
by her need to hear them. When she reached the stairs, it was as
if, just like Aldous, something had suddenly changed her. The
vibrant, spirited woman who had just released his arm had vanished,
and there now stood a very old woman, faded and worn, the light in
her eyes fading like melted candles.

"I'm tired," she said, her voice low.
"I think all the worrying about you and your father making it here
in one piece has finally caught up with me." The smile she aimed in
his direction was weak. "Goodnight, Timmy."

"Goodnight." He watched her walk up
the stairs, one liver-spotted hand clamped around the banister
until he could only see her black slippers and then they too were
gone. He waited, still listening without knowing why, until he
heard her bedroom door squeal closed.

His hands began to tremble.
A frighteningly child-like thought led a wave of tears up his
throat: I don't want to be
here.

What he didn't know was
why. So far, nothing had threatened him and yet he
felt threatened as if at
any moment the walls might lift and reveal a crowd of ghosts
watching him with malevolent glee.

Stupid.

With tears in his eyes, he crossed the
hall, quietly cleared his throat and picked up the
phone.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 


"Timmy, is that you? Oh I'm so glad to
hear you guys made it there in one piece. Eight hours is such a
long flight and anything can happen. I suppose I shouldn't say
that. I'm sorry, but at least you're safe! How's your father doing?
Did he—?"

"He's fine, Mrs. Barnes. Is Kim
there?" Timmy hated being rude to Kim's mother, but even back home
she was somewhat legendary in the neighborhood for her ability to
talk until people felt like running away screaming into the night.
If he'd let her ramble on, not only would the phone bill reflect
his humoring of her, he'd have ended up with an earache as a reward
for his patience. And he needed Kim. Badly. Every second she kept
him on the line was a second less he'd have to talk to her
daughter.

But as it turned out, it didn't
matter.

"Sorry Timmy, she went to the Buckeyes
game with a few friends. She'll probably stay with one of them down
in Columbus tonight. You know how it is."

He didn't know how it was. At all. He
didn't know why she wasn't there waiting for his phone call. His
heart sank. Suddenly the house seemed a vast cavernous thing ready
to swallow him whole.

"Please tell her I called. Can I give
you this number?"

"Sure."

The number was written on a notepad
tacked to the wall above the phone. He waited for her to get a pen,
then relayed it to her. "Got it?"

"Uh-huh, but it's unlikely she'll
call. It costs a fortune to call over there. I
remember—"

"Just tell her I said—"

"—when your Mom and Dad vacationed in
Ireland, back in…'80…maybe '81, she asked me to look after your dog
Pele. Remember little Pele?"

He rubbed his eyes and sighed. If she
heard, she ignored it.

"Of course it had to go and get sick
on me, so I called and you wouldn't believe—"

"Mrs. Barnes, my time's up, I have to
go. Sorry."

"Oh, okay. Well, just make sure
you—"

He hung up.

 


* * *

 


The stairs became a thing of
nightmare, endless and dark. Timmy was tired, eyelids heavy from
the exhaustion, both physical and mental.

Images of Kim floated through his
mind.

Kim. At home.

Home. Where right at that moment, she
was probably on her way to a club, dressed in her red and white
Buckeye sweater with the large 'O' embroidered on the breast. She
would be smiling, showing off those perfect teeth and talking
football with her friends. She might be chewing on a lock of her
jet-black hair and mulling over the highlights of the
game.

Which meant she wouldn't be thinking
of him. The conversation would keep to sports and away from guys
who were cursed with peculiar abilities.

Seen any dead folk
lately?

The thought brought exhaustion to the
edge of the abyss and danced with depression on the rim. He had to
sleep. It had gone from a necessity to a defense in a matter of
moments. He was so tired in fact, so miserable and drained that
when he opened the door to his room, he reached for where the light
switch had always been in his old room in Delaware. Momentarily
puzzled, he felt along the dark wall. And stopped.

There came a creaking, not
a scratching as he had almost expected. A creaking, like an ancient
door opening after centuries sealed. He listened and it did not
stop, but continued on long enough to confirm that it was coming
from inside the room. And then it changed, became higher in pitch
but no louder. Changed from a creak to a scraping like nails on a
chalkboard. Or nails on glass. He felt his stomach lurch in sudden
fear. Is there someone here?
Or worse: something? Maybe some kind of weird
rodent indigenous to this country, free and scratching at the
window for escape…

It stopped.

Timmy pushed the door open, swallowed.
He waited for a moment, willing his eyes to adjust to the dark
faster than they were. Standing there blind, he was a
target.

Go downstairs. Sleep on the
couch. But what would he tell Grandma and
his father in the morning? Sorry folks.
Heard a big-ass rat in my room. Took the couch.

Right.

He gave up trying to find the light
switch and sidled into the room, wishing to God he had a weapon of
some sort. Neither moon nor starlight deigned to seep in through
the small bedroom window. Using his hands as antennae, he tried to
remember how the room had looked in daylight. A chair by the wall,
a desk…

A jab of something hard against his
thigh confirmed he'd been right about that much.

The scraping sound came again so
suddenly – a short sharp shriek – that instinct propelled him into
a defensive posture. He crouched and cracked his knee against
something hard and unyielding. He dropped to the floor with a
silent howl of pain, hands cradling his knee and turned before the
unseen attacker could chew his face off.

He froze, stopped breathing. Someone
was standing right in front of him, a pale shape against the
curtain of dark, shuddering and rising from the floor where he'd
been hiding. He was no longer shrieking but Timmy thought he heard
it giggling from inside the folds of its coat, an unpleasant
stuttering sound. He stifled a cry and began to slowly rise and
move away, though it was hard not to scream and run. For this
thing, this intruder appeared to end at the waist now that he had
drawn himself to full height. No legs, no way for him to be
standing there trying not to laugh at Timmy's panic. But he
was.

Do they have some kind of
rule over there that insists the dead stay quiet?

It was clear now they had no such
thing.

This was one of
them. Not a ghost. Ghosts
were merely spirits, residual images culled from the memories or
fantasies of the observer. To claim a ghost was real was to beg the
question: How do they come back clothed? Did clothes have spirits
too? No. What Timmy could see and had been seeing since eleven
years of age were nothing so simple. These things could touch,
feel, and manipulate things. They controlled who could see them and
used the witnesses for their own ends. These were The Dead, come
from beyond a barrier few knew existed.

The Dead, just like Darryl Gaines, the
boy who had come out of Myers Pond. Just like Harlan Knox, Danny
Richards, Pete and his father, and all those in between.

But if this was another of
them, then who was
it?

And then it came to him.

This hadn't always
been just Agatha's
house.

He backed away when he
should have been heading toward the door, but to do that he would
have had to pass within inches of whatever was standing
(floating) there.
The idea of screaming presented itself; his brain already was, but
when he opened his mouth, all that emerged was a dry click. His
tongue felt like a scorched piece of meat. When something papery
scratched against his back he almost died then and there. Instead
he spun, fists clenched, fueled by adrenaline, and watched another
pale shape resolve itself in the gloom.

A lampshade.

Light.

At first the connection missed, so
intense was his terror, then he ducked low and scrabbled for the
switch with sweaty fingers.

A click and the room flooded with warm
yellow light. Shadows shriveled away into the floor. He turned,
expectant, hoping, but the legless man was still there, standing
and yet not standing by the door, baring his teeth and breathing
heavily.

Timmy frowned, confused.

He was looking at himself.

He stood there, reflected in the
mirror though for a moment he would not, could not believe it was
anything so benign. Could not believe Aldous wasn't standing there
leering, challenging him, eyes aflame with the rage of
madness.

But in the absence of darkness, he
realized what had happened and felt his bladder come dangerously
close to letting go. His shoulders sagged; he dropped to the bed
and sat there, still staring at the mirror.

It was broken; the lower half of the
glass swung like a gate in the breeze, still connected to the
wooden frame on one side, the edges grinding together and
shrieking, then stuttering back with a hollow chuckle. He noticed
the left side of the mirror was hinged; it opened to reveal a
hollow wooden cabinet inside. Somehow the bottom half of the mirror
had cracked and set the glass swaying, severing the legs of any
reflection it contained and shrieking as the edges rubbed against
each other.

For the first time that day, he was
relieved to find himself alone.

Laying back on the bed, he thrust a
hand across his sweaty brow and prayed for sleep. His pulse
throbbed and soon became a metronomic lullaby.

 


* * *

 


He imagined, on the borders of
consciousness, that the ocean had flooded the world and sent a
woman, blue-skinned and dark of eye to his bedroom window. She
floated there for some time, watching, hair weaving like seagrass,
bubbles rising in the green tide around her, then swam away with a
smile, leaving him adrift in the current of sleep.

 


CHAPTER SIX




In the paroxysms of imaginary terror,
it had never occurred to Timmy that a simple mirror might be at
fault, nor did it occur to him that this was the third time in
twenty-four hours something had broken or cracked.

Agatha's windshield, the bowl and now
his bedroom mirror.

The connection had been delayed by the
fear that something was stalking him, but over breakfast the
following morning awash in the sunlight streaming in through the
window, he put all of it under the microscope.

"My God, Timmy," Agatha said as she
descended the stairs, hoisting a basket of laundry. "What happened
to the mirror in your room?"

So preoccupied was he with trying to
overrule the faintest idea of a 'visitation', he had completely
forgotten to tell her what had happened.

Knowing my luck, the mirror
was probably a family heirloom, he
thought.

He looked across the table
at his father, who was peering at him over his newspaper.
What the hell did you do? his eyes said and Timmy looked away.

"I'm sorry, Grandma," Timmy said. "I
woke up last night and it was like that, the glass at the bottom
just swinging over and back. Scared the life out of me."

"Oh." It was clear she didn't believe
him.

Across from him, the newspaper dropped
a notch further and he could feel the accusation heating the side
of his face, but he wouldn't look at his father.

"I'm sorry," he said again.

Her face was scrunched up,
brow furrowed as if trying to figure out either how such a thing
could have happened or why he was lying to her. Suddenly he felt
consumed by irrational guilt—he hadn't had anything to do with it—but
the combination of Agatha's disappointment and his father's
burgeoning irritation was enough to make him feel like he
had.

He considered telling his father about
what he thought he'd seen, but promptly rejected the idea. This was
supposed to be a break from that life, even though Timmy thought
they both knew such a thing was impossible. The location had never
been the problem; Timmy had.

"Oh, that's all right," Agatha said,
and descended the remaining steps. "I'm sure we can fix
it."

"I'd be glad to fix it,"
Timmy said, then immediately wished he hadn't. It felt like an
admission of guilt. Damn
it.

His grandmother offered him a flicker
of a smile and vanished into the laundry room. Timmy swallowed and
glanced at his father. The newspaper was lying spread-eagled on the
table.

"What did you do?" he said in a
neutral tone that promised it wouldn't be neutral for
long.

"I didn't do anything, I swear. I know
it sounds crazy but it broke itself. One minute it was fine, the
next the damn thing had split in half. Honest."

Conspiratorially, his
father asked, "Was it one of them?"

"No."

"Then you get out there. Today. You
get a job and you pay for that damn mirror."

Timmy frowned. "A job? For what? Dad,
I'm telling you the truth. I—"

"You may be sulking about this move
but if you think trashing your grandmother's house is going to make
a difference, you're wrong. She's an old woman, Timmy. The last
thing she needs is some punk with a hair up his ass giving her a
hard time."

Now it was Timmy's turn to get angry.
"What the hell are you talking about? I'm not giving anybody a hard
time."

"It's your room, your
responsibility. If something breaks in there whether by your hand
or the hand of God,
then you need to make sure it gets fixed."

"I already said I'd fix it, Dad.
What's with the attitude?"

"It doesn't seem like I'm the one with
the attitude here."

Timmy felt the anger surge up his
throat. All the frustration, the pain and the protests he'd kept
shut away over the years rode the wave of his temper.

"What do you expect, Dad?
You give me about three weeks notice before dragging me out of
everything I've known. I don't know anyone here, I'll probably
never see Kim again and I'll only be able to talk to Mom over the
phone until either she visits—which is unlikely with
you here—or until I have
enough money to go back home on my own. I know why you brought me
here. You got tired of the strange looks from the neighbors, the
grieving people hammering at the door. So did I, not that you'd
know. You just thought if you uprooted me and stuck me in a quiet
little country like this, things would be different. Well I'm sorry
to have to break it to you Dad but the thing you're trying to get
away from is the very thing you brought with you.

"I know you needed to get
away from everything and I went along with it. But now you're
pissed because I mope around? For Chrissakes, wouldn't
you in my shoes? I'm doing
my best here. It's Day One, okay. I don't need this shit from you
so lay off with the heavy hand. I need time. If you can't give it
to me then let me go back home where I belong."

His father looked shocked and angrier
still, but his mouth didn't seem sure how to shape the words he
wanted to say, so he closed it. Then, his eyes moved to something
behind his son and Timmy felt a quiver in his insides.

Agatha. He knew she'd be standing
there before he turned around and immediately felt regret. Not
because of what he'd said to his father, who damn well deserved
every word of it, but because it shouldn't have been said while his
grandmother was within earshot.

When he turned, she was facing away
from them, looking at the clock on the wall above the
window.

"I have some business in town," she
said. "I'll leave you boys to your discussion."

"Grandma—"

She disappeared and returned wearing a
thick brown wool-lined jacket. "I've left a set of keys for both of
you in your rooms if you don't expect to be together all day. I'll
see you later."

She was gone before an apology reached
Timmy's lips and when he turned back to the table, his father was
shaking his head.

"Good job," he said and stood, the
chair scraping loudly against the floor.

He fetched his coat, shrugged it on
and left the house, slamming the door behind him hard enough to
rattle the windows.



* * *

 


"Mom?"

"Hey sweetie, you get over there
okay?"

"Yeah."

"By the sound of your voice I take it
you still haven't warmed to the idea of Ireland."

"Not yet, no. It hasn't been peachy so
far."

"What happened?"

"Damn mirror broke in my room last
night."

"Broke?"

"Yeah. I know how it sounds, but I
didn't touch it. It just…broke. Of course no one believed that,
then I got into a fight with Dad. Grandma overheard
and…"

"Oh dear."

"Yeah."

"Well, things are bound to be a little
rough at the start, Timmy. You knew that going in."

"Yeah I did, but I just have a bad
feeling about the whole thing, you know. Something other than I
expected. Something…else."

"Like what?"

"I don't know. I think something's
wrong here."

"Well of course it is. It's strange.
You don't know anyone there. It's all unfamiliar territory. That'd
be threatening for anyone."

"No, Mom. I mean
wrong."

"I don't understand."

"Wrong…as in
Darryl Gaines wrong…"

A sigh rumbled over the phone.
"Timmy…We went through enough with this. Don't torture yourself.
You're there to forget."

Do they think I'm
nuts? Timmy thought, suddenly
alarmed. Have they managed to deceive
themselves into thinking all of this was my delusion?
Jesus!

"Timmy…I know things are rough.
They're rough for me too. You've only been gone a couple of days
and already I'm missing you. But you have to give it a chance. If
you don't…if you look for excuses to hate the place, then you make
it harder not only on yourself but on everyone around you. Where
you are right now is a good place, trust me, and if nothing else
think of it as a rest stop, a place for you to take stock of your
life and see where you want it to go. Your father took you with him
because he'd never survive without you. He loves you, Timmy. You're
everything to him, but as we both know, he's not always the best at
showing that."

"Yeah, you're right."

She scoffed. "Of course I am. I'm your
mother. I'm always right. And don't think for one second I'd have
let him take you over there if I didn't believe it would be good
for you."

"Right."

"Will you be okay, honey?"

"I guess so."

"Good, well you call me if you need
anything, all right?"

"I will."

"I love you Timmy."

"Love you too Mom."

She hung up and he stood there
listening to the dial tone, running through the list of people he
could call and came up empty. He decided he could spend the day
drifting about the house until the boredom drove him crazy or get
out and see exactly where this great 'life change' had deposited
him. After a few moments deliberation, he sighed and grabbed his
coat.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


He made his way into town via the
Causeway – a quarter mile stretch of road flanked by the sea on
both sides. In the harbor, the boats tilted lazily, a yacht
snoozing by the pier as morning sunlight struggled in vain to heat
the world. Chimneys rose like upended cigarettes from the factories
along the dock.

Along the Causeway black posts studded
the pavement, linked by chains painted silver, presumably to keep
the errant walker from stumbling into the tide below. The thought
of ending up in that cold dark water reminded Timmy of things he
had to struggle to dismiss. Huddled against the icy breeze, he
jammed his hands into his pockets. He had never felt cold like this
before. While Ohio winters could be lethal, this new kind of cold
seemed to start on the inside and slice its way out.

Halfway to the bridge, teeth
chattering, he glanced down at where the wall sloped a few feet to
the detritus-riddled shore. A shopping trolley lay on its side in
the sand, a shredded white plastic bag hanging from the center of
its handle. Next to it, he saw what looked like an enormous rusted
cage with a weighted bottom standing canted like a drunk pausing to
get his bearings. Some of the bars were missing, snapped off by
time or the sea. A smashed beacon stood atop the peak of the
pear-shaped object. Tendrils of seaweed flickered in the breeze.
Timmy stopped, stared and felt the cold infect him like a living
thing.

It was a buoy. A corroded birdcage
festooned with seaweed, trash and other gifts from the sea. A
relic.

And there was a dead woman clinging to
it.

He was aware of his breath licking
against his cheeks in quick wet surges as he struggled not to
panic. He could hear the gentle shushing of the tide around the
base of the buoy and the cars droning past like bored hornets. A
seagull screeched overhead. All was normal but for this.

It was a woman, a wispy
ragged thing, blue-skinned and emaciated. She was clutching one of
the rusted bars at the top of the buoy, the small bumps of the
muscles in her arms tensing and relaxing only slightly as she
struggled to clamber aboard. Her hair was the color of seaweed, her
skin mottled and sagging and when she turned to look at him, when
she finally sensed that someone was seeing her, he felt bile fill his
mouth.

Her eyes held only the faintest
suggestion of corneas. Ragged sockets rimmed marble white orbs.
Beneath her right cheekbone was a gaping hole large enough to make
a mockery of her mouth.

And as he stood there watching, she
let go of the bars and dropped to the sand. Her feet sank just a
little. Her hair, thick and matted, framed a face contorted with
rage.

Timmy backed away as she began to walk
toward the wall, toward where he stood trembling. And though he was
sure her lips did not move, her voice filled his head as sudden and
painful as a migraine.

Jealousy, such a wicked,
wicked thing…

He clamped his hands to his ears, for
all the good it would do and clenched his teeth. The intrusion of
that slithering voice into his brain repulsed him beyond words, and
yet she continued to whisper as she drew closer, taking careful
steps, her bare feet puncturing themselves on shards of broken beer
bottles and sharp-edged rocks.

Madness favors it, you
see…

He backed away and moaned. The edge of
the curb slipped beneath the heel of his shoe almost sending him
toppling backwards. A car honked as it sputtered past but there was
no time to acknowledge it. The woman had reached the wall, was
climbing, her flat blue dark-veined breasts scraping against the
concrete leaving skin behind as fingers with splintered nails found
the cracks and pulled.

Should I forgive the
wrongdoer, Timmy Quinn?

His heart jumped at the mention of his
name, though he wasn't all that surprised. Subconsciously he'd
hoped the distance would have made a difference to things, but it
hadn't. They always called him by name.

The dead knew him.

Her hands slid over the top of the
wall, clutching.

Will you help me, Timmy
Quinn? she hissed in his ear and he felt
the breath rasping from his chest, hands clenching and unclenching.
Terror colder than the air and the sea and the dead woman spiked
through his veins and he turned, swallowed and ran, his feet
pistons against the pavement, her whisper curling into his brain
like smoke from a snuffed candle.

Or are you an
enemy?

Confused and puzzled faces swept past
him in a blur. Someone tried to grab his sleeve and he yelled
aloud, was still yelling, the cold gnawing on his skin as he found
the bridge, slumped against it and turned, expecting to see her
walking toward him, a slimy trail of brackish water running in
rivulets from the rotting holes in her body, seaweed hanging in
putrescent strings from her hair.

But she was gone.
Pedestrians looked at him as if he
were the threat, some lunatic planning on doing
them harm. His cries faded to labored wheezes as he straightened,
quickly composed himself and headed into town. His hands and knees
shook.

What the hell is wrong
with you? You should be used to this by now.

But he wasn't and never
would get used to it; didn't want to have to get used to it.

 


* * *

 


He found a small store on the corner
of the town square and bought a pack of cigarettes. The old woman
behind the counter would have qualified as the most hostile he had
ever encountered if the blue-skinned harridan hadn't already won
that title by a country mile.

Next to the newsagent's stood a
hardware store with an expensive looking bench out front. A small
Day-Glo tag told him the cost of comfort was $300. Disregarding any
policies they might have about such things, Timmy dropped heavily
onto the seat and lit a cigarette. The first drag was enough to saw
the edges off the chill lingering in his chest. His hands continued
to tremble, though less severely.

He smoked three cigarettes in a row
until his throat was so raw he had to return to the newsagents and
buy a can of Pepsi. This time however, there was someone else
sitting on the bench when he emerged, so Timmy crossed the street,
past an amusement arcade riddled with lights and a shoe store with
a meager amount of wares represented in the window. All around him,
people chatted animatedly, making what had happened less than
twenty minutes before seem all the more surreal, and unbelievable.
But rather than draw comfort from the crowds, they made him feel
more alone. None of them had a clue how close the Curtain was, that
veil keeping the dead on their stage and out of the real
world.

It had been his English
teacher, Mr. Roberts who had inadvertently sewn the seeds for
Timmy's idea of what the dead world was. Mr. Roberts and
Shakespeare to be exact. All the world's a
stage, he'd said, quoting Jaques
from As You Like It, and Timmy had thought: Yes it is,
but it's not the only one. And as the
teacher circled the class, delighting in his dramatic
oration, And all the men and women merely
players; They have their exits and their
entrances…Timmy had felt as if the words
were meant for his ears only, that somehow Mr. Roberts was giving
him the definition he so badly sought. To compound the thought, he
recalled Darryl Gaines' words to him as he stood on the bank of
Myers Pond, deciding the fate of Timmy's father:
"They'll explain it
to you. The people on The Stage."

It was something that had stayed with
him. Another world, reserved for the dead, a Stage and the Curtain
keeping it from the eyes of the living. Most of the living
anyway.

They need you to help them,
I guess, his mother had said once, years
before. Maybe you're gifted that way, as
crazy as it sounds. Some people are put here to fix cars for a
living, others to fix broken bodies. Maybe your job is to fix the
lives of those who've lost them.

The prospect of always
having to be on hand to solve the riddles of lost lives, to see
them stepping out from behind the Curtain rattled him to the very
core of his being. He wanted to grab the next person who passed by,
to scream at them Now! I've infected you.
You do it! You deal with these goddamn things whatever the hell
they are!

But worse, if what his mother had said
was true, then they would plague him forever. He would never escape
them. The Dead were everywhere, hiding behind a curtain big enough
to cloak the world.

As he stood outside a tavern, peering
in at old men clustered around pints of Guinness, each one
pondering his own mystery, a tall shadow slipped beside Timmy's
reflection in the window.

I can't do
this.

His life had become a
question of: who's dead, who's
alive? And he didn't want to know
anymore.

When a hand fell on his shoulder, he
flinched so hard his teeth clacked together.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


"Smoking?" his father said, nodding at
the cigarette.

"Yeah, I am. You scared the
hell out of me." Timmy's initial relief at seeing a familiar face
in a town full only of unfamiliar and now sometimes
dead people, faded with
the realization that this was probably going to be a continuation
of the morning's tête-à-tête with his father.

"Got one for me?" he said then and
Timmy almost dropped the cigarette.

"What?"

"I could use one if you have some to
spare." One side of his mouth turned up in the beginnings of a
smile, but quickly passed. It was enough. Timmy reached into his
pocket and handed him the pack. His father studied the small
rectangle with the red splash across the front. "Carroll's? I don't
think I've ever smoked one of these before."

"They're awful," Timmy said and
watched incredulous as his father screwed one between his lips and
lit it with a practiced hand.

"I quit smoking when your Mom was
pregnant with you," he muttered. "After the thing with that boy at
Myers Pond, I started sneaking one here and there. Lately it's been
more here than there." He exhaled and watched the smoke tearing
itself away from him, then looked from the cigarette to his
son.

"How long have you been at
it?"

A shrug. "About a year."

"I suppose Kim's doing it
too?"

"No actually, she hates
it."

"Good for her. Maybe she'll knock some
sense into you."

"How? Unless she's telepathic." He
couldn't help the bitterness. If anything, it was preferable to the
fear of what he might see walking toward them through the crowd at
any minute.

"You'll see her again. I promise." He
smiled.

"You sound awful sure."

"Well the job is definite. I spoke to
the boss this morning."

"You did? Already?"

He waved away the questions with
feigned irritation. "I was going to tell you this morning before
everything went to hell. You know I had a job set up before I ever
bought the tickets to come over here but details were a little
fuzzy. Well, they're not fuzzy any longer and the money's pretty
damn good. I was on my way to meet with the manager. I was hoping
you'd come with me."

"Can we get a coffee
first?"

He glanced at his watch. "Sure. But we
better be quick about it."

They began to walk. "So how did you
find me?" Timmy asked him.

"I wasn't looking for you. Just
killing time, but as you'll learn, if you ever want to find anybody
in Dungarvan, you'll find them in The Square."

 


* * *

 


They went to a place called Maggie
May's—a quaint if cramped café hidden away beneath an archway
leading to the town's shopping district.

Timmy felt better after a steaming cup
of coffee and a few more cigarettes. Though he didn't protest, his
father did seem appalled at the sheer amount his son smoked in the
ten minutes or so they were at the table. Timmy appreciated his
restraint.

It occurred to him more than once to
tell his father about what he had seen on the Causeway, but he
couldn't get the words out. Besides, he was so obviously glad to be
starting work that he didn't want to rain on his parade. Not just
yet anyway. He knew sooner or later he would have to tell him. If
only to have someone on his side.

"So how is Grandma?" Timmy asked after
a long moment of silence.

A sigh. "She's okay. Now. I can tell
you though that she won't be able to take many more of those
arguments. She's been there, too many times to count and she
doesn't need it now that Aldous is gone. We're supposed to be
security for her, not reminders of her misery."

"I'm sorry. I didn't know she was
there."

"Yeah. But she understands too how
hard this is going to be on all of us. Probably best we got it out
in the open rather than letting it fester. And you're right. I did
kind of shanghai you into this, so I've been thinking…I figure the
work is good enough here, I'll be able to save some money. Then you
can have the summers and the price of a plane ticket home if you
want," he said, stubbing out his cigarette with a grimace. "If you
get a job, which I hope you will, then you can save your own money
and go back whenever you feel like it."

Timmy felt as if someone
had wiped the dirt from a window, allowing him to see what lay
outside. But he was not thinking visits, he was thinking
escape, if indeed such a
thing was possible. "That would be cool. Where is this
job?"

"The leather factory."

"Yikes, doing what?"

"Not sure yet, but the boss didn't
waste time getting in touch once he'd read my resume. I expect I'll
be manning a variety of machines. It's ugly work. I knew a guy who
did it in Akron, and it's pretty rough. But money is money and I
don't mind getting my hands dirty. Besides, there isn't much
construction work available around here. I'd have to travel and I'm
through with that."

"So where's this factory?"

"Down on the docks."

That made Timmy hesitate, just for a
split-second, but it was long enough for his father to notice.
"What?"

He was picturing the woman hobbling
toward the sea wall.

"Nothing. Nothing at all."

 


CHAPTER NINE

 


After at least twenty minutes spent
navigating a labyrinthine system of side streets which led past a
church, a castle wall and the crumbling castle itself, they found
themselves standing in the cold shadow of a dilapidated warehouse.
An eight-foot high sliding wooden door stood locked before them,
long striations in the wood looking like battle scars, the edges
tinged with ancient maroon stains. As they watched, the wood
thrummed to the tune of the thunderous roars bellowing from the
machines within.

For a moment they didn't
speak. Timmy didn't like it one bit. Now that
whatever-the-hell-was-wrong-with-him had been activated again and
he knew the dead were coming, were perhaps seeking him, he couldn't help but look
on that enormous door as if it were the maw of a tiger. His gaze
was drawn to the base of the door, where the erosion of frequent
use had left a thin crack between the ground and the wood. Tongues
of smoke lapped at the space and rose, dissipating before they
reached eye level.

Beyond them, the machines roared like
furious creatures.

"You'll go deaf working in
there, Dad," he said, struggling to keep the tremor from his
voice. SomethingwrongSomethingwrongSomethingwrong—

But if they're coming…who
are they coming for?

"Like I said," his father said,
stepping close to the man-door, "I don't mind getting my hands
dirty."

"It's not your hands I'm worried
about," Timmy muttered, knowing he hadn't been heard.

He watched his father tug at the
stained handle on the small door. The door shrieked open and a
belch of dirty smoke rolled out to greet him. "Yikes," he said and
looked back at Timmy. "You coming?"

He didn't want to; his mind had split
in half, one side screaming at him to go, to grab his father and
get as far away from the factory, the town, the country as
possible, the other chastising his cowardice.

You can't go through life
afraid to move because of these things, he
told himself. You'll go crazy.

Bracing himself, he joined his father
and stepped inside.

The smoke was nothing compared to the
smell.

"Jesus." Timmy clamped a hand to his
nose, eyes watering as he surveyed the inside of the factory. Thick
wooden poles, some still dressed in bark, supported a gridwork of
heavy oaken beams which held the low ceiling over their heads. The
poles ran for about twenty feet on both sides of the room before
the thick fog spewing from the machines swallowed them. Dim light
bulbs, ineffective in the soupy gloom, dangled from bare cords and
jittered from the vibrations.

"Yeah, it's bad," his father agreed
and looked around.

It was the smell of death, or of what
Timmy had always imagined brimstone might smell like. It was a
smell of fear and decomposition and sickness.

As if his father had read his
thoughts, he turned and nodded. "It's the chemicals. They put the
animal hides in barrels of chemicals to treat them. And see over
there," he said pointing at a series of large wooden drums spinning
on belts and powered by a huge coughing motor against the wall to
their left, "that's where this damned fog is coming from. They tan
and dye the hides in there."

Timmy felt as if the
noxious odor was invading him, clinging greasily to the insides of
his nose and throat. How the hell is Dad
going to bear working here? As he looked
around, he noticed steam pipes dripping puddles onto the floor,
wisps of white drifting from them like escaping ghosts, adding to
the omnipresent murk.

And through the gloom, pale
hollow-eyed men in white aprons moved.

At first Timmy thought he'd found the
fear he'd felt at the threshold of this awful place. With such a
quota of death, he fully expected to see or sense something amiss
in here but when one of the figures emerged from the heaviest fog
and winked in their direction, his father waved a short salute and
smiled. Timmy relaxed. A little.

On the right wall stood a series of
what appeared to be old-fashioned clothes wringers, only they were
far longer and larger than anything the boy had ever seen. Another
apron-clad man, sallow-faced with tousled red hair and a grim
expression trundled a triangular wooden frame on castor wheels up
to the machine, a pile of dark hides heaped atop it. He then
proceeded to feed the uppermost hide from the stack into the
machine, teeth clenched in determination as the wheels began to
roll.

This is
Hell. The thought came unbidden, and shook
Timmy more than the constant thrumming from the machines could hope
to.

"Paul Quinn, I presume!" a voice
bellowed over the din and after a moment a pair of meaty forearms
emerged from the fog followed by a portly man in a red cotton shirt
and brown corduroy slacks. He grinned toothily and offered his
hand. It was with great reluctance that Timmy unclamped his nose to
shake it.

"Howya Paul. Name's Dan Meehan. We
spoke on the phone," he said, but his eyes were on Timmy. "Who's
this fella? Did you bring me another laborer out of the goodness of
yer heart?"

"I don't think he's interested,"
Timmy's father told him. "The smell, you know?"

Meehan feigned hurt. "Sure that's only
the sweet scent of the lime yard and the maggots in the drums.
Perfume to the senses after a while."

"I doubt it," Timmy said, "for anyone
other than sadists."

"So he came with you for moral support
did he?"

"That he did."

"Jaysus that's nice. The only time my
young fella bothers his arse to come see me at work is when he
needs the feckin' car."

Paul laughed along with Meehan but a
question had risen to the forefront of Timmy's mind and he asked
before the nerve to do so left him. "Why hire a guy all the way
from America? I mean Dungarvan's a pretty big place by Irish
standards right? So how come you can't get someone
local?"

His father shot him a piercing look,
which Timmy ignored.

Meehan raised an eyebrow. "By God,
Paul. Is he trying to lose you the job already?"

"I don't know what he's trying to do.
I really don't."

Meehan looked around as if the answer
was written in clues somewhere in the factory. At last he rolled
his eyes and gave a dramatic sigh of exasperation. "It's not that
simple."

"What isn't?"

"Getting people to work here. Take a
look around you, boy. As you noted yourself, 'tis foul. The fumes
from the chemicals tend to give you sore eyes for a week, the dust
from the hides gets into your pores, like coal will a miner's. You
need strong men for this type of work, or they'll get killed. Some
of these machines are vicious. Like the one your father will be
using. 'Tis called a slokum staker." Here he turned to Timmy's
father and adopted a more serious tone of voice, as if instructing
now, not merely entertaining a bothersome child.

"The slokum's a machine for softening
the leather but 'tis a tough one, like playing tug-o-war with a
crocodile. Has bladed jaws that clamp down on the leather when you
feed it in. Your job is to hold the material at the other end and
worry it around while the machine basically chews the hard leather
soft. The trick is to leave a flap of the leather hanging down so
you can pin it to the machine body with your hip. That way the jaws
can't rip the leather out of your hands and send you flying.
Happened to a fella here not so long ago. Robby Hennessy. He'd
worked with that bloody thing for nearly ten years and one day he
scratched himself at the wrong time and we ended up prying his
lower jaw off the blades while he sat unconscious at the other side
of the room. Never knew what hit him."

He turned back to Timmy. "As I said,
'tis'nt a job for everyone. Your Dad called me and I filled him in
on what we'd be doing here and the kind of hours he'd be expected
to work. He seems like a capable body, so he gets the job. We have
openings here pretty much all the time. The careless don't last
long. And do you know many people willing to live side-by-side with
maggots? Add superstition to that and you have a job that stays at
the bottom of most people's prospective employment
list."

"Superstition?"

He nodded. "Old buildings like this
attract that kind of thing. Like your regular haunted
house."

"But why here?"

Something odd happened
then. The thrumming in the floor stopped abruptly, then stuttered
back to life, the lights swinging over their heads. Timmy's father
shrugged, Meehan grinned, but Timmy didn't. Maybe it had only been
a power surge, but to him it had been a sign, a voice, telling the
factory manager uh-uh, no tales
today.

And it had worked.

"Look, the day's getting on…" He
looked at Paul for support and got it, but not without a cutting
glance at Timmy for good measure.

"I guess I'll take off then," Timmy
said, and no one objected.

He watched as Meehan clamped a hand on
his father's shoulder and steered him into the swirling fog. The
grind and clatter of the machines seemed to swell as they
approached, then settle as the muddy clouds consumed them. After
giving the men in the aprons a final glance, Timmy started to turn
when a flicker of shadow caught his eye. It was just one of the
light bulbs swinging, yet his skin crawled and the hair prickled on
his arms. He moved toward the door, then stopped.

The light bulb…

Turning slowly he looked at the row of
lights running along the center of the room, their amber glow
fading as they reached the area where the fog was thickest. The
machines rattled and grumbled, pounding in his ears like a
heartbeat in stereo.

The bulb above his head was now the
only one swinging.

But its shadow wasn't swinging at
all.

Slowly, swallowing the fear, his eyes
flitting from the light to the ghost-like men in the aprons, he
moved away, back from the fog and the stench to the door. Then he
was outside and slamming it shut behind him. He had taken two steps
when bile flooded his mouth, doubling him over. He vomited his
breakfast onto the street.

 


CHAPTER TEN

 


Timmy slammed back against the wall,
the taste of vomit in his mouth potent enough to inspire another
round. He breathed deep and felt smoke and sea-salt flooding his
nose. It was not an altogether pleasant mix, but it was better than
sickness. Rubbing a hand over his face, he saw that he had stumbled
into an alley, the leather factory wall at his back leaking
moisture that seeped through his clothes. Another tall ancient
looking wall stood before him. Growing like mold across the brick
were splotches of graffiti so old they had lost any hope of
offense. At the far end of the alley, the path dropped away and
trailed down to the sea. The sliver of headland out there had faded
beneath low slung clouds.

Another breath, slow and deep and he
stepped away from the wall, one hand clamped across his stomach, as
if its presence could pacify the rebellious organ.

Something wet tapped
against his shoe and he almost laughed. Rain. What next? 

As further drops pattered on his
shoulders, he frowned and looked back out onto the street.
Pedestrians strolled by, oblivious to the sickly boy in the alley.
Oblivious to the rain.

Drip, drip,
drip…

The drops spattered his sleeve and he
recoiled. It wasn't rain. And the drops were red.

A sound then, like a child's
fingernail tapping a bell and the air shivered in faintly visible
waves.

Creaking.

An airplane threaded through the
clouds, stitching them together to form a storm.
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