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Аннотация
Somewhere in the middle of Maine, one of the world�s darkest secrets has been called to the surface. Alan and his little family find themselves directly in the path of the dangerous ritual. To save themselves and their home, they have to learn the secrets of the Migrators.


Migrators
by
Ike Hamill


CHAPTER ONE
Family

AUGUST 28

ALAN HUNKERED down. He didn�t know how much longer his knees were going to last. They burned against the stretched fabric of his jeans. He put his camera to his eye and checked the focus again. In his viewfinder, the boy kicked rocks into the road.
Alan lost his balance and flailed his arm. He crashed down on his ass, right next to what he suspected was poison ivy. Alan�s father used to call it �poison ivory.� The mispronunciation still made Alan smile. He looked up�the boy turned and looked his direction.
�Shit,� Alan whispered to himself.
The boy had seen him.
Through the late summer leaves, curling to brown at their brittle edges, he locked eyes with the boy.
�Dad! They�re going to see you. You promised,� the boy said.
�Sorry,� Alan yelled. �Sorry.�
As soon as you made one concession to a twelve-year-old boy, everything became a negotiation. This one had ended with Alan being allowed to take pictures of his son boarding the school bus for the first time, if and only if none of the other kids spied him.
Alan heard the school bus rolling down the road. It would be there any second. His son was leaning over the asphalt, looking to spot it. Alan let his instincts kick in. He�d photographed three armed conflicts and a half-dozen riots. He should be able to evade detection by a bunch of middle-school kids.
Alan flopped down on his belly�poison ivory be damned�and flattened himself to the ground. He hid his face behind the camera and watched through the viewfinder. His son turned and shot a worried look his direction, but Alan had disappeared into the foliage. Alan smiled.
He snapped off about fifty shots of his son standing by the road, waiting for the doors, grabbing the handle, and then climbing on to the big yellow bus to begin his middle school career.
The bus turned into the Gates�s driveway and then backed out with a loud beeping noise. Alan stayed perfectly still as the bus turned around and rolled back the way it came. When it was out of sight, Alan stood up and brushed the leaves from his flannel shirt. He hopped over the little ditch and started up the road.
Liz, his wife, was right�Maine was different in the fall. Not that the last week of August should be considered fall, but as soon as Joseph was in school you pretty much had to call it fall. The sun felt warm�in fact, it might almost be hot this afternoon�but the air had a cool undercurrent. It was like the lake if you went swimming the day after a big rain. You�d dip your toe in and the water would feel plenty warm enough for a swim. Then when you jumped in you�d discover that there was a cold current under the surface, just about in the bathing suit region. It was always an unpleasant surprise.
Alan kicked an apple into the ditch. The scraggly apple tree hung over the road. It was an old tree. Its fruit wasn�t bothered by the insects that would eat up the apples that grew closer to the house, but its fruit was misshapen and warty. Even without worm-holes, they didn�t look like the type of apples you�d want to eat.
He was starting to breathe hard by the time he climbed the hill of their driveway. He took off his flannel and slung it over the clothesline. Alan went in through the shed door and walked down the long hall to the kitchen.
Alan poured himself the last of the coffee and leaned back against the counter. The kitchen was the best part of this house. The rest of the place looked like it had been decorated sometime during the sixties, when orange and green were acceptable colors for a guest bathroom. The front hall, staircase, and upper hall had wallpaper depicting scenes from country living, circa 1850. The house had been built in 1852, so Alan wondered if Liz�s grandparents had thought the wallpaper a fitting tribute to the heritage of the house.
At least the kitchen had been remodeled within the last twenty years. It had light maple cabinets and modern appliances. Alan sat down at the little kitchen table. He checked his list: Joe, laundry, vacuum, dump, stream, Joe returns. He sipped his coffee.
* * *
Alan breathed exclusively through his mouth as he loaded the plastic bag into the back of the truck. Alan had laughed at Liz on Sunday.
�We only eat lobster on Friday or Tuesday,� she had said. �It�s one of the Colonel�s rules.�
The Colonel was Liz�s grandfather. He�d been dead for years, but somehow his rules persisted. Now, on Wednesday, Alan understood. The dump was only open on Saturday and Wednesday. The bag of lobster shells smelled like a rotting carcass that had been devoured and then vomited by a dog with syphilis.
Alan backed the truck out through the barn door. He dropped it in first gear and bucked the old truck down the driveway and took a right. Liz had learned to drive on this old green beast. Alan wondered how she�d survived the experience with her wits intact. The clutch had about a foot of travel, but only engaged in the last quarter inch. Alan smiled as he downshifted for the Hazard�s hill.
It was starting to be a beautiful day.
The sun sparkled off the enormous green hood of the truck and the leaves flashed in the breeze. Alan glanced down at the radio, trying to find the time. The truck didn�t even have a clock. Alan laughed. He fished out his phone and stole a glance at the time. It was only 11:15. He had over five hours to kill before Joe�s bus would return.
�Only three and a half, if I break my word,� he said aloud. Joe�s school day was technically over at 2:45. If he wanted, Alan could take his Toyota down to the Depot and make Joe come home instead of going to extended day, but he�d promised. Alan and Liz had lost so many negotiations with Joe lately. Both parents were sensitive to the trauma involved with changing schools and leaving behind friends. They�d tried to make it as painless as possible�waiting until Joe was switching to middle school, and moving at the beginning of summer. They gave Joe some time to meet some of the locals and hopefully make some new friends. And Joe was a good kid. He did well in school and tried to stay out of trouble. Letting him go to extended day with the rest of the kids was a small price to pay to ease his son�s assimilation.
Alan signaled to nobody�he hadn�t seen a single other car on the three mile trip to the dump�and turned left on the dump�s access road. The gates were closed. He read the sign four times before he comprehended.
�Open Weds and Sats 5/29-8/21. Open Sats 8/24-5/24. Have a nice day!�
�So it�s only open Saturday?� Alan asked the vinyl seats and metal dashboard of the truck. �Until next June? Jesus.�
Alan put the truck in reverse and backed around. The transmission moaned and then thunked as Alan found first gear again. He left old rubber on the dump road as he pulled out.
�We should have composted the damn shells,� he said. �Attracts bears, my ass.�
Alan jerked through the gears on the trip home and pulled into the driveway. He didn�t slow as he approached the barn. He veered to the right and then slid to a stop in the lawn. He shut off the engine and ran inside. Down the long shed, through the door, he found his camera bag on the kitchen table. He grabbed that and his flannel shirt from the line on the way out.
The truck didn�t want to start. The battery was having a hard time turning over the engine by the time it caught. Alan bounced down the grassy lane and out into the back field. The springs groaned as the truck bounced across the field. Alan pulled to a stop at the stone wall. He tied his shirt around his waist, slung his camera bag over his shoulder and grabbed the trash bag from the back.
The back of the field was just the start of the property. They had almost three-hundred acres on this side of the road, purchased at an inflated cost from Liz�s cousins. Most of the back woods were planted pines, put in by previous owners. They had rows and rows of monstrous trees that should have been harvested at least a decade ago according to the forester.
Alan took the little path that he and Joe had cleared. It ended at the nearest row of pine trees. Once you got to the pines, it was an easy walk between the rows. Only at the edges did other trees have the temerity to try to spring up through the thick blanket of pine needles. Here in the center of the planting, there was nothing but pine trees and brittle branches.
Alan walked the length of the pines, holding the bag of smelly shells out to his side. He switched it to his other arm when his shoulder began to stiffen. At the end of the pines, he pushed through low bushes and out to the snowmobile path. This was still their property, but the family had always granted snowmobilers rights to a trail across the land. Alan followed the path down the hill. Now he was about three-quarters of the way across their property. This last quarter was the hardest.
The snowmobile club kept the path clear of trees and brush, but in the summer the grass grew tall. Only the deer and moose kept the grass trampled. They seemed to have a time-share arrangement with the snowmobiles.
Alan walked along the path and wondered if he still needed to worry about ticks this time of year. He stopped to tuck his pants into his socks, just in case.
Near the edge of the property, Alan found a couple of wooden pallets propped up on logs to bridge a little creek. The Colonel would have never approved. Alan crossed carefully. He looked at the creek and down at his bag of shells.
�Nope,� he said. He kept walking.
At the edge of their property�this property assembled and curated by the Colonel until his death�a family of beavers had dammed the little stream and formed a pond. This is where Alan intended to dump the lobster shells. They�d come from the ocean, but perhaps their remains would find peace in the little beaver pond.
Alan smiled as he reached the edge of the pond. He hiked upstream a bit and then picked apart the knot at the top of the bag. He dumped the shells and lobster guts into the water. He shook out the bag and then wadded it up carefully before enclosing it in a second bag from his pocket. He tucked the whole contained mess in a side pouch of his camera bag and washed his hands in the beaver pond. The smell was foul. He wiped his hands with a cleaning wipe from his bag before he touched his camera.
Alan worked his way down towards the pond, looking for a shot. The sun was wrong for what he wanted to capture. He picked a path carefully over the dam and tried to find an angle to get the surface of the pond, the dam, and the beaver lodge in one shot. He was accustomed to taking action shots of protesters about to throw rocks at a line of armored police. He was accustomed to finding a way to frame the mutilated corpse of a forgotten soldier so the viewer could feel the despair of wasted youth. He couldn�t find the edge in this shot of the beaver dam. He couldn�t find the drama.
At the top of the beaver lodge, one branch stuck out. Three wilted leaves hung from the branch. A pretty yellow bird landed near the leaves. It turned its black-striped head and sang. Alan zoomed in.
As he took his shots, something up the hill banged, sending the bird back to flight.
Alan sighed. He reviewed his last shots. He saw three pictures of a yellow blur.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
Alan turned. What was up that hill? He picked his way across to the other side of the dam, miraculously keeping his feet dry, and beat his way through the grass up the far bank. These woods weren�t orderly rows of planted pines, they were the twisted intertwined work of unchecked nature. Alan fought his way through a patch of raspberry bushes and closely-packed alders.
Bang. Bang. Buzz.
Alan cocked his head. The last thing sounded like an air compressor that you might use for a nail gun. The hill was getting steeper. Alan paused and looked left and right. He saw daylight to his left. He headed towards it.
Through some scraggly, thorny bushes, Alan emerged onto a path. He saw a sign. It read, �Kingston Snowmobile Club.� Below the words were a picture of an ATV with a line through the machine.
Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.
Alan walked up the path for a bit and then as it curved left, he picked his way through a more manageable forest of respectable trees.
Bang.
The sound was close. Alan dropped to a crouch and turned slowly. He held his camera near his face. He felt like a lion cub, play-hunting by chasing his father�s tail, but it was better than taking a blurry picture of a yellow bird. Alan crept towards the source of the noise.
Movement caught his eye and Alan froze. He got down on his knees and lowered himself to his belly for the second time that day. He hid his face behind the camera and scanned up the hill through his lens.
He found his quarry.
It was a man�gray hair at his temples, thoughtful dark frames on his glasses. He wore a blue felt shirt rolled up to the elbows over a white t-shirt. He wore clean blue jeans and hiking boots. He carried a nail gun tethered with a red hose.
Bang.
The man fired a nail into the underside of his deck.
Bang. Bang.
Alan snapped a couple of photos of the carpenter as the man climbed down from his ladder and moved it over. The man picked up another short piece of wood and climbed back up.
Bang.
Alan got photos of the man, his deck, and the house. He pointed his lens to the sky and slinked backwards, staying low until he got to a tree. Alan used the tree for cover as he stood and backed away slowly.
Bang. Bang.
The farther he got from the tree, the less it shielded him from the house. Alan edged around the side. The carpenter held his nail gun at his side and turned Alan�s direction. Alan froze. The carpenter raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun and peered right at Alan�s position. The man began to climb down the ladder.
Alan turned and ran.
He reached the path and tucked his camera under his arm as he barreled down the hill. The trail ended at the edge of the beaver pond. Alan turned left and tried to keep his speed as he tromped through the tall grass at the edge of the pond. He had to reach the dam before he could cross and get back to his own property. Out here, he felt exposed.
Alan reached the dam with only a little mud splashed up his pants. He sprinted across the top of the dam, staying light on his toes and willing himself across. He had a big smile on his face as he reached the other side. He pulled at the low branches as he jumped over a muddy patch on his way back to the snowmobile trail.
The trail was right there, only a few steps away, when his foot came down in the wrong spot. His shoe disappeared down into a black muddy hole. The mud made a slurping noise as it sucked the shoe from his foot. Alan looked down at his sock, half-pulled from his foot and soaked through. He began to giggle.
With his camera capped and zipped into the bag, he hung it from a branch as he plunged a hand into the cold mud. He found his shoe. The ground didn�t want to let it go. Alan laughed out loud as he liberated his shoe from the ground. It was covered in thick black slime.
He groaned as he slipped his foot back into the cold shoe. Before heading down the path, he looked back over his shoulder. The man with the blue shirt and professor glasses was standing on the opposite bank of the pond. Alan waved and smiled. He grabbed his camera bag and ran back towards his house.
* * *
By the time he got home, Alan�s lungs ached every time he took in a deep breath. He ran right past the farm truck�he didn�t want to get the inside all muddy. In the dooryard, they had a little pump hooked up to an old well. The water wasn�t good for drinking, but it was good enough to hose off his muddy pants and shoes. Alan stripped down in the dooryard as he got cleaned up.
He hung up his shoes and carried the rest of his clothes in a dripping bundle to the washing machine. After a shower, he put away the rest of the laundry from the line. Clouds were starting to build in the west.
When he walked out back to get the truck, Alan was on high alert. He imagined the carpenter watching him from the woods as he turned around in the field and drove back towards the barn. By the time he put the truck away and started getting ready for dinner, he�d managed to forget about the man.
Alan pulled a steak from the freezer and set it to thaw on the counter. She shucked corn, snapped green beans, and mixed a batch of cookies. He was sweating as he waited for the oven to heat up. Alan looked at the clock for the twentieth time. It was 4:30�where was Joe?
He did the math again. Extended day ended at four, when the day shift at the woolen mill ended.
Out at four, fifteen-minute bus ride home, five minute walk from the place where the bus turned around, and it all added up to where-the-hell-was-Joe o�clock.
Alan shut off the oven and headed down the hall.
He stopped with his hand on lever of the screen door. Alan decided to give his son another twenty minutes before he went looking.
He crossed the hot kitchen and turned the oven back on. A few minutes later, it beeped to signal it was up to temperature. Alan put the cookies in and waited. He stood, looking out the window at the quiet yard as they cooked. The window over the sink looked across the driveway to a lonely maple tree that shaded a sundial. He wondered why anyone would put a sundial in the shade and then he noticed the handles on the concrete pad. It was the cap for the septic tank. All their waste would collect in some tank in the ground. Country living.
The timer went off. Alan pulled the cookies from the oven and set the trays down on the stovetop.
He dropped the third one when the screen door banged shut.
�Shit,� Alan whispered.
�Dad, you shouldn�t say that,� Joe said. He flopped his book bag down on a chair.
�Pretend you didn�t hear that,� Alan said
�Okay,� Joe said.
Alan used a spatula to scoop the floor cookies into the trash.
�Can I have one?� Joe asked. He sat at the kitchen table. �It�s hot in here.�
�You can have one after dinner. How was school?�
�It was okay. There are two other kids named Joe in my homeroom, so the teacher said she was going to call us by our last names. One of the kids wants to be Joey though. How come you never called me Joey?�
�That�s a kangaroo name,� Alan said. �We were afraid you�d hop everywhere.�
Joe laughed.
�Where�s mom?� Joe asked. He swung his feet beneath the table and squeaked his sneakers on the floor.
�Not home yet,� Alan said. �Didn�t you get out at four? Why did it take you so long to get home?�
Joe was unzipping his book bag. He pulled out a notebook and slapped it on the table.
�The bus dropped me off last,� he said.
Alan nodded. �Why is that?�
�I don�t know,� Joe said.
�You have any homework?�
�I did most of it in extended day. They give us time to do homework if we want. I just have to finish memorizing some vocabulary words, but there�s no test until the end of the week.�
�The end of the week is only the day after tomorrow,� Alan said.
�I know.�
Alan sat down at the table and picked up one of the books Joe had stacked there.
�Didn�t you learn algebra last year?�
�Some of it, but I think this book goes farther.�
�Maybe you should move up to eighth grade.�
�Dad, you promised. I already know kids in my grade and all the eighth graders are bigger than me.�
�Relax, relax,� Alan said. �I didn�t mean it.�
He set the book down. There were two private schools within twenty minutes. One was for boarders only, but the other allowed for day students. If they had money to burn next year, maybe they would have the conversation again. For now, public school was their only option. Buying the house from Liz�s cousins had boxed them in substantially.
�Did you meet any new kids?�
�Yeah, a couple,� Joe said. He was flipping through blank pages of his notebook. He found his way to a list of words spaced evenly down a page. �Do we have a dictionary?�
�Yeah, of course,� Alan said. He pushed away from the table and stood up. Down the hall, at the front of the house, the Colonel�s study was still populated with the old man�s books. Alan pulled a worn book from the shelf and turned as light flashed through the window. He expected to see the carpenter standing out there on the road. Instead, he saw his wife�s BMW turning into the driveway. Alan walked back towards the kitchen.
�Mom�s home,� Joe said as Alan set down the dictionary.
Alan watched through the window as his wife pulled up to the barn. The building was huge�there was space for five cars and a boat in there�but it seemed strange to watch such a modern machine pulling into the old red structure.
A few seconds later, Liz emerged from the barn. She held her briefcase in one hand and her phone in the other. She paused in the middle of the drive while she talked on the phone. Her face was all business. Alan couldn�t hear what she was saying, but she was clearly still in lawyer mode.
Liz took the phone from her ear, stabbed the screen with her thumb, and turned towards the shed door. The shed ran all the way from the house to the barn, but Liz always walked through the driveway. She said there were too many spiders in the far end of the shed. Alan heard the screen door groan and then slam shut as Liz came up the hall. Joe was flipping through the musty old dictionary.
The woman who came through the door to the kitchen had a totally different demeanor than the lawyer who had been arguing to the phone out in the driveway. That was one of the things that Alan loved most about his wife. No matter how much of a hard-ass her career made her in the real world, when she was with her husband and son, she was as sweet as a spring breeze.
Alan smiled and Liz beamed back.
�Hi, beautiful,� Alan said.
�Hey, handsome,� Liz said. She set down her bag and jacket and bounded towards Alan. He caught her in his arms and twirled her in the space between the cabinets and the refrigerator.
They smiled into each other�s eyes and then brought their lips together in the middle for a quick noisy kiss.
�Gross,� Joe said without looking up from his homework.
Alan set Liz gently back to her feet.
�What�s wrong with this one? He doesn�t hug anymore now that he�s a seventh grader?� Liz asked.
�He didn�t hug me either,� Alan said as Liz crossed the floor to their son.
She grabbed Joe around the back of his shoulders and squeezed him tight while laying her face against his. Liz took the seat next to Joe and picked up his math book. Alan turned his attention to wrapping each ear of corn in its own sheet of wax paper.
�It smells so good in here. What�s for dinner?� Liz asked.
�Corn, green beans, and you guys are having veggie burgers,� Alan said. �Cookies are for dessert.�
�You know what the Colonel used to say about string beans?� Liz asked Joe.
�All string, no beans,� Joe said. He was copying a definition from the dictionary to his list of vocabulary words. He didn�t look up to deliver the line.
�I guess I�ve told you that one before?� Liz.
�No,� Joe said. �I just guessed.�
Alan smiled�his son had inherited his mom�s dry wit.
�You did?� Liz asked. She grabbed Joe�s hand in both of hers. �Oh my, do you know what this means?�
�What?� Joe asked. He tried to look annoyed, but Alan saw the smile creeping in around the corners of his son�s mouth.
�It means you�re psychic, Joe,� Liz said. She pushed a blond strand of hair behind her ear. �This is a huge responsibility. You have the amazing ability to psychically guess your dead great-grandfather�s favorite expressions. You�re going to be famous all over the world.�
�Come on, mom,� Joe said. He couldn�t hide his grin anymore. �I�m trying to do homework.�
As she stood up, Liz cupped Joe�s chin and gave him a kiss on the forehead.
�I�m off to change. Don�t you boys start dinner without me.� Liz collected her bag and jacket and headed down the hall.
Alan finished his preparations for the corn and put the ears in the microwave.
�I�m going to go warm up the grill,� Alan said to Joe. He picked up the little metal tray that held the steak and the veggie burgers. He was careful to tilt the tray so the blood from his thawing meat didn�t trickle down to the burger side.
�It�s a little early, isn�t it?� Joe asked.
�I�m hungry. Aren�t you?�
�I guess. I�ll be out in a minute. I only have a little more to do.�
Alan backed into the screen door and opened it with his elbow. Across their little dooryard and the driveway, the Colonel had paved a small parking area. Two guests could park there side by side, but they never did. Anyone who came to visit always seemed to pull directly in front of the barn, blocking the cars parked inside.
Just past the driveway, the Colonel had built a little screened-in patio dubbed, �The Cook House.� It was just the right size for a picnic table, two folding chairs, and a grill. Alan liked to sit out here in the evenings. The screens did a good job at keeping out the bugs and you could experience the house without feeling encompassed within it. He sat the tray on the counter next to the grill and took a seat. Joe was right�it was too early to cook.
A few minutes later, Liz appeared from the shed door. She held a drink in each hand. Alan stood to push open the door for her.
Liz handed him a drink.
�What�s the occasion?� Alan asked.
�It�s after five. Do we need an occasion? How about our son�s first day of middle school? Cheers,� she said and they clinked their glasses.
Alan took a sip. �You make a hell of a drink.�
Liz smiled.
�I found some of the barn paint in the shop. I�ve got plenty to do that door panel after I spackle it,� Alan said.
�Which panel?� Liz said. She turned towards the barn.
�The one with all the holes in it,� Alan said. From old photos, Alan knew that the Colonel had replaced the barn�s original sliding doors with the giant garage door it had now. The middle panel at the bottom had at least twenty small holes in it. You could see them from the road.
�That�s from when the Colonel tried to shoot a porcupine,� Liz said. �You can�t cover those holes.�
Alan laughed. �We�re memorializing the sport-shooting of rodents now?�
�Alan, can you just wait? Maybe do it after Thanksgiving, when everyone visits?�
�I can�t paint after Thanksgiving,� Alan said. �It�s getting dicey now. There�s only a few weeks of outdoor painting weather left.�
�Then can you do it next spring? Those holes have been there for years and years. One more winter isn�t going to hurt anything, is it?�
�Honey, you have to stop treating this place like a museum. We live here now. You bought the place fair and square. In fact, you were more than generous.�
�Alan.�
�No, I�m not going there. I�m just saying�this is our house. We don�t have to maintain it exactly how your cousins remember it. That wasn�t part of the deal,� Alan said.
�How about just for this year?� Liz asked. �Can we just put a pin in things for this year and then we�ll start making changes in January? That will give everyone another Thanksgiving and another Christmas with the house just as it was. Then we can start making our changes, okay?�
�You don�t think that you�re just setting the wrong expectation? I mean, painting the house purple would be one thing, but with those holes you�re drawing the line at what I would consider basic maintenance.�
�Let me tell you the story,� Liz said.
Alan wanted to roll his eyes, but he kept them steady, locked onto his wife. It was too nice a night to have a full-blown argument.
�My grandmother used to have her bridge club over every fourth Thursday. They took turns�Evelyn�s house, Louise�s, Peg�s, and then here. The Colonel would hide up the bedroom when they�d come. He�d work on a model, or a puzzle, or his writing. Halfway through their game one day, Louise said, �Oh, look!� All the women rushed to the kitchen window to see. There was a little woodchuck sitting in the middle of the driveway.�
Liz�s face lit up as she told the story. Alan found himself grinning despite his frustration.
�It was sitting up on its haunches and working its little hands in front of its mouth. The four women were entranced by the cute little thing. But the Colonel had a blood-feud with woodchucks. They would burrow into his garden and eat everything. So as the women watched the cute little woodchuck, BAM! It exploded into a million pieces.�
Alan laughed.
�The Colonel was up in the bedroom, and he saw the thing through the window as he stood up to stretch. All he had up there was his shotgun, so that�s what he used to dispatch the woodchuck.�
�What did the women do?� Alan asked, giggling.
�They quietly went back to their game. They didn�t include this house in their rotation for a little while, but eventually they came back. The worst part according to the Colonel was that he had to hose down the driveway before any of the women would go outside to their cars.�
�That�s a riot,� Alan said.
�So that�s why we can�t fix that panel just yet. Someone tells that story every Thanksgiving, and they always point to the door after they get to the punchline.�
�But if the woodchuck was in the middle of the driveway, his shot would have never it the barn door. Plus, if the woodchuck exploded from the shot, then the holes wouldn�t be so tightly grouped, would they?�
�The holes in the barn door are from a different time. That�s when the Colonel tried to shoot a porcupine and missed. That�s not the point. It�s just that everyone always looks at the door after someone tells the story about the woodchuck. It�s a continuity thing. People like to remember the story and then punctuate it with a glimpse into something the Colonel left behind.�
�He left all this behind,� Alan said.
�Please don�t cover up the holes,� Liz said.
�Fine. I won�t, but you have to understand�I�m running out of things to do around here. Joe and I cleared all the brush and did all the landscaping this summer. We have a shed full of wood, and I cleared all the cobwebs from the front windows of the barn.�
�Alan!�
�I�m kidding,� he said. �I know about the sanctity of the spiders. I suppose I could get a job up at Christy�s. Maybe they need someone to count the returnable bottles or pump gas.�
�It�s only a couple of months,� Liz said. �Why don�t you get your fishing license? You could fix up the boat, couldn�t you? Spend some time on the stream?�
�Fishing.� Alan said. He flattened his mouth into a line. �Fishing?�
�Lots of people enjoy it. People kill for a few months off. Can�t you enjoy it?� Liz asked.
�If either us were the type of person who would enjoy a few months off, we wouldn�t be together.�
Liz nodded. �That�s true.�
�Maybe I could build a cabin or something out back. I could do a log cabin, like they used to��
�Oh! Why don�t you start putting together your photos for Edwin�s book? When�s that deadline?�
�He needs them by the end of February. I�ve decided to wait until January before I look at those. You know I need time before I can evaluate my work.�
�Why don�t you take some pictures around here? That would certainly make it easier on the cousins once we start to make changes next year. If you took a tasteful picture of the barn door before you fixed it, then at least we�d have the photo.�
�That�s an idea,� Alan said. He got up to light the grill. �I suck at still life, but I could try to get better. Your cousins wouldn�t know the difference, I�m sure.�
�Hey.�
�I took some terrible photos out back today. I call them �Blurry Finch Against Washed-Out Sky.� They�re very tasteful.� As the flames heated the grill, Alan opened the lid so he could scrape the grates. �Can we replace this grill at least? Some of this grease dates back to before we were born.�
�The Colonel said that the black stuff gives you all the flavor.�
�I bet,� Alan said. �Hey, it�s the offspring.�
Liz turned to watch Joe cross the driveway. He had a sheet of paper in one hand and a can in the other.
�Soda?� Liz asked. She pushed open the door for him.
�It�s diet,� Joe said.
�Still.�
Joe sat at the picnic table and laid the sheet in front of himself.
�Abandon,� Joe said. �To leave someone or something.�
�Yeah?� Liz asked.
�Vocabulary,� Joe said.
�You know what abandon means. Why do you have to study abandon?� Liz asked.
�I have to get the definition just right. I can know what it means, but I have to be able to write down the definition. Can I get a dog?�
�Is non sequitur on your list?� Liz asked.
�That�s two words,� Alan said. He paused in his scraping and looked at the tool he was using. It was a paint scraper that someone had enlisted into service on the grill.
�When we moved here I wanted to get a dog, but you said we had to wait. Have we waited long enough? Can we get one now?� Joe asked.
�Ask your father,� Liz said.
Alan dropped his hands to his side and glared at his wife.
�What?� she asked.
�How are you going to ask me �what,� when you just made the dog into my decision?� Alan asked.
�Well, it is mostly your decision,� Liz said. �You�re home during the day, so a lot of the responsibility would fall on your shoulders.�
�I�d take care of it the rest of the time,� Joe said. �He could sleep in my room and I�d feed him and do everything.�
�We don�t have a fenced-in yard and there would be no good way to put one in even if we wanted a fence.�
�The Colonel never had a fence,� Liz said.
�You�re not helping,�Alan said.
�Joe,� Alan said. �We�ve got a lot of company coming for Thanksgiving and Christmas. Let�s wait until after then before we jump into any big changes, okay?�
�Okay,� Joe said. He turned his attention back to his vocabulary words.
Liz raised her eyebrows at Alan.
�What�s your next word, bud?� Alan asked Joe.
�Bias,� Joe said. �It means prejudice.�
�It can also mean to sway or influence,� Liz said. �The prosecutor tried to bias the jury in his favor.�
�And did it work?� Alan asked.
Liz smiled.
* * *
Alan woke but didn�t move. The moon was so bright that for a minute he thought he�d forgotten to turn off the big light on the front of the barn. Their bedroom had a bay window that looked down on the dooryard and the barn. If you believed the story, the little wing window on the right was the one through which the Colonel had shot the woodchuck.
Alan looked out at the sky. The silver clouds were moving fast across the stars. Under the covers next to him, the little lump that was his wife rose and fell with her deep breathing. Alan turned his head and stole a glance at the door. He had the sense that someone was watching him.
Liz groaned in her sleep and rolled over onto her back. She burst out from under the covers. Her wide eyes found Alan.
�Did you lock the door?� she asked.
Alan pushed up to his elbow.
�What? What are you talking about?� he asked.
Liz shook her head. Her golden hair looked silver in the moonlight. From what he could see of her eyes, they were crazy. She blinked slowly.
�Alan. Can you lock the door?� she asked.
�Which door, honey? The front door doesn�t open from outside and the shed door doesn�t have a lock.�
�Oh,� she said. �Someone�s in the house.�
�You had a bad dream.�
�I know,� she said. �But there�s someone here. Can�t you feel it?�
�I�ll go look,� Alan said.
He slid his legs from under the covers. He wore pajamas now�ever since they�d moved. Alan tucked his feet into slippers as he got out of bed. They were new as well. He felt like the father in a black-and-white sitcom as he crossed to the door.
The bedroom door didn�t have a normal mechanism with a knob to turn, it had a little spring-loaded ball that popped in and out of a socket.
�So much for stealth,� Alan mumbled. The ball clanked as he opened the door. The sound echoed in the upstairs hall. The door to Joe�s room was open a few inches. Alan looked through the gap and smiled at his son�s sprawled shape. Joe wasn�t fully at rest until he�d kicked all of his covers to the floor.
Alan retreated to the stairs. The moon came through the window and made sharp shadows of the balusters. Alan ran his hand lightly down the thick rail as he descended. The stairs creaked. The layout of the old house was a nightmare. It had been built back when small rooms were important to trap the heat. The Colonel took down some of the walls, but what remained was a maze of rooms. He checked the TV room and the den first. They were empty.
The living room was dark and deep. The north-facing windows didn�t get any of the moonlight and the far end of the room swam in shadows. Alan clicked on a floor lamp. His eye caught movement near the fireplace. Maybe it was wishful thinking. He�d set a tray of mouse poison there earlier in the week and he hoped it had some visitors.
While the light was on, Alan rolled open the door to the coat closet. He found nothing but long coats and hat boxes�more relics of the previous inhabitants. The dining room and kitchen were divided only by a wall of cabinets. This was the nerve-center of the old house. Alan stood in the threshold for a minute. The windows on one side looked over the dooryard and the barn. On the other side, the windows saw the driveway as it rolled down to the road.
Even with its fairly recent cabinets and appliances, the kitchen belonged to every era. It had clearly been the heart of the house since the first stones of the foundation had been dragged from the quarry by �ox strength and ignorance,� as the Colonel used to say.
Alan forced himself to move. He opened the door to the shed and flipped on the lights. The one switch triggered bulbs all down the shed and into the barn. Alan followed their path.
The screen door had a little latch on it, but that wouldn�t stop anyone. Just past that, there was a heavy entry door. It had a keyhole on the outside, but they didn�t have a key. On the inside the knob was plain. Alan didn�t see a way to lock it. He glanced around the rest of the shed and then shut the door anyway. He didn�t want to bother with sliding the door to the outside closed�it would be a hollow gesture.
Something about the knob caught his attention. You could push it in. A light went on in Alan�s head. He pushed in the knob and turned it clockwise. It stuck there and the knob wouldn�t turn. He reversed the experiment and smiled at his discovery. He left the door locked and returned to the kitchen.
He shut off the shed lights and froze.
Liz stood at the other end of the kitchen in her nightgown.
�There�s someone here,� she whispered.
�Where?� Alan asked. He ducked as the black shape swooped towards him.
Liz flicked on the lights.
Alan slammed himself back against the wall as the shape changed direction and darted back towards him again.
�Get a towel,� Alan said. He reached behind himself and grabbed the broom that was propped in the corner.
Liz let out a little yip as the thing turned her direction. She dropped to a crouch and crawled towards the dish towel that hung from the oven handle. Alan took a swipe in the air. He didn�t want to hurt the bat, but he needed to get it on the floor.
The bat went down.
Liz landed on it with the towel.
�Be careful. I�ll put it back out,� Alan said. He took a step towards Liz.
It was too late. With throaty grunts, Liz stomped her heel on the towel again and again.
�Wait!� Alan said.
He pulled Liz back, away from the bunched towel on the floor. Alan pulled back one corner of the towel and quickly laid it back over the mess.
�Did I get it?�
He looked up at his wife. Her face was a mixture of hope and fear.
�Did you get it? Sugar bear, if you�d gotten it any more, we�d have to replace the floor. I was going to put it outside. Bats are beneficial�they eat mosquitoes,� Alan said.
�Bats live outside. If they come inside, then they�re subject to same treatment as any other rodent.�
�Okay,� Alan said. �Okay. Go back to bed. Crisis averted.�
Liz turned and did her little victory dance as she walked away. Alan picked up the corpse of the invading bat and headed back for the shed. He was careful not to lock himself out and walked through the dooryard. No sense in leaving another smelly mess in the garbage. The trees were alive with wind. As he crossed the driveway, the light in their upstairs bedroom clicked on and then back off.
Alan took the bat through the yard and tossed it into the woods past the little stone wall. He shook the towel. It had a dark splotch of bat blood. Back in the kitchen, with the door locked again, Alan rinsed the dish towel under cold water in the sink. He dropped it into the washing machine before he headed back upstairs.
Liz was already asleep again. Alan kicked off his damp slippers and slid under the covers to nestle against her. She stirred.
�I hate bats,� she murmured.
�Apparently,� he said.
�I shouldn�t have killed it though.�
�Okay.�
He took a deep breath and let his exhale tickle her neck. She snuggled back into his grasp.
�When it first dive-bombed me, I thought it was a person,� Alan said. �Probably because you said there was someone in the house.�
�I didn�t mean the bat,� Liz said.
She turned a little in his arms.
�The Colonel was up here,� Liz said.
�Huh?�
�His spirit or whatever,� she said. �It was up here. I came down to tell you and that�s when the bat came out. He�s gone now.�
�What are you talking about?� Alan asked. The hair on the back of his neck was standing at attention.
�Never mind,� she mumbled. Her breathing grew deeper and he felt her body relax as she drifted off to sleep. Alan watched the silver clouds blowing by for a long time before he could find sleep again.

CHAPTER TWO
Neighbor

SEPTEMBER 2

�YOU BETTER get going, Joe. You�re going to miss your bus. Remember the new schedule?� Alan asked.
�Okay,� Joe said. He got up fast and banged the table.
Alan looked up from the dishes. His eye caught a shape moving on the road. With a flash of recognition, Alan pushed away from the sink. He dodged around Joe and ran down the hall towards the front of the house. He peeked through the windows next to the front door as the jogger ran by.
It was the carpenter. He wasn�t wearing his glasses, but the hair and chin were the same�Alan was sure of it. The man jogged easily down the road. He didn�t even look like he was sweating. As Alan watched, the man disappeared on the other side of the trees.
�What are you doing, Dad?� Joe asked.
Alan jumped.
�Jeez, Joe. Get going. You�ll be late. I�m not driving you if you miss the bus.�
�You mean I get to stay home?� Joe asked. He had a big smile on his face.
�No,� Alan said. He grabbed Joe by the shoulders and marched him back down the hall. �If you miss the bus then you have to walk to school. I�ll follow behind you in the car to make sure you don�t dawdle.�
�What�s dawdle?�
�Put it on your vocabulary list,� Alan said. �Come on, I�ll walk you to the end of the driveway.�
Alan grabbed his paperback book from the top of the dryer on the way out. He stopped at the end of the drive and watched Joe walk down the road. He heard the bus rumbling in the distance and hoped that Joe made it in time. As far as Alan could see, there was no reason the bus shouldn�t come the extra hundred yards and just turn around in their driveway after picking Joe up, but the driver had been adamant.
Alan sat down on the asphalt and flipped through his book, looking for the right page. He wanted to be there when the jogger came back�he was long overdue in apologizing to the carpenter for sneaking up on him. It had been almost a week since he�d photographed the man working on his deck.
He sat and read in the driveway for an hour before he gave up. His neck was stiff from hunching over the book. He dusted himself off and went back inside. His list for the day looked remarkably like the one from the previous day. It had two items�cleaning, and laundry. Neither captivated him. Alan sat down at the kitchen table and listened to the clock tick.
A headache was rumbling in the back of his skull and starting to gather steam. Alan went to the sink, downed a pill with a glass of water, and then turned for the door. He stopped while slinging his camera bag over his shoulder. It could give the wrong impression, he decided. He took off the bag and stopped in the shop. He grabbed a paintbrush�brand new and still in the package�from the shelf and banged through the screen door. His stride was light as he walked through the shed.
* * *
Alan hurried up the hill beside the house. He felt silly holding his paintbrush as he rounded the building. It occurred to him that he didn�t even know if this house belonged to the carpenter. He�d just assumed that the guy was working on the deck of his own house. He might be a contractor who lived down the road.
Alan walked up to the door. There was no porch. The entry was only a couple of feet above the ground, but Alan felt ridiculous reaching up to knock on the door from the ground. He put the paintbrush in his back pocket and looked around nervously while he waited. The house had a two-car garage with no doors. Alan could see the taillights of a tall vehicle parked in one of the bays. The other housed a riding mower that was so clean it might have never been used. Glancing at the yard, Alan wasn�t surprised. There was only one small patch of grass�the rest was scrubby dirt littered with oak leaves and acorns. Two bushes were planted at the corners of the house. One was dead. The other was cut back so much that it looked like someone was trying to kill it.
Alan knocked again.
The door was in good shape. It was one of those metal-clad doors that was hard to paint but would last pretty much forever.
�Can I help you?� a voice asked.
Alan grabbed his chest and sucked in a breath. He turned around. The carpenter, still wearing his jogging clothes, was standing behind him.
�Wow. You scared me,� Alan said. �I came to apologize for the other day.�
�Pardon?� the man asked. He wiped his arm across his forehead. He was sweating.
�I was taking photos of a bird out in the marsh and I heard your nail gun. I�m a photographer, so it�s just instinct. I came up the hill a little and I was taking photos. I saw you,� Alan said. He heard how he was prattling and wished he could stop. The words just spilled from his mouth. Now that he�d started the story, he felt he needed to finish. �Anyway, I think you saw me taking photos and I wanted to apologize for invading your privacy.�
�I have no idea what you�re talking about,� the man said. �Is that all?�
�Yes. Sorry. Didn�t mean to waste your time again. I�ll be on my way,� Alan said. He turned and realized that he didn�t have an exit strategy. He wasn�t even sure what road this house was on. There were a couple of likely candidates that he�d seen on the map, but if he were to walk home on the roads the trip would turn from one mile into about five.
Oh well, Alan thought, I guess I�m hoofing it.
He headed for the driveway. Alan looked back over his shoulder. The carpenter was standing with his arms crossed.
�I should at least introduce myself,� Alan said. He came back a couple of steps. �Oh wait!�
Alan reached behind him for the paintbrush. The carpenter took a step back and turned slightly.
This is going well, Alan thought.
�Sorry,� Alan said. �Just this.� He pulled out the brush and handed it towards the man. The carpenter reached forward and took it carefully. �I saw you working on your deck and I figured you might plan on staining it when you�re done. That�s my favorite brush for stain. It�s got great action and it cleans up easily.�
The carpenter opened the paper sleeve and ran the bristles over his palm. He nodded.
�Thanks,� the carpenter said. �That will come in handy.�
�I�m Alan� Harper. I live over on Durham Road�big white house with the giant red barn.�
The man nodded.
�Good to meet you.�
The man didn�t offer his hand or his name, so Alan simply backed away with a wave.
�Have a good one,� Alan said.
The carpenter waved back.
Down a short drive, Alan found himself on a dirt road that quickly switched to cracked asphalt. The houses on either side were spaced out enough so that most didn�t have direct views of the neighbors. They ranged from fancy two story prefabs to little shit boxes. The road ended at what Alan recognized as the Mill Road. He looked up at the green sign blade. It told him that the carpenter lived on �Location Rd.�
�Never heard of it,� Alan said. He set off down the Mill Road. Where Alan grew up, you just said �Pershing Drive,� or �Hudson Ave.� Around here, people always seemed to throw a �the� in front of road names unless the road was named after a specific person or place. He�d heard his own road done both ways��Durham Road,� and �The Durham Road.� He wondered if the denizens of Location Road used a �the� or not.
Liz had a story for each of the houses along the Mill Road. Alan was approaching the Gault compound. Mrs. Gault lived alone now. Her husband died years before. Their house was light blue on three sides and white on the fourth. Mr. Gault had found a deal on vinyl siding, but only enough to do seventy-five percent of the house. Strangely, he�d chosen to cover two sides that could be seen from the road and the one side you couldn�t. That left the fourth side uncovered. Eventually, he�d found another deal and done the fourth side in white. According to the story, �you can believe that Normal got an earful about that.�
To his face, everyone called him Norman, but his name on his birth certificate had been �Normal.� Some suspected it was an old family name, others considered it a typo. Behind his back when they were discussing his odd behavior, the neighbors had all called him Normal.
Once, after Normal died, the Colonel received a call from Mrs. Gault in the middle of the night. She wouldn�t say what the problem was, but asked him to come over right away. He arrived in an overcoat, nightgown, and boots. It was November. The Colonel�s story told that when he came in she was sitting on a kitchen chair with her knees pulled up to her chest like a little girl. He saw her eighty-five-year-old baby maker and wondered exactly what had compelled her to call at two in the morning. She� pointed through the bedroom door towards the bed and whispered��under.�
The Colonel approached slowly and was careful to keep his own touchhole under wraps as he found his way to hands and knees. Throwing up the bed skirt, he nearly had a heart attack on her wide-pine floors. He was looking at the biggest snake he�d ever seen outside the movies. It was sluggish in the cold house, and the Colonel managed to wrangle the beast with a broom into a tall trash can. He slapped a serving tray on top of it and hauled it out into the woods.
Liz had told Alan the story twice. The first time, she told him a clean version because Joe was in the car. Another day, she gave him the full deal. Alan sneaked another glance at the house as he passed. Mrs. Gault was still alive. Alan wondered who was taking care of her snakes these days. When the Colonel returned to the house to give back the trash can and tray, he said it was like Mrs. Gault had forgotten he was there. She was sitting at her little kitchen table, flipping through a magazine. The Colonel glanced at it and then looked away, but not in time. The images from the magazine were burned into his vision. Only on special occasions when the Colonel had �gotten ahead of himself,� which meant that he�d dabbled in some extracurricular schnapps, would the Colonel reveal the contents of the images he�d seen. Somehow the widow Gault possessed a magazine that showed muscular men and enormous male dogs. All were naked, and all were engaged in various forms of deviant sexual congress. That was the most the Colonel would say about the matter. The Colonel said that Mrs. Gault made no effort to cover the magazine when he returned�perhaps she hadn�t forgotten his presence after all.
Alan picked up his pace. He had miles to cover still. He cursed himself for not going back through the carpenter�s back yard to the trail.
* * *
�You look stiff tonight,� Liz said.
�I had a long walk today,� Alan said. �Too long, I guess.�
�Maybe you should get back into running.�
�Is that your subtle way of saying I�m getting fat?� Alan asked. He tried on a smile. He sat on the edge of the bed. He�d actually sat down to take off his socks�that�s how sore he was.
�Never,� she said. �You know I like my men with a little bit of a belly.�
Alan pulled on his pajama bottoms and slapped both hands to his stomach. He wasn�t fat, but he was carrying at least ten pounds more than he liked. Liz, in comparison, was tiny.
�What about a generator?� he asked.
�Huh?�
�When I was taking my shower this morning�after my walk�the power shut off right when I was washing my hair. That�s the worst. The water cuts off immediately because of the well. The heat turns off. Everything here depends on electricity.�
�I don�t know,� Liz said. �Where would we put it?�
�They�re tiny,� Alan said. �They�re like the size of a big cooler or something. We�ll put it behind that bush on the driveway side of the house. You won�t even be able to see it.�
�That seems like a lot to change. Can we wait until�� she began.
Alan cut her off. �Damn it, Elizabeth, if you say wait until next year again I�m going to lose my mind. We can�t put in a generator in the middle of winter and that�s when we�ll need it most. What are we supposed to do if the power goes out for two weeks in January. Didn�t you say that happened one time.�
�Nineteen ninety-eight,� she said. Her lips were pursed to the side.
�So we�re going to make a fire and melt snow on the hearth for water? We�re isolated out here.�
�But what would you use for fuel? Are you going to have to keep pouring gas into it all the time?�
Alan stood and walked his clothes to the hamper.
�No, Liz, the Colonel had the good sense to install those two giant propane tanks on the north side of the house. We�ll get it hooked up to those. They have enough juice to run the stove for about twenty years. I think the Colonel was planning to install a generator himself. Maybe he just didn�t get around to it.�
�Okay,� Liz said. �I mean, you don�t need my permission. Why don�t you?�
�I�ll shop for them tomorrow. They might be too expensive. I know what the units cost, but I don�t know how much it will cost to get it wired in right. We want it to automatically switch over, and that might be pricey.�
�Okay,� Liz said.
�If anything, this will help when your relatives show up. Didn�t you say it was a disaster that one year when the power went out right in the middle of the visit?�
�I said okay, Alan,� Liz said.
�Don�t you think it will be nice to not have to worry about power during their visit?�
�It was fun, Alan,� Liz said. �We lived like settlers for a couple of days and everyone had a good time. The only problem was that we couldn�t cook the turkey indoors and the grill burned it up, but that�s why the Colonel took out the electric oven and put in gas.�
�How about we break all the lightbulbs before your family comes? How about that?�
�You�d really push my buttons if I didn�t love you so much,� Liz said.
Alan lowered his shoulders and smiled.
�I wish you didn�t have such a long commute,� Alan said.
�I think you�re just lonely. Let�s be honest�my commute is actually shorter most of the time now that I�m not dealing with city traffic and the subway. When we first moved here, you had the whole summer with Joe and I was on vacation for a lot of it. Now you�re alone in this big house? Maybe you need to meet some new people.�
Alan scratched the side of his face and then slipped between the covers.
�You�re right,� he said. �You�re always right.� He smiled to let her know he wasn�t poking fun at her. �I�ll start with jogging. That always makes me happy.�
* * *
SEPTEMBER 3 - SEPTEMBER 11

ALAN LACED his shoes as Joe finished breakfast. He stayed in the driveway and stretched until he heard Joe�s bus turn around down the road. Alan set off at a medium pace. Before he�d gone a mile, his legs had slowed to a slog. He turned left on the Mill Road. About halfway down the big flat section, Alan decided to head back. His feet hurt, his form was atrocious, and his thighs felt like they�d been dipped in concrete. By the time he got home, he was barely lifting his shoes from the road.
The second day treated him better. Alan did the same three-mile out and back, but he felt like the cobwebs were lifting from his tired muscles. Fatigue hit him in the afternoon. He took the third day off. The plumber from the gas company was coming out to install the necessary lines for the new generator. The dispatcher told Alan to expect him between eight and noon. The man came at eleven-thirty and ate his lunch in his truck before he started working. By the time he left, Alan didn�t have the energy to run.
On the fourth day of his new exercise regime, Alan achieved his unspoken goal. He saw the carpenter. Alan was jogging east on the Mill Road, in the direction of Location Road when he saw him. The carpenter was coming towards him. Alan cleaned up his stride and quickened his pace a little as they approached each other.
Alan always jogged on the left side of the road. He wore headphones and didn�t like the idea of being surprised by traffic from behind. The carpenter jogged on the right. They were on a collision course.
Alan waved at the last second. The carpenter gave a nod.
Alan ran until he got to the place where the stream came close to the side of the road. It was farther than he intended to run. He turned and saw the carpenter off in the distance. At Alan�s casual pace, the carpenter pulled steadily away. By the time Alan turned back onto Durham Road, the carpenter was already lost over the hills. Alan sprinted to try to draw within sight again, but he failed. Back at home, Alan stretched in the driveway for twenty minutes, thinking that the carpenter would turn around and run by again. He never did.
With the gas installed, Alan turned his attention to getting the unit delivered. He was learning the delicate dance of generator installation as he went. With the propane lines run, the unit could be placed. Only then could you call the propane company to come back again to hook up the lines. It was important to tell the dispatcher that your service was interrupted. If they knew you were hooking up a new service, you might get an appointment for next week. If they thought you were replacing or repairing a service, you could expect the technician that same day. Alan learned this through trial and error.
He got the unit delivered by a local appliance company. Three men moved dirt, placed paving stones, and ensured everything was level and ready. With the exception of lifting the big machine, Alan could have done the whole thing himself, but it was nice to have experienced people do the job. By the time they were through, Alan thought Liz couldn�t possibly object. Their work looked very professional.
Alan didn�t mention it to Liz and she didn�t even notice the new unit until the propane guy came out to hook it up. He arrived during dinner.
�Oh my god, that�s the generator?� Liz asked. The propane guy pulled up, waved, and went right to work.
�Like it?�
�It looks like it�s always been there. What a great job you did.�
�I didn�t do much of it,� Alan said. He had planted a few extra flowers in front of the gray box, but it was already pretty well camouflaged against the granite foundation.
�I saw it when I came home,� Joe said.
They sat in the Cook House while the plumber completed his work.
�How come he�s here so late?� Liz asked.
�He lives up the road. He said he�d come by on his way home,� Alan said.
�Well I couldn�t be more pleased. I�m so glad you did that,� Liz said.
�I still have to get the power hooked up to it,� Alan said. �One more step.�
It turned out to be the hardest step of the process. The next day he called eight electricians. He left messages on seven answering machines and with one wife. By the next morning, he�d had no replies. He called again. In the city, service businesses had people who answered the phone. They had office staff. Out here, everyone seemed to work for themselves, making their own hours and, apparently, their own rules about how to deal with customers.
That afternoon, Alan received a few callbacks. Two of the electricians told Alan that he lived outside their normal range, the third call promised to come by later that week. Alan called the store that had delivered the generator. They seemed responsive and professional during that process. They gave him the number of Skip Strand�an electrician he hadn�t found in the phone book.
�Hello?� a man�s voice answered when Alan called.
�Hi, I�m looking for Skip Strand?�
�Speaking.�
�Hi, I�m trying to get a generator installed.�
�Where do you live?�
Alan prepared himself for rejection. He ended up pleasantly surprised. Skip said he had an appointment nearby that afternoon and would stop in, if that suited. Alan waited in the driveway for his company.
Skip pulled up in a shiny new van, emblazoned with his name. He pulled over to the right, parking where he wouldn�t be blocking the barn door. Alan wore a big smile as he shook the man�s hand.
�Great to meet you, Skip. Thanks for coming,� Alan said.
�Of course,� Skip said. Alan heard the edge of an accent there, and it wasn�t local.
�You wouldn�t believe how hard it is to get someone to come out here. I�m just glad it wasn�t an emergency.�
�Oh, I�m sure if it was an emergency, you would have found help.�
�I�m not so sure. Let me show you the generator.�
Alan demonstrated the unit and explained what he was after.
�Not many people put in those automatic cutover switches for the whole house, but I understand what you�re getting at. I�ll have to order heavy-duty parts.�
�No problem, Skip,� Alan said. �As long as we can do it this month.�
�Shouldn�t be a problem.�
Skip worked up an estimate and left Alan with preliminary paperwork. He promised to not even charge for the initial visit. Alan sat at the kitchen table and spun the paper Skip had left. He couldn�t wait for Liz to get home so he could tell her of his success. After a few short minutes of happiness, Alan�s smile faded.
�I used to do things,� he said to the empty kitchen.
The clock ticked.
Alan pushed away from the table and stormed out the door. He grabbed the broom and headed for the barn. Just to the right of the big door, the barn had a hall that ran the length of the front face. It had a bank of windows that looked out onto the driveway. The windows drew flies. The flies drew spiders. In this, their perfect spider habitat, they grew enormous. The hall was hung from end to end with thick, ropy webs.
�Say goodnight, girls,� Alan said. He swung the broom above his head and took out a couple of mammoth webs. Bulbous spiders scrambled for safety. Alan shuddered as he knocked one of the beasts to the plank floor. These spiders were mottled tan and brown. They almost looked translucent and moved with surprising speed. Alan beat at one on the floor. It had legs that would span his palm and a disgusting round abdomen the size of a robin�s egg. It burst when Alan stomped on it. He worked his way down the gallery.
�I guess the cousins are going to have to find another hobby this year. Spider-gazing is out,� Alan said.
His broom clogged with webs. Alan retreated to the barn door to beat the broom against the frame. When it was clear, he returned to the spider slaughter. Alan paused at the end of the hall and surveyed his work. Dust swirled around in the long light streaming through the window. He doubled-back to touch up a few spots, but it looked good. He opened the door to the cow room.
Some long-ago hands had hung weights from ropes and mounted pulleys to make all these doors close automatically. As Alan opened the door, the pulleys squeaked a little song. Alan dropped his broom and ran for the shop. He banged through the screen door, snagged the oilcan, and ran back for the barn. He oiled the pulley and the connectors where the rope attached to the door and weight. He worked the door open and closed until it moved with silent ease. Somewhere in the back of his head Liz�s disappointed visage floated. Alan swept it away with the next batch of cobwebs.
At some point in the distant past, this room had housed cows down its length. A wooden manger built into the wall would have held their feed. Alan walked down the center, where their manure would have collected in the trough. Someone, presumably the Colonel had cleaned this room of all the animal evidence until it was suitable for storage. Now it housed trunks and castoff furniture. Alan walked the length to survey his new task.
He walked back to the shed and returned with a big red shop vacuum. Alan strung extension cords to get power and fired up the old machine. It�s noise enveloped Alan in a pleasant bubble. He moved trunks and slid around furniture. He sucked up dust, and cobwebs, and strips of paper balled together to form nests for rodents. He kept moving�sweating and cursing as he banged his fingers�until the machine clogged.
He shut it down.
�Dad?� Joe asked.
Alan spun so fast that he tripped and crashed into a dressmaker�s dummy.
�Jesus, Joe,� Alan said. �You scared the shit out of me.�
�Sorry. What are you doing?�
�What does it look like? I�m just cleaning up.�
�Oh.�
�Someone has to, Joe. This place is a mess.�
�Okay.�
�Look in there,� Alan said.
He had to point again until Joe figured out what he meant. Joe was still wearing his backpack. He climbed up the little step to the door built into the wall. It was about the size of a medicine chest. It was positioned on the outside wall, between two rippled windows.
Joe flipped the latch and opened the little door.
The little cabinet housed a collection of small wasps nests. The wasps had found their way in through chinks in the barn�s siding and made their home in the small space.
Joe gasped and shut the door.
�It�s okay,� Alan said. �I think they�re all abandoned.�
�I saw a wasp,� Joe said.
�Just your imagination,� Alan said.
�Did you find anything else?� Joe asked.
�Yeah, I did,� Alan said. Joe was too young for one of the things he�d found. In one trunk, Alan had found a little hand-cranked movie viewer that you held up to your eye. It contained a tiny loop of film that showed a dancing stripper. She never showed any nudity, but it was still too overtly sexual for a child. Of course, Joe could see things a million times more sexual on TV every night, but Alan decided not to show it to him. �Look in that trunk.�
Joe lifted the lid carefully, perhaps expecting more wasps.
He pulled his hand back and regarded the contents of the trunk.
Alan joined him at his side.
�What is it?� Joe asked.
�It�s just a doll,� Alan said. He knew why Joe paused�the thing looked like it had been born in a nightmare. The doll�s porcelain head was at least a hundred years old. It lay on its back with one delicate hand near its head, as if it had swooned. The other chipped hand was draped over its belly. The head was slightly turned away from Alan and Joe. The body was hand-stitched cloth, stuffed with raw cotton that you could see through the rotting fabric. The dress was torn and chewed away. It hung to the side. The legs formed a wide V, with the feet tipped to the sides. The eyes were closed.
�Pick it up,� Alan said.
�No way,� Joe said. �I�m not touching it.�
�It�s just a doll, Joe. Go ahead.�
�Nope.�
�Come on.�
�You pick it up,� Joe said. He angled himself for a better look at the doll�s face. �Why is it all by itself in this trunk anyway.�
�Under that tray there�s a bunch of clothes. I picked it up earlier. It probably belonged to your great grandmother. It�s a part of history.�
�Uh huh,� Joe said.
Alan smiled. Joe looked like he was about to run.
�You want to put it in one of your mother�s drawers to scare her?�
Joe�s face lit up with a smile. Then he frowned and shook his head. �No. She�ll get mad if we move anything out here. This stuff belongs to the family.�
�Joe, this stuff belongs to us. We�re family,� Alan said. He tried to soften his anger, but he heard it right behind his words. �We bought all of this from the rest of Mom�s relatives, and they named their price. That means that we don�t owe them anything. If we wanted to, we could clear out everything and put cows back in here.�
�No, Dad,� Joe said. �It�s history. We don�t want to ruin history.�
�I know, Joe. I just don�t want you thinking that anything around here is sacrosanct, or whatever.�
�What�s that mean?�
�It means pick up the doll,� Alan said. �Come on. It�s cool, I promise.�
Joe looked Alan in the eye for a couple of seconds before he moved. He wiped his hands down the front of his shirt and then reached forward carefully. He pinched the doll�s body carefully under the armpits. Joe held his breath and lifted the doll until its head was upright. Alan watched with a wide smile as the doll�s eyes rolled up to show deep crystal irises.
Joe laid the doll back down carefully. Its eyes rolled closed again and the little doll went back to sleep. When his hands were free of the cloth, Joe jumped back and waved his hands around, trying to shake the feel from his fingertips.
�Oh my god, that was the creepiest thing I ever saw,� Joe said.
�I know, right?� Alan said, laughing.
Joe started laughing too. Joe reached and tugged at the lid to the trunk, letting it slam shut over the doll.
�Come on,� Alan said. �You can do your homework later. Let�s walk down to the lake for a minute.�
�Okay,� Joe said. �You�re filthy.�
Alan looked down at his shirt and pants. He was covered in dust and cobwebs.
�Here,� Joe said. He held the broom up.
�Dust it off first,� Alan said. �Beat it on the stoop.�
They found their way outside where Joe dusted Alan�s clothes with the dirty broom. Afterwards they crossed the road and walked down the path to the lake. Before Joe started school, they�d spent the better part of a month putting the trail back in order. Weeds were mowed, rocks slid back into place, and trees cut up and stacked. They�d reclaimed the Colonel�s old trail from nature�s grip. Since school started, it seemed like they never even bothered to use the trail anymore.
Alan saw all their work with fresh eyes and was proud of the time he�d spent with his son that summer.
�Did you start soccer today?� Alan asked.
�Kinda,� Joe said. �We just ran around a lot. I didn�t even touch a soccer ball.�
Joe dropped his backpack next to a tree.
�How�d your history quiz go?�
�I don�t know,� Joe said. �We don�t get answers back until Friday.�
�But how did it feel?�
�Fine.�
Joe picked up a stick and swiped it at ferns as they walked. They crossed the first stone bridge. It was just a big flat rock propped over a little creek, but it had taken the two of them an afternoon to wrangle it into just the right position. Joe crossed first.
�You want to try snowboarding this winter?�
�Yeah,� Joe said. �Can we get a snowmobile? Some of the other guys have them. They said they go to the store on Saturday mornings.�
�By themselves?� Alan asked.
�Yup.�
�We�ll see,� Alan said. He thought that saying, �over my dead body,� might be a little strong for a first response, but he would work his way up to it. Joe ran ahead when they saw the light reflecting off the lake. When Alan caught up, Joe was at the end of the dock, taking off his shoes and socks and rolling up his pants. He dangled his feet in the water and turned around to smile at his father.
�Come on, Dad, put your feet in,� Joe said with a big grin. �Its s-s-s-ooo wuh-wuh-warm.�
�Yeah, right,� Alan said. He lowered himself to the dock next to Joe and dangled his hand in the water. �It�s freezing! Are you trying to kill your old man?�
�It�s nuh-nuh-not so buh-buh-bad,� Joe said.
�Then why are your teeth chattering? Can you explain that?� Alan asked. He took off his shoes and socks and pulled up his pant legs. The water felt good after a few seconds. His feet sent out a ripple across the glassy surface.
�Don�t wiggle your toes,� Joe said. �The snapping turtles will think they�re worms.�
�Who told you that?�
�Mom.�
�Oh, well it must be true then,� Alan said. �I always wondered why she only has seven toes.�
Joe laughed.
�How long are we going to live here?� Joe asked.
Alan looked at his son. The boy was looking across the water at the sinking sun.
�What do you mean?�
�Are we just going to stay a couple of years and then move someplace else?�
�Don�t you like it here? I thought we had a great time this summer.�
�No,� Joe said. �It�s not that. I like it here fine. But the kids at school say that a lot of people move here before they realize how hard the winters are.�
�Oh, I wouldn�t worry about that,� Alan said. �Your mom has been coming here forever. Her folks have been bringing her here since she was a little baby. And I spent almost ten years in Boston. That�s not that much farther south than here. I think we know what we�re in for.�
�Okay,� Joe said.
�You�ve never seen what the leaves look like up here in the fall,� Alan said, pushing Joe�s shoulder. �You�re going to be knocked out. It�s not like down in Virginia. Up here the leaves look like they�re on fire when they change.�
�How come?�
�I don�t know. But once you see it, you�ll never forget.�
They settled into a rhythm of swinging their feet. The ripples emerging from their legs collided and sent interference patterns across the still water. The body of water wasn�t very wide here�it was more of a stream�but if you wound north along its twists and turns, it opened up into a big sparkling lake. On the lake, all along the shore, wooden docks reached out into the water and little cabins sat nestled in the woods. One weekend during the summer, Alan rented a boat and they�d cruised up and down the lake until dark. Alan looked upstream and wondered if the big lake was as serene and calm as their little stream.
�It�s nice here,� Joe said.
�I was just thinking that,� Alan said. �It�s very private down here on the stream. I bet you don�t get any privacy up on the big lake.�
�No, I mean it�s nice here in Maine. Even though I�m in school, it still seems like we�re on vacation.�
�Yeah?�
Joe nodded.
�I�m glad,� Alan said. �You want to go see if your mom is home?�
�Can we stay a little longer?� Joe asked.
�Sure.�

CHAPTER THREE
Boat

SEPTEMBER 12

ALAN WOKE when Liz left and he couldn�t get back to sleep. Joe wouldn�t need breakfast for another hour, but Alan dressed anyway, putting on yesterday�s clothes and shuffling out to the barn. It was cold out there. The wind came right through the siding and the morning sun hadn�t gotten much of a foothold through the trees.
Alan flicked on the lights and started working.
He shoved everything down to the far end of the cow room and then only re-stacked it back in place when the area was clean. The Colonel had stored most things in wooden trunks stenciled with Air Force lettering, but the occasional cardboard box held a treasure. These boxes, Alan stacked on top of piles. The cardboard looked like it had been peed on by a thousand mice.
He was wrapping up the cow room when Joe wandered out.
�I finished breakfast. I�m going to the bus.�
�What? I�m sorry, Joe, I was going to make you breakfast. I guess I got absorbed out here.�
�It�s okay. I had cereal.�
Alan smiled. �Have a great day.�
�Does Mom know yet?�
�Know what?� Alan asked. He looked up at Joe.
Joe was waving his arm around the room. Alan saw it with fresh eyes. It still contained the same stuff, but the room looked completely different. Everything was orderly and sterile. He�d swept away all the mystique.
�She�ll be thrilled, I�m sure,� Alan said. �Go catch your bus.�
He watched Joe until the boy reached the end of the driveway and turned left. Alan took one more look at the cow room and then ducked under the stairs to pull open the doors to the horse stalls. Horses had lived a dark and cramped life in this barn. Their room was small and in the back corner. They had their own door to the outside, but the Colonel or someone else had nailed the door shut long enough ago that the nails were spikes of rust.
Alan ran his hand along a smooth curve of wood. It had been gnawed by countless horse teeth.
In terms of clutter, this room was in decent shape. It held a few standing wardrobes�big wooden boxes that opened to reveal moldy dresses and uniforms. Under a wooden rack and a sheet, Alan found an ancient motorcycle, almost as old as he was. He pressed on the seat and the springs bounced merrily, undamped by the shocks. He put the sheet back and tugged the light chain to turn off the bulb.
Alan stopped on his way to the door and turned around again. He turned on the light. One of the vertical boxes was too small to be a wardrobe, and it didn�t have hinges along the edge. It was just a chest-high rectangle, standing in the corner like a child�s coffin. Alan pulled it away from the wall. It was heavy. On the side, someone had stenciled the Colonel�s name and his old Tennessee address.
With growing excitement, Alan jogged for the shop to get the dolly. He returned to the horse room and worked the lip under the box. The weight was manageable, but the floor of the barn had countless lips and troughs. Alan had to wrestle the box all the way to the door. Sweat trickled down his forehead as he rolled the box out into the sun of the driveway. He parked the dolly near the shed door and went inside for his toolbox.
Alan returned and set to work. He removed the final screws and pulled off the side and top of the box, already anticipating what he�d find. It was both better and worse than what he�d hoped.
It was better�enclosed in the box was a pristine, fifty-year-old outboard boat motor that looked like someone had cared for it like it was a child. It was worse�across the engine�s cover he found a single word scrawled in grease pencil by an old man�s hand. It read, �Piston.�
Alan stepped back and regarded the crate that the engine was stored in. It was obviously designed for shipping the engine, but it also doubled as a stand if you folded the top over and used the screws as a hinge. Alan set it up and then removed the cover from the engine. He found the correct socket and began to back out the nuts holding on the cylinder. One nut didn�t want to turn. He shook his can of solvent and sprayed the nut and surrounding area. While he waited, he surveyed the rest of the engine.
At the bottom of the engine�s case, Alan found a compartment with a lid. It contained a binder with the engine�s manuals inside.
�Thank you, Colonel,� Alan said. He flipped through the manual, looking at the careful instructions and diagrams. He found a section entitled, �Piston Replacement.� The page had a greasy thumbprint on the corner. Alan smiled.
He held the binder in one hand and circled the engine. He pulled the spark plug wires and set the book down so he could follow the instructions to the letter. All he had to do was remove the last cylinder nut.
Alan slipped a short length of pipe over the end of his socket wrench handle and braced his foot on the side of the engine�s box.
Movement caught his eye.
He raised a hand to the passing jogger. The jogger waved back.
�Okay,� Alan said. �Help me out, Colonel.�
He applied pressure to his cheater-bar and the nut started to turn. With slippery ease, the socket turned on the nut, stripping it and sending Alan to the pavement. He landed on his ass and turned his face to the sky. Alan let loose a stream of obscenities at the passing clouds. He began to chuckle and then laugh. He was still holding the pipe. He threw it to the asphalt. Alan laughed until a tear escaped the corner of his eye. He wiped it away with his shirtsleeve.
�You okay?� a voice asked.
Alan scrambled to his feet. It was the jogger.
�Yeah. Yes, I�m fine. I just stripped a nut,� Alan said.
�I�m Bob,� the jogger said. �We met the other day, but I forgot to introduce myself.�
Alan blinked away the remnants of his tears and got a look at the jogger.
�You�re the carpenter,� Alan said. He noticed the jogger was holding out his hand. Alan reached for it, forgetting the grease from the motor. �Sorry,� Alan said as the jogger glanced at his own hand.
Alan reached down and handed Bob a rag.
�I�m Alan.�
�I remember.�
Alan nodded. �Yeah, I was trying to get this last nut off but I just stripped it.�
�You have a torch?�
�Pardon?�
�A little propane torch?�
�Yeah, around here somewhere, sure.�
�I have a trick,� Bob said.
* * *
They sat in folding chairs in front of an old sheet carefully stretched out on the driveway. On the sheet they�d laid out all the parts of the engine that they�d removed�cylinder, carburetor, pistons, camshaft, and dozens of nuts, bolts, and washers. In the center of it all sat the broken piston. The flat surface of the piston was marred by a jagged hole.
Alan leaned forward.
�How do you think it happened?� Bob asked.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �Maybe the metal just got brittle? Maybe it was a bad piston to begin with?�
�Where are you going to get the new one?�
�I have no idea,� Alan said. �I just started this project on a whim. I�m not allowed to do much around here.�
Bob chuckled.
�Hey�I�m sorry to interrupt your jog,� Alan said.
�Don�t worry about it,� Bob said. �I mostly just jog to get away from the house for a bit. This was a more interesting diversion than running the same roads again.�
Alan leaned back in his chair and looked up at the sky. The sun was nearly overhead now�they�d been working on the engine for hours.
�You know what would go good right now?� Alan asked. He answered his own question. �A beer.�
�You have any?� Bob asked.
�Does the pope shit in the woods?�
Alan was walking back inside while Bob was still laughing. He came back with two bottles. He handed one to Bob and they clinked the necks before they each took a sip.
�I should put all this shit away. It�s supposed to rain this afternoon. Wouldn�t do to get all this rusty old boat garbage wet,� Alan said.
�It�s in pretty good shape for its age. All you need is a new piston, right?� Bob asked.
�Yeah, probably. I�d feel better if I knew where the missing piece of that piston went to, and why it went missing,� Alan said.
Bob shrugged.
�I can probably find a new one online,� Alan said.
�You know where the Knowles road is?�
�Yeah, maybe. Off the Manchester Road?�
�You can go that way. It�s not the fastest, but sure. There�s a guy over there named Clough. He has a little engine place. I bet he has a piston for you. Get a set of rings for it while you�re there.�
�I don�t have one of those tools they talk about in the book to put the new clips in though,� Alan said.
�I bet you can just use a screwdriver.�
�C-L-U-F-F? Is that how he spells it?�
�C-L-O-U-G-H,� Bob said. He tipped back his beer and drained it. �What are you doing this afternoon?�
�I don�t know. I�ve got to put this shit away and then I was thinking I�d mow the grass, but it�s going to rain. I don�t know.�
�Pick me up in a couple of hours and I�ll take you over to Clough.�
�I don�t want to put you to all that trouble,� Alan said.
�No trouble at all,� Bob said. �It will be fun.�
�Cool, thanks,� Alan said. Bob stood up and began to stretch his legs. �And thanks for the help with the engine.�
�Consider it payment for the beer,� Bob said.
Alan sat in his chair as Bob jogged down the drive and out of sight. Alan took another sip.
* * *
As he pulled the big green truck to a stop, Alan�s foot slipped on the clutch and they bucked to a halt. Bob braced himself on the dashboard.
�Sorry,� Alan said.
Bob was smiling.
They got out and crossed the gravel drive towards the barn. The sign over the big door read, �Clough�s Machines.� Alan followed Bob�s gaze over to a big engine block, hanging by thick ropes from the limb of an oak tree near the shop. Alan followed Bob through the door of the barn. The floor was concrete and stained by a million patches of oil. It was warm inside, and smelled of supple leather.
A man wearing stained blue coveralls was hunched over a workbench mounted to the wall.
Bob approached with Alan following close behind.
�Afternoon, Roger,� Bob said.
Roger turned around and assessed him.
�Well, hello. If it isn�t that new guy from the Location Road. What�s broke this time?� Roger asked. �Need another piece of titanium milled, do ya?�
�My friend needs a piston,� Bob said. He gestured to Alan.
Alan carried the impaled piston in a plastic grocery store bag. He pulled it out and handed it towards Roger.
�That�s a Johnson, I gather?� Roger asked. He took the piston and turned it over with knotty fingers.
Alan looked at Bob with surprised eyes. Bob shrugged back.
�How did you know?� Alan asked.
Roger laughed. It was a dry, whistling sound that undulated with his pulsing belly. �You�re living with ghosts,� he said eventually.
Alan cocked his head as he watched Roger tap his pipe against the corner of his bench. Something about the coveralls and pipe, or maybe the man�s beard with white streaks at the corners of his chin, made him look older. He looked like a father or a grandfather�someone who would command respect when he rose to speak at a town meeting. But he wasn�t that old. He probably wasn�t any older than himself, Alan decided. This was a man who couldn�t just tell you the time or the weather, he had to make a big production of the delivery, commanding everyone�s attention as he did.
�So can you get one?� Alan asked, cutting through Roger�s performance and getting right to the point.
Roger wasn�t done with his production yet. He clamped his pipe in the corner of his mouth and pushed off his stool. He was headed for a big metal rack against the wall. He talked as he walked.
�You see, you rolled up in the Colonel�s green truck. Can�t be more than four of those big green monstrosities in all of New England, and none of them as pretty as the one you drove up in.� With both hands, Roger grabbed a big box from the shelf and turned. He hugged it to his chest as he turned. �The Colonel had the whole thing completely repainted�top-of-the-line job�not more than twelve years ago when the dealership had a lawsuit against them. He didn�t have so much as a scuff on a door panel, but he had them do it anyway. Said it was the principle. They sold him an undercoat and he was damn well going to get his undercoat. I think everyone else just took the money. Nobody but the Colonel could keep a truck looking that good for forty years.�
Roger set the box down on his bench and picked at an envelope taped to the top. He peeled the envelope off and handed it to Alan. Alan turned it over and read Roger�s name.
�What�s this?�
�That�s the note the Colonel left me, asking me to order him a rebuild kit for his Johnson. It includes pistons, rings, gaskets, you name it. It�s been sitting on my shelf there for years.�
�I just need the piston,� Alan said. He saw Bob glance at him quizzically, and understood the sentiment behind that look�why not take all the parts in case he needed them? But Alan was sick of being bossed around by a dead Colonel, and this box of parts felt like yet another intrusion. If the Colonel wanted someone to rebuild the whole thing, he should have thought of that before he came down with cancer.
�Piston comes with the kit,� Roger said. He looked confused.
�Then could you order me just a piston?� Alan said.
�This is already paid for,� Roger said. �The Colonel prepaid. I know I should have delivered it over to the house, but I wasn�t sure anyone was there to receive it.�
�If the Colonel bought it, then perhaps he should claw his way out of the grave and shove it up his ass sideways,� Alan said. �I just need the piston.�
Roger didn�t move. He just stood there, looking confused. Alan felt a little satisfaction at having knocked Roger out of his comfort zone. These locals liked to make sport of the newcomers. Alan enjoyed setting Roger back on his heels a bit.
�We�ll take the kit,� Bob said.
Alan shot him a look.
�Since it�s already paid for,� Bob said. He stepped past Alan and picked up the box from the bench. �Come on, Alan.�
�Nice to meet you,� Alan called back over his shoulder as he followed Bob.
Bob set the box in the bed of the truck and climbed into the passenger�s seat. For once, Alan�s foot found the sweet spot on the clutch and they pulled out smoothly.
When they pulled back onto the Knowles Road, Bob began to chuckle under his breath. Alan looked at Bob and smiled. The chuckle was infectious. Before they�d topped the big hill, both men were laughing.
�You kinda went red zone back there,� Bob said.
�Yeah, but that guy had it coming,� Alan said. �Trying to give me a box of free parts. What was he thinking?�
Bob laughed harder.
�My dad is the same way,� Bob said. �I go over to his house to help him put in a new light or whatever. Suddenly he�s got all kinds of opinions on how it should be done. I mean, if he was capable of putting in the damn light, why am I even there?�
�If I were competing with an actual guy, it might be a fair fight,� Alan said. �But I�m trying to live up to my wife�s memory of the perfect man�s man, you know? The Colonel could do no wrong. It�s bad enough from her, but then I have to get it from this Clough guy too?�
�He does seem somewhat like a local legend,� Bob said.
Alan nodded. He chuckled once more but then their laughter was replaced with silence.
Bob broke the silence. �I mean, I can see why, if he could fit one of those pistons up his ass sideways.�
The truck weaved as Alan laughed. He hadn�t laughed that hard in months.
* * *
SEPTEMBER 18

THEY HAD three days of rain.
It was a cold, blowing rain so Alan was finally allowed a presence at the bus stop. He and Joe sat in the old green truck with the heat on, waiting for the bus to come. The splattering rain was hypnotic.
�You want me to just drive you to school?� Alan asked.
�No, that�s okay,� Joe said. �It would take too long.�
�Even in this old truck, I�m faster than the bus,� Alan said.
�I mean it would take too long dropping me off,� Joe said. �The cars of the �People from Away� line up all the way to the road. It takes them forever to pull up and let the kid out and then go. We watch them sometimes from the upstairs window.�
�What do you mean, �People from Away�?�
�You know, like us.�
�We�re from away?�
�It�s what everyone calls people who aren�t from here. If you�re from away then your mom drops you off. The bus isn�t good enough for those kids.�
�I hope you�re not making fun of those kids, Joe.�
�No, Dad. Except for taking the bus, I am one of those kids.�
�Do the other kids make fun of you?�
�I�m friends with Lee. Nobody makes fun of Lee�s friends.�
�Okay,� Alan said as the bus pulled to a stop.
�Bye, Dad.�
Alan waited for the bus to pull away before he turned the green truck around. He pulled into the barn and left wet tire tracks on the packed-dirt floor. Rain splashed from the door as he shut it behind himself. Alan wondered if the Colonel had ever taken the green truck out in the rain. He glanced around the solid posts that held up the barn and wondered if somewhere there was a towel labeled �truck rag,� hanging from one of them.
He returned to his shed. In the little alcove near the door, Alan had set up his operating room. He had the big sheet laid out and all the outboard motor parts arranged again. He replaced them with the new parts from the kit. In a special place on top of a bench, the binder was open to the section describing the rebuild process. Alan was working on the third step. He was supposed to guarantee the flatness of the cylinder head assembly. A big sheet of glass was his reference surface and he worked the metal across a sheet of sandpaper to try to bring it back to flat.
�I think that�s pretty good,� Alan said, checking the metal against a flat bar of metal.
Alan moved to step four.
The process itself wasn�t difficult or even very time-consuming, but the manual assumed a level of expertise that Alan didn�t posses. Each step and sub step required Alan to retreat to online videos and further research before he could fully understand what was expected of him. He scanned ahead. The next few steps looked easy.
Alan turned on the radio and zoned out. Now that everything was cleaned and prepared, the assembly progressed quickly. His array of parts on the sheet evaporated and the engine came together. As he waited for the gasket sealant to dry, Alan had a brainstorm. He put on his slicker and rolled the big plastic trash can out to the driveway under the shed�s gutter. All the rain collected from the shed�s gutter pounded into the can. Alan went back into the shed and mounted some scrap wood to the handles of his dolly.
His stomach and the clock agreed�it was lunch time. Alan only had one more big step. He had to torque the nuts for the cylinder. He walked in a circle around the engine as he thought. He could guess at the torque, but that wasn�t the right thing to do. He didn�t have any feel for how tight those nuts should be, and he suspected they all wanted to be approximately the same tightness for the engine to work properly. He could go into town and buy a torque wrench. It seemed like a silly expense for one minor job. For a fraction of a second he considered trucking the whole thing over to Roger Clough�s shop to have him torque the bolts. He laughed the thought away as it formed.
Alan�s eyes stopped on a little metal box sitting on the rail of the wall�s framing. It was roughly the same color as the unfinished wood. It must have been overlooked by whatever cousin had made off with the Colonel�s tools, Alan figured as he pulled it down to his bench. He flipped the clasp and looked at a long socket wrench. One end had a dial, marked in foot-pounds.
�Dumb fucking luck,� Alan whispered. He glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to see a laughing prankster, waiting for his reaction.
Alan fitted his extension and socket on the wrench and set the proper torque. In a few minutes, the engine was done. He snapped the cover back on and plucked a dirty rag from his bench. He folded it over to a clean spot and wiped the word �piston� from the cover.
He checked on his trash can. It had only collected about six inches of water�not nearly enough. Alan wheeled it back into the shed and then ran back out for the hose. He let the trash can fill with water as he mixed up some fresh gas and gave the outboard engine a little sip. He parked the dolly under the trash can and then wrestled the engine into place. This was another trick he�d picked up from an online video. Your outboard engine needed the water to cool itself, but it was much easier to test it in a trash can at the house than drag it all the way down to the lake.
Alan filled the trash can up above the engine�s inlet and then crossed his fingers. The cord was tough to pull with the outboard mounted on a dolly. On his first couple pulls, the whole thing threatened to spill over. Alan popped the cover and gave the carb a shot of ether. He was about to put the lid back when he noticed his rookie mistake�he hadn�t connected the plug wires. Alan smirked and seated the caps.
His next pull was magic.
The engine only ran for a second, but the puffs of blue smoke and coughing sputters made Alan beam. He set the choke to half and pulled again. The engine buzzed to life. In the trash can the water bubbled noisily and some sloshed out onto the shed floor.
Silently, Alan shot his arms up into a V and lowered his head. He was smiling so hard that his cheeks hurt. He goosed the throttle, putting the engine in gear. That experiment was short-lived. The water splashed and the dolly started to tip. Alan had to kill the engine to keep the thing upright. He put it back in neutral and started it again with one pull. He let the engine run and danced around the shed, putting away his tools.
As he shut the engine off, Alan said, �There you go, Colonel. I fixed your damn piston.�
With the noise of the engine gone, Alan heard the phone ringing inside.

CHAPTER FOUR
Joe

ALAN DROVE THE LITTLE Toyota out to the school. After they met with the Vice Principal�the man in charge of kicking ass and taking names, apparently�Joe followed Alan back through the parking lot. The boy had his book bag clutched to his chest.
�Get in back,� Alan said as Joe reached for the passenger�s door.
�But I ride in front in the truck,� Joe said.
�You ride in front because the truck doesn�t have a back seat,� Alan said. He didn�t like the way his own voice sounded�clipped and angry�but he couldn�t help it. His voice was an accurate reflection of the way he felt.
Joe got in the back seat and closed the door softly.
After slamming his own door, Alan spun in his seat.
�You care to explain to me exactly what just happened in there?� Alan asked. He felt the blood rushing to his forehead and ears. He saw his own rage reflected in Joe�s wide eyes.
�I told you,� Joe said. His voice was pitched up from his normal tone.
�Look at me,� Alan said. �Don�t tell me it was an accident again. They have cameras in the stairwell, Joe. I saw the video.�
Joe was looking straight down. Alan saw fat tears dropping onto his shirt. Alan started the car and backed out of his parking spot.
�You�re lucky they didn�t expel you,� Alan said as he took a left at the stop sign. His right foot wanted to slam the pedal to the floor, but they were driving through Kingston Depot where the speed limit was twenty-five. They passed between old houses. Some were converted into small shops and some were divided up into apartments. Alan didn�t like these houses. They�d been built as proud residences for big families, but now they�d been rolled through the dirt and gnawed to the core. They looked used up and forgotten. He�d almost rather see them plowed under and replaced with prefab houses with no history. At least a clean start would erase the years of neglect these old buildings showed.
The Toyota bumped over the railroad tracks.
Alan took a right. He made short work of the rest of the trip. The car dragged to a halt on the dirt floor of the barn.
�You take your things and sit at the kitchen table,� Alan said. Joe was looking out his window at one of the barn�s plank walls. Someone had hung a collage of old license plates there. �You�ve got two things to do before I confine you to your room. Do you hear me?�
�Yes.�
�Get going,� Alan said.
He waited for Joe to disappear through the door to the long shed before Alan got out of the car. His anger bubbled just beneath the surface of his thin layer of restraint. Alan thought of his own father�a man who would smash his fist through a window because he couldn�t get it open. His father was a man who would work for several hours fixing a radio and then throw it across the shop because he couldn�t tune in the station he wanted. His father would lose his temper and then let his anger destroy his hard work. Alan despised that impulse. He understood it, but he despised it.
Back at the school, after watching the video of his son pushing a little girl down the stairs, he�d wanted to grab Joe by the shoulders and shake him. He�d wanted to take Joe�s little hands in his own and squeeze the evil out, like some deranged Baptist healer. Those concrete stairs had rubber treads with big raised circles for traction. They had rounded metal edges on each stair to absorb the abuse of a million little feet climbing and descending. Now they had splotches of blood.
Alan closed his eyes and beat his fists against the barn wall, trying to expel the image of bright blood painted down the stairwell�blood his son had spilled. He took a deep breath and walked through the shed. His father�s rage in his veins saw the outboard engine sitting in the trash can full of water and wanted to shove the whole thing over, drenching the shed floor. His father�s blood wanted to destroy. Alan paused, took another deep breath, and folded the anger over in his mind, looking for a clean spot to rest his thoughts.
When he had control and could unclench his fists, Alan went inside.
* * *
�From the top, tell me what happened,� Alan said.
Joe wouldn�t look up. He stared down at his own hands which were gripping the edge of the table and trembling.
�Joe?� Alan asked as he sat down. �Can you speak?�
�Yes,� Joe�s voice was strong and defiant.
Alan blinked and shook his head.
�Joe?�
�You won�t believe me,� Joe said. His hands were still trembling.
�I need the whole story, Joe. And I�ll believe you if you�re telling the truth. You know that.�
Joe started breathing fast. Alan wondered if he was about to pass out or perhaps drop into seizure, but then the boy�s shoulders slumped and he let out a sigh. �I couldn�t help it, Dad.�
�From the top, Joe.�
Joe shook his head.
�Joe�look at me. The first sentence is the hardest. After that everything is easier.� He covered his son�s trembling hands with his own.
For a minute, Alan thought Joe would never start. His son looked like he was holding his breath. His mouth was pressed into a tight line and his face began to turn red.
Joe�s words burst from his mouth��She stole my lunch.�
�Go on.�
Joe�s tears began to flow again.
�I went to my locker after History and I looked in my backpack, but my lunch bag was gone. Polly was walking away and she turned around and told me to have a good lunch. She was holding my lunch bag.�
�So you went and got a teacher, right?�
�No,� Joe said. He looked up with red-rimmed eyes. �She was always so nice. I thought she just made a mistake. Her locker is right next to mine.�
Alan nodded.
�I went up and told her she had my lunch bag,� Joe said. �She opened a door we�re not supposed to open. It�s a supply closet or whatever. She pointed to me and told me to come in.�
�To the supply closet?�
�Yeah. So I went in.�
�Why did you go in?� Alan asked.
�I thought maybe she was ashamed she took my lunch and she wanted to give it back where nobody would see.�
�Did anyone else see you go inside the closet?� Alan asked.
�I don�t know.�
�What happened?� Alan asked. He was no longer sure that he wanted to know.
�When I went inside, she was holding the lunch bag up over her head. She�s taller than me, so I couldn�t reach it. She closed the door.�
Alan held his breath.
�Dad, she said terrible things.�
Alan exhaled and then croaked his question. �What happened, Joe?� Alan�s thoughts swirled with perverted images. You spent so much effort to protect your kids from damaging sexual imagery from the media and�God forbid�wandering hands of sick adults. Then, quite possibly before they�re ready, their peers shed light on their own twisted views of sex and it feels like there�s no way to protect your children. No amount of calm, rational discussion about the body will trump lurid stories whispered at recess.
�She said I�m a demon,� Joe said.
�What?�
�She said that the devil had visited me and that I had a demon inside me that would bring darkness to our world.�
�Joe, what exactly did she say?� Alan asked. He wasn�t sure if he should be relieved or not.
�She talked about you and mom and her voice got really deep and her eyes were red. The lights went out in the room and she lit on fire.�
�What?� Alan asked. �Joe, what are you talking about?�
�I knew you wouldn�t believe me. You said you would,� Joe said. Fresh tears made new tracks down his face.
�You�re not making sense, Joe.�
�Then she said that she was going to come get me tonight. She said she was going to get all of us. Tonight! She had little white worms coming out of her mouth and her nose and even her ears. She went back to normal and then she left with my lunch. I ran after her and when I saw her at the top of the stairs I just pushed her. I didn�t want her to come get us.�
Alan leaned back, away from his son. The boy returned his gaze to his own hands. They�d stopped trembling.
�You�re going to take out a sheet of paper and write an apology to this girl. I want it to be at least half a page. You�re going to tell her how sorry you are��
�But Dad!�
�And you�re going to apologize at the beginning and the end. You�re going to tell her that you hope she feels better and you hope that her lip doesn�t hurt too bad. You�re not going to mention anything about the lunch or anything else. Do you hear me?�
�I can�t,� Joe said. His tears were running a close race with his dripping nose to see which could produce more liquid.
�What did you say?� Alan asked. The waves of his anger were crashing against his logic.
�I had to get my lunch bag back because Danny Wayland said you can�t let them have any of your possessions. Danny said that they use your possessions to trap you. If I give her a letter, she�ll have one of my possessions.�
�Joe, stop. You�re going to write that letter right now,� Alan pointed a finger at his son. He did not pound the table, even though his hand itched to feel the slap of the hard wood.
Joe looked down.
�Right now.�
Joe reached for his bag.
* * *
�I don�t understand,� Liz said. She sat in the same chair where Joe had written the letter. She looked at the shaky script. It looked like the work of a third-grader. The blocky letters barely stayed between the blue lines.
�That makes two of us.�
�And he�s suspended for two days?� Liz asked.
�We�re lucky they didn�t expel him,� Alan said. �The video was brutal. He just shoved her.�
�I have to see it,� Liz said.
�Honey, trust me. You don�t want to see it.�
�I�ll go talk to him. Maybe his story will make more sense by now.�
Alan nodded. �Give me a minute. I�ll fix him a tray with some dinner. He�s been asleep since he finished the letter and he missed lunch. I bet he�s hungry by now.�
Alan cooked a grilled cheese sandwich to go with the cup of veggie chili. He added a glass of milk to the tray and handed it to his wife. Alan waited at the table while she went upstairs. Outside, the rain was still coming down in sheets. He pulled out his pad and began another list. He wrote, �Check Basement,� and then crossed out the second word, replacing it with �Cellar.�
Better start using the local vernacular, he thought.
He added, �Boat,� �Gutters,� and �Change Oil�Toy.�
I�ve got to figure out where they take waste oil. The Colonel probably just dumped it out back. Probably start showing up in the drinking water any day.
Alan put one more line on his list��Get water tested.�
He cleaned the dishes and looked out through the rain-streaked window while he waited for his wife to return. She came back empty-handed.
�Did he eat anything?� Alan asked.
She shook her head.
�I left him the tray.�
�Did he say anything?� Alan asked.
�I guess I heard the same story you did. He said that little girl�Polly�burst into flames and threatened him in the closet. She said she wanted to marry him. No, wait, not wanted�she said she had to marry him. Do you think maybe he had a hallucination or something? Maybe he�s got some medical problem.�
�That�s a good point. I�ll make an appointment for him in the morning, just in case,� Alan said.
�I don�t think he�s lying. I mean, I think he believes what he�s saying,� Liz said.
�He didn�t tell me the part about marriage,� Alan said.
�Yeah, he didn�t reveal that detail to me until the third telling,� Liz said. �Those are my awesome cross-examination skills at work. I�m going to leave a message for my assistant. I�ll have her shuffle my meetings around tomorrow morning. Do you think we could drop in and talk to the Vice Principal? I want to see that video.�
�What about Joe?�
�I think he should stay here. He�ll be okay alone for an hour.�
�Yeah. We can tell him he�s not to leave his room for any reason. Give him a jar to pee in. Are you sure you want to see that video?�
�I need to,� she said. �I don�t want to, but I need to.�
* * *
Alan�s eyes flew open.
He�d heard five running steps. They sounded like they�d come from right outside the bedroom door. He slipped one leg and then the other from underneath the covers. Alan glanced back�Liz didn�t stir as he tiptoed across the bedroom carpet. At least it didn�t look like she stirred. The only light in the room was the dim light of stars and the green glow from the clock. Alan knelt by the door, listening.
It was probably just a dream, he thought. But it was so clear.
Alan reached up for the door handle.
So lightly that he wondered if it was his own heartbeat, he heard three knocks.
Knock, knock, knock.
Alan stayed his hand.
Knock, knock�a little louder.
Alan grabbed the handle and popped open the weird latch. As he opened the door, a wedge of black met his eyes. He opened the door a little more and he saw the outline of a small person.
�Dad?� his son�s voice whispered from the dark.
Alan opened the door the rest of the way.
�Joe�what�s going on? Why are you up?�
�Can I sleep in here with you tonight?�
Alan stood and slipped out into the hall. He pulled the door mostly shut behind himself and felt on the wall for the switch. Joe squinted against the bright light.
�What�s wrong?�
�I just want to sleep with you,� Joe said.
�Did you have a bad dream?�
�No.�
�Were you running around up here?�
�No,� Joe said. He shook his head emphatically.
�Come on,� Alan said. He put his hand on his son�s back and turned him towards his own room. �Let�s go talk about it.�
Alan turned on the light on Joe�s desk and sat next to his son on the bed.
�Tell me what�s wrong.�
�I don�t know,� Joe said. �I just felt lonely and I couldn�t sleep. I want to sleep with you tonight that�s all.�
�Joe, you�re twelve years old. I can sit with you here until you get back to sleep, but you�re too old to come sleep with us.�
�I know.�
�Joe, it�s okay. Everything�s going to be okay,� Alan said. He rubbed Joe�s back. His skin felt cold through his pajamas. Alan pressed his palm to Joe�s forehead�it felt cold. �Do you feel okay?�
�Yeah.�
�Are you upset about today?�
�I guess,� Joe said.
A cold breeze sent goosebumps crawling over Alan�s arms. �Why is your window open?�
�I don�t know,� Joe said.
Alan got up and shut the window. He turned the latch. Out in the dark, he thought he saw the shape of an animal skitter across the road. Alan pulled the drapes.
�Get under the covers. I�ll find you another blanket,� Alan said. The room had a big closet. It held a bureau and a few shelves. Alan pulled down a thick wool blanket. It had the lingering smell of the cedar chest where it had been stored before it found its way to Joe�s closet. Alan shook out the blanket and spread it across Joe�s bed. The boy was pressed up against the wall.
�Try to get some sleep,� Alan said.
�Can I come get you if I have a bad dream?�
�Of course, Joe. Do you want a nightlight?�
�No,� Joe said.
Good thing, Alan thought. I didn�t really have one to offer.
�Good night, Joe.�
�Night, Dad.�
* * *
SEPTEMBER 19

AFTER THEY watched the footage for the second time, Liz asked Mr. Beal to let it roll a little longer. Alan and Liz watched their son run after the little girl�not to help her up, but to grab his lunch bag before he turned and ran away.
Mr. Beal�the Vice Principal of their little school�grunted and stopped the playback.
�Honestly, I�m surprised you only suspended him. We don�t know what to say,� Liz said.
�Mr. McDougall was my first call, obviously. Mack is the one who petitioned for a little leniency.�
�Why is that?� Alan asked.
�He�s the?� Liz asked, she turned to Alan.
�Pauline�s adopted father,� Alan answered.
�Pauline�s had a rough go of it the past few years. She�s struggling to make any lasting bonds with her classmates. She and her brother transferred to us after her mother passed away and Mack adopted them. With everything they�ve been through, Mack didn�t want to see one of the more popular kids expelled because of an altercation with her. I understand his position.�
�I guess I don�t understand, then,� Liz said. �You let parents dictate the school�s policy? I thought you had zero-tolerance for bullying?�
Alan put his hand on Liz�s arm. �Honey,� he said. She was going into litigator mode, and it seemed like she was arguing against her son. Alan hoped to pull her back before she changed Mr. Beal�s mind.
�I deal with personalities, not policies,� Mr. Beal said. �When your son returns, I expect him to be contrite and polite. Children reward courage in the face of adversity. Ms. McDougall returned to her class this morning with a swollen lip and a new sense of pride. She did not squeal. She did not rat. When your son returns�appropriately apologetic�his stock will be reduced by the same amount that Pauline�s has increased. He can afford it.�
�You�re using Joe�s bullying to gain sympathy for Pauline?� Liz asked.
�Not sympathy. Respect,� Mr. Beal said. �If you disagree with my approach, you�re free to end your son�s enrollment. I can point you in the direction of several private schools. In fact, since you�re on the border of Kingston Depot, you might be able to transfer your son to Berry Middle School. Although I�ll warn you that Ms. Adams takes a dim view of any violence.�
�Who�s Ms. Adams?� Liz asked Alan.
�Principal at Berry,� Alan whispered.
Mr. Beal cracked the knuckles of his left hand, one at a time. Alan watched, wondering what the gesture was supposed to convey.
Maybe this man is crazy, Alan thought. Maybe he made this whole thing up to help out the unpopular kid of his friend. No�can�t be�we saw the video.
�We�d like to take some time to work with our son,� Alan said. �We want to make sure he understands the consequences of what he�s done.�
�That�s fine,� Mr. Beal said. He stood up to signal the end of their discussion. �We�ll expect him back on Monday, unless we hear from you.�
�Thank you,� Alan said. He stood and shook the Vice Principal�s hand. Liz was already heading for the office door.
Alan caught her in the hallway.
�Hold on, Liz,� he said.
�I�ll be in the car,� Liz said. She put a hand to her forehead and walked quickly.
Alan�s shoulders fell. He looked up and down the hall. All was quiet at the moment�the students were all closed in with their teachers, learning their lessons. Alan bent and drank from the water fountain. He was close to his son�s locker. He glanced around and found the door marked �Supplies.� Alan let himself in. The light clicked on as he stepped inside�it was motion-controlled. There wasn�t much in here except a shelf of paper goods and cleaning supplies. A broom and a mop hung from the far wall. The mop bucket sat underneath. The wall on the right had a slop sink. The center of the floor had a little drain.
Alan�s hand shook as he pulled phone out from his back pocket. He used the camera to photograph what he saw on the floor.
Just past the drain he saw two burn marks on the tiles. The burn marks were outlines in the shape of two little shoes. He imagined a little girl on fire and the flames leaving these black marks on the tile. Alan shut the door and hurried to catch up with his wife. She was at the bottom of the stairs and Alan hurried down. He stopped, seeing the stairs again in his mind from the camera�s vantage point. This is where the little girl, Pauline, had landed. His foot rested on the stair where her face had hit, somehow only bloodying her lip.
Alan put his feet back in motion and found Liz pushing through the door to the parking lot.
�Slow down, would you?�
�I just want to get out of here, Alan,� Liz said. She was pressing at the corners of her eyes, trying to shove the tears back inside.
She held out the keys and Alan took the driver�s seat. He had to slide the seat back just to fit behind the wheel of her car. Alan didn�t adjust her mirrors�Liz hated that. Her face was a blank mask as he turned to back out of the parking spot. Alan turned away from the Depot. He decided it might be better to take the long way home instead of driving through that row of depressing buildings.
�I think we�re in pretty good shape, babe,� Alan said. �At least Pauline wasn�t hurt and Joe has the option of coming back.�
�We have nothing, Alan,� Liz said. �I have no idea how we raised a son who is even capable of such a thing, and that man is only interested in helping the local children. He has no interest in us outsiders. Joe�s development doesn�t mean a thing to him.�
�That�s unfair,� Alan said. �I think he�s trying to make the best of a bad situation. Let�s consider the alternative. If we were still in the city, we�d probably be looking at a lawsuit from Mr. Mc-what�s-his-name. Let�s focus on positive here and try to find a way to communicate with Joe about what happened.�
Liz nodded as she looked out the window. For the briefest moment, Alan thought his point had landed well.
�Yup, the positive,� Liz said. �Well�I�m pretty positive that our son is either a psychopath or he�s just had a psychotic break.�
�What if it�s not entirely his fault?� Alan asked. �What if he was manipulated? Maybe her father advocated leniency because he knew that she was partly to blame?�
�Who cares? What could she possibly have done that would justify Joe pushing her down the stairs, Alan? Can you think of anything? Anything at all�let�s hear it.�
�I�m not trying to justify anything,� Alan said.
He took a left onto the twisty road that took them back in the direction of the house. Through the trees, a little pond twinkled down the hill. Alan glanced at it and saw his wife�s clenched jaw and wrinkled brow. Her tenacity served her well in her legal career, but it also meant that she clung to stress, refusing to let it go. Alan slowed and pulled over where there was a wide shoulder next to a curve.
He put Liz�s BMW in neutral and looked at her face.
�This is where Lyle stove up,� Alan said. It was one of her family stories. An old neighbor had slid off that same road one winter, and the family always referred to it as the time that, �Lyle stove up,� whatever that meant. Liz didn�t smile.
�You�re not helping, Liz.�
�Forgive me if my disillusionment with our son�s lack of character has left me out of sorts.�
�I don�t care if you�re disillusioned or not. You need to focus all of your energy on helping me figure out what we�re going to do next. Joe could be lying about the whole incident, in which case I guess we�ve just got a discipline issue. Or, Joe could honestly believe the story he told us. In that case, I don�t know what we do�take him to the doctor?�
�If he�s got some sort of brain tumor or chemical imbalance, then we need to know immediately. We start with the doctor,� Liz said.
�I agree,� Alan said. �And I think we keep him grounded, but make sure that he knows we�re trying to impress upon him the importance of impulse control, and not just punishing him.�
�Agreed,� Liz said. �I have to go into the office.�
�That�s fine,� Alan said. �The doctor�s office hasn�t called me back yet, but I can try them again. Can we both sit down with Joe before you go?�
Liz looked at her watch. �Of course.�

CHAPTER FIVE
Boat

SEPTEMBER 23

ALAN�S BACK screamed and threatened to cramp. He kept his legs churning forward. All he could see was the ground rolling by underneath him. He saw grass�that was good. He knew he had to be close to the road.
Alan thought he heard the phone ringing. He let the bow of the boat hit the ground and he rolled it off of his shoulders. He stood panting as he looked up at the big white house, listening for the phone. It was too soon�Joe had just left on the bus a few minutes earlier�but he was terrified he�d miss a call from the school.
He didn�t hear ringing. He heard a gentle, padding step approaching.
Bob jogged up. He pulled out his headphones.
�You found a boat,� Bob said.
Alan smiled. �It�s the Colonel�s old boat. My wife said it had a leak.�
�You need help carrying it?�
�No, I�m fine. I don�t want to interrupt your run.�
�Nonsense,� Bob said. �I�m almost done anyway.�
�Okay,� Alan said. He walked to the back of the aluminum skiff and grabbed the handles. Bob lifted the bow by the painter. As they shuffled the skiff up the driveway, Alan wondered how he�d managed to get the boat as far as he did�it was heavy.
When they reached the dooryard, Alan slowed.
�Right here is good,� he said.
�Did you get it running?� Bob asked, pointing at the outboard still mounted to the dolly.
�I did. You want to see?� Alan asked.
�Of course.�
Alan slid the dolly and outboard and trash can out of the little shed and into the morning light. The water sloshed. He made a show of pulling the choke, setting the throttle, and then made one dramatic pull of the cord. He smiled and removed the choke as the engine sputtered to life on the first pull.
�Impressive,� Bob said over the gurgling engine.
Alan shut it off.
�I�ve been working on the carb, trying to get it dialed in,� Alan said.
�Sounds good to me.�
�I don�t know. I think it�s a little rough, but I don�t know how it sounded when it was new,� Alan said.
He pulled a couple of long sawhorses from the shed out to the driveway. Bob grabbed one and set it up in line with the one Alan placed. The two men moved to opposite ends of the boat and nodded before they lifted it. They flipped it over and set it down on the sawhorses.
�There�s your problem,� Bob said. He pointed to the drain hole.
Alan laughed.
�Apparently, the Colonel called that the poor man�s padlock,� Alan said. �He kept the drain plug up at the house when he put the boat up for the� winter. If someone wanted to steal the boat, they had to have just the right plug or they weren�t going to get far.�
Bob smiled.
�Do you know where it leaks?� Bob asked.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �Back here in the transom. The wood has rotted a little. Every time it flexes, water comes in. I�ve got some marine plywood. I just need to make a template and get it cut to size.�
�Not to be nosey, but why�d you drag the whole boat all the way up to the house for that? Couldn�t you just have brought the transom up?� Bob asked.
�House phone,� Alan said, pointing at the house. �My son has trouble at school and I�m half-expecting a call. Cell phone gets spotty reception down at the shore.�� He frowned.
Bob nodded.
�You have kids?� Alan asked.
�Step daughter,� Bob said. �Well� Former step daughter. I haven�t seen her since the divorce.�
�That sucks.�
�It does,� Bob said.
Alan put his hands in his pocket.
�It�s getting cold out,� Alan said.
�Yeah,� Bob said. He lifted a foot, stretching his thigh muscle. He alternated feet. �I should get going before I tighten up.�
�Thanks for your help. I�ll get my hands on some epoxy one of these nights and then you�ll have to come over for a ride in the boat.�
�Cool,� Bob said. He bent forward and stretched once more before he jogged off.
Alan smiled and then turned his attention back to the transom. His first step was to remove the screws that held the metal cap on the top of the board. This is where the engine�s screws would clamp.
Bob jogged back up.
�I just realized�you probably can�t go get epoxy because you don�t want to leave your phone,� Bob said.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �It�s okay. Worst case scenario is that I have to wait a few days. I have an appointment on Wednesday morning to see how everything is going.�
�I�ve got several types of epoxy at the house. I�ll swing some by this afternoon if you want.�
�I wouldn�t want you to bother,� Alan said.
�It�s no bother. I�ll see you then.�
�Great, thanks,� Alan said. He waved as Bob jogged of again.
* * *
Alan was still waiting for a phone call that might never come when the SUV pulled into the drive. Bob pulled off to the side. Alan was sitting in a lawn chair in the shed with the phone bouncing on his knee.
�Still waiting?� Bob asked. He closed the door to his vehicle. He was carrying a plastic bag.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �I guess I�m just paranoid. No news is good news, you know?�
Bob nodded.
�I think this is what you want for the transom,� Bob said, pulling a set of tubes from his bag. �Looks like you�ve got everything ready.�
�Yeah, I�m ready to glue.�
Alan mixed the epoxy on a piece of scrap wood and Bob held the parts in place while Alan painted them with the stuff. They had the back of the boat put back together and sealed up in a few minutes.
�Now I just wait for it to dry,� Alan said. �Can I get you something to drink? Beer maybe?�
�Thanks, but no,� Bob said. �I have to go into town in a bit. I�ve got an appointment on Western Ave at four.�
�Sounds like you have a few minutes to kill,� Alan said. �Have a seat if you want.�
�Thanks,� Bob said.
He pulled up the other lawn chair.
�What does that say? Cook House?� Bob asked. He was peering across the driveway to the little building screened-in. It was painted dark red, like redwood, and had gray shingles. Now that Alan saw it with fresh eyes, the building looked like it would be more at home at a campsite instead of ten yards away from a New England barn. Maybe it added to the country charm of the place.
�You�ve got good eyes. Yeah, it�s where the Colonel keeps his grill. Nice in the summer when the bugs make it unbearable to be outside.�
�They�re brutal around here. I think I lost about a gallon of blood this summer.�
�How long have you lived in Kingston?�
�Just this year,� Bob said. �The house belonged to my ex-wife�s brother. He was going to default on the loan so we bought it and let him stay there. She begged me to buy it and then wanted nothing to do with it. I got the place in the divorce.�
�What happened to the brother-in-law?�
�Died,� Bob said.
�Sorry.�
�Don�t be. His choices killed him. Drugs and driving. I�m just glad he didn�t take anyone else with him.�
�So you�re fixing the place up to sell it?� Alan asked.
�Yeah, I suppose. I�m in stasis at the moment. I�ve got a couple of potential work projects that are simmering, but there�s nothing to do but wait. I figured I might as well work on the place until I figure out what I�m doing next.�
Alan nodded. �How much work needs to be done?�
Bob let his breath out slowly. �Well, depends, I guess. I need to finish the deck off the back. There was just a door leading to ten-foot drop when I moved in. Now it�s only a three-inch drop to the deck, but there are no railings yet. I need to put a porch on the front of the place. Aside from that, I�ve got to get some grass growing, just so it doesn�t look abandoned when you pull in. Then there�s a bunch of stuff I�d like to do.�
�Such as?�
�Bathrooms and kitchen, mostly. They�re just bare-bones right now and that�s what really makes a place I think. The rest of the house could just use a good coat of paint, but I should really re-do the kitchen and bathrooms,� Bob said.
Alan was nodding. �I did that down in Virginia. Bathrooms make a huge difference in the sale price. I envy you�I wish I could work on this place.�
Bob nodded. He didn�t ask for details.
Alan noticed the registration on the boat�s bow. He�d have to renew it to make it legal on the lake. It was probably one of those tasks their antiquated town government required you to go do in person.
�If you don�t mind my asking, what happened with your son?� Bob asked.
Alan glanced at him and then looked to the sky.
�School stuff�he bullied one of his classmates,� Alan said.
�Ugh,� Bob said.
�Yeah, I don�t know what to think, honestly,� Alan said. He hunched forward and propped his elbows on his knees. �Until very recently, it felt like I could understand everything he did, you know? I might disagree with some of his choices, or get frustrated when it took him twice to learn the same lesson, but it all seemed logical to me. Maybe not logical, but understandable.�
Bob took over. �And then he does something that you can�t even fathom, right?�
�Right,� Alan said.
�I raised Imani since she was five. With her mom, I mean,� Bob said. �Then when she turned fifteen she became so different�I loved her just as much, but I wasn�t sure I still knew her.�
Alan nodded.
�They take that step and they�re no longer part of you,� Bob said.
Alan made a grunt in the back of his throat. He leaned back in his chair.
I should ask about fishing licenses when I�m down at the town hall, Alan thought. I could probably do it online, but it will be easier to ask all my questions in person. Maybe Joe and I could learn to fish together.
�We took him to the doctor,� Alan said. �That�s how out-of-character his behavior was. We actually thought that maybe he had something wrong with his brain�a tumor or something. The doctor all but told us we were insane.�
Bob laughed. �Maybe it�s the stress from moving? You guys haven�t lived here that long, right?�
�We moved back in June. I�d be surprised if it was stress. Joe seems to love it here. We spent all summer working on the trail and the yard. It seemed like Joe had a blast,� Alan said. �If anything, the school is probably too easy for him. He was is in a pretty tough school down south, and a lot of the material he�s doing now is just repeat stuff.�
�But school has its own stress,� Bob said. �Does he have any friends?�
�He met a couple of kids over the summer that he really likes. He stayed over at one kid�s house a couple times last summer and now they hang around together after school. The Vice Principal seemed to think he�s plenty popular. I wish we could just chalk this one incident up to stress and move on,� Alan said.
They sat in silence for several minutes. Bob watched the trees at the edge of the horizon. They were swaying in a breeze that the dooryard didn�t feel. Alan fidgeted. He stared at the asphalt, watching big black ants march across the blacktop. He chewed on his fingernail and then spit towards the rose bushes that lined the shed.
How do you gut a fish, anyway? Alan wondered. I know you have to cut them down the belly and scoop out the organs, but then what?
�You said you were waiting on some work projects? What do you do when you�re not renovating houses of your exes, Bob?� Alan asked.
Bob didn�t answer right away. The two men exchanged a glance. Alan�s eyes begged to be distracted.
�I make movies,� Bob said.
�Like a producer?�
�Director,� Bob said. �At least I used to. I�m not working on anything at the moment.�
�Projects are simmering?�
�Exactly,� Bob said. �You might be surprised at how long stuff churns before anything happens. You get all the right words into the right ears and then you have to wait. I had a string of several years where I moved from project to project. But now I�m in stasis.�
�What changed?� Alan asked.
�Nothing really changed. Sometimes you get lucky, and sometimes you don�t. I had a long-term project fall through and it all seemed to cascade from there,� Bob said.
�What was the project?� Alan asked.
Bob scratched his forehead.
�If you can�t tell me about it, that�s fine. I was just being nosey.�
�No, it�s fine,� Bob said. �I�m not under any non-disclosure or anything. It was my own project that collapsed. My female lead passed away and the concept died with her, I guess.�
�Sorry,� Alan said.
Bob waved. He gripped his temples with his hand. �I didn�t really know her that well. I�m sure she was a lovely person, but I�m more sad for her lost potential.�
�I understand.�
�I should get going,� Bob said. He glanced at his watch.
�Thanks again for your help. When I get this baby in the water, I owe you a free ride,� Alan said.
Bob smiled. �My pleasure.� He headed towards his vehicle.
�Hey, Bob?�
Bob stopped with his hand on the door and his foot on the running board of his big SUV.
�You doing any interesting work on your house tomorrow? I mean, could you use a hand on anything?� Alan said.
�I could think of something,� Bob said with a grin. A line wrinkled his brow. �What if your phone rings while you�re gone?�
�You get cell reception at your house, right?�
Bob nodded.
�I�ll forward the calls to my cell. I�ll be over after the bus picks up my thug son.�
Bob laughed. He got in his vehicle before he called back to Alan. �See you then.�
Alan waved as Bob rolled down the driveway.
* * *
OCTOBER 5

�YOU�VE GOT to lift it, Joe,� Alan said.
He could barely see his son�s face in the pre-dawn light. The bow of the boat rose and the twigs stopped scraping against the hull as Alan took another step back. He gripped the handles of the little boat�s stern and backed towards the cold water. His heel splashed in the shallows.
�Stop,� Alan said.
�Dad?� Joe whispered.
�Yeah?� Alan asked back.
�Are there any fish this time of year?� Joe asked.
Alan began to giggle.
�I have no idea,� Alan said. He started to laugh. Joe joined his laughter. �They sold me a license. I guess so.�
Alan shoved the stern into the water and then moved to the bow. He and Joe slid the boat into the water. Joe led the painter along the shore and then walked the boat down the dock while Alan retrieved the little motor. He lowered it into the water and carefully guided the outboard onto the back of the boat.
I�ll fall in before I let this engine get wet, Alan thought.
He clamped it in place by feel. The sun was still hiding behind the trees, even though the cold nights had taken most of their leaves.
�Get the tackle,� Alan said to Joe. �It�s in the camp.�
Joe disappeared into the woods while Alan found the gas can. It had a funnel attached to its spout. Alan lined it up carefully before tipping the can. He liked the smell of this gas. The oil mixed in made it smell sweet. Alan stuck his finger in the small tank and filled it up until he felt the cold gas. He capped the can and lowered it to the deck of the boat.
Joe came back and stopped on the dock.
�Is this it?� Joe asked.
�I can�t see what you�re holding up,� Alan said.
Joe turned on his headlamp and Alan saw the poles and the bag in his hand.
�Shut it off,� Alan said, throwing his arm up in front of his eyes. �I�m blind, I�m blind. Oh, help me, I�m blind.�
Joe laughed and turned off his light. He sat down on the edge of the dock and handed the poles and bag into the boat. Alan blinked at the blue spot in his vision and watched his son gingerly testing his weight in the boat.
�It doesn�t leak, right?� Joe asked.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �I didn�t really test it.�
�Really?�
�No, not really. I had it in the other day,� Alan said. �I only took it out to put on the registration sticker. It�s fine. You can trust me�I�m your good old dad. Untie that rope, will you?�
Joe moved towards the front as Alan turned to the motor. He set it up and pulled the cord. The engine fired and caught immediately. Alan smiled in the dark. He adjusted the engine until it idled smoothly.
�Okay, push us off,� Alan said.
Joe gave the dock a shove and sent the boat towards the weeds.
I should have been more specific, Alan thought. Maybe I should have tracked down proper oars for this thing. That little paddle isn�t going to do all that much good. Well�I wanted time alone with him. I suppose I�ll get it either way.
Alan put the little engine in gear and gave it some gas. The boat spun back towards the dock. Alan straightened it out and pointed the bow upstream. It was working�they were chugging through the water, sending ripples off to the sides. Alan felt like shouting his triumph. Nothing his own father had done prepared him for this moment. He�d manufactured this success with his own hands and imagination.
The lake in front of them was like glass. It reflected the deep blue of the sky. On either side, the trees framed their progress in jagged black lines against the glowing blue. Joe was facing the stern. He hunched and blew into his balled hands.
�Turn around, Joe,� Alan said. �You�re missing all the action.�
Joe looked over his shoulder and then pulled one leg to the other side of the bench. His motion was nervous and awkward. The boat swayed as he found his position. Joe gripped the metal seat and then tucked his hands into his armpits. Alan breathed the early morning air. It smelled sweet and round.
He angled the small engine a little to the right to accommodate the curve of the stream. They passed another little dock. This one ran parallel to the stream like a little deck instead of reaching out into deeper water. After a few more gentle turns the lake opened up. Alan closed the throttle, reducing the little engine to a slow drone. On the horizon to their right, the sun had lit a couple of clouds with pink fire. Alan killed the engine and they drifted forward as the water lapped at the metal hull.
The lake was quiet, dark, and beautiful. Alan drank in the sight.
Joe turned. �Now what?�
�We fish,� Alan said.
Joe picked up one of the poles and investigated the reel.
�How do you work it?� Joe asked.
�Hand me one,� Alan said. �The black and white one.�
Alan gave his son the benefit of everything he�d learned the previous day. After reading and watching videos, he�d figured out how to tie a hook onto the line, put a fake rubber worm on the hook, and then cast the worm into the water. His personal record for casting was about ten feet. Alan wasn�t sure, but he suspected he might be terrible at it.
Within minutes, Joe matched Alan�s proficiency.
By the time the sun was high enough in the sky for them to see their surroundings, Joe was able to double Alan�s best cast.
�Dad!� Joe said. �I think I caught something.�
Joe pulled back on his rod and it bent over with the tension. Alan pulled in his own line and set down his pole.
�Okay, did you set the hook?� Alan asked.
�What does that mean?�
�You jerk back to set the hook in the fish�s mouth.�
�Gross.�
�I know,� Alan said.
Joe jerked back on the pole and it bent farther.
�Now reel it in,� Alan said.
Joe turned the handle and the reel clicked. The boat began to move.
�Keep going. What does it feel like?�
�I don�t know,� Joe said. Joe stuck his tongue out of the corner of his mouth as he pulled and reeled. The boat moved slowly towards where Joe�s line disappeared under the surface of the lake.
Joe leaned forward and looked at the water.
�I think it�s stuck on the bottom,� Joe said.
Alan looked around. The boat had drifted towards the side of the lake. Alan took the short paddle and stuck it in the water. It hit bottom. Alan pushed the boat towards the line and it sprang free. Joe covered his eyes as the lure popped up out of the water and tangled around the end of the pole.
Alan�s laugh sounded hollow as it bounced back from the trees. Joe frowned and set down his pole so he could untangle the line from the end.
�Ow!� Joe said. He put his finger in his mouth.
�I�ll move us out towards the middle again,� Alan said.
�Are you sure we�re doing this right?� Joe asked.
�Nope.�
After another hour, they�d learned a few things. Alan learned how to cast. It was a combination of flicking your wrist and hitting the button at just the right time. Joe learned how to pee over the side of the boat without falling in. Both father and son learned that boat seats were cold on October mornings. Neither learned the secret of catching a fish.
The sun popped over the trees and a light mist began to rise around the shallows. Joe and Alan sat in the boat with their poles stowed. A little breeze rocked the boat and rippled the surface of the lake. Near the entrance of the stream that led back to their dock, a fish jumped and splashed. Joe turned to watch for it�to see if it would jump again.
�Oh, shoot. You�re supposed to have a life vest on, I think,� Alan said.
�Do we have one?�
�There are a few in the camp. I guess they�re still good. I can get you a new one the next time I�m at the store.�
�Are we coming fishing again?� Joe asked.
�I don�t know. Don�t you want to?�
�Sure,� Joe said. He propped his chin on his hand.
Alan watched his son staring out over the water.
What are you thinking? Do you know right from wrong, Joe? Do you know you could have killed that little girl? Do you feel remorse, or did we somehow raise some kind of deranged killer?
�What do they do in the winter?� Joe asked.
�Who?�
�The fish. Do they die and then new ones are born next year?�
�Oh. No, they live under the ice. People cut holes through the ice and try to catch them. The big fish live for years and years.�
�Before people came along, did anything eat the fish?�
�Bears eat fish. They catch them when they�re going upstream. And eagles and other birds catch fish. I�m sure they have lots of predators.�
�But people are the only ones that catch them on a line,� Joe said. �When people first invented fishing line and hooks, they must have had no idea what was going on. They think they�re getting a worm and then they�re being dragged out into the air.�
�I�m not sure fish think that much about anything,� Alan said. �I think they�re fairly primitive.�
�They�re like some people,� Joe said.
�Pardon?�
�Nothing,� Joe said.
�Do you mean that some people are primitive?� Alan asked.
�Well yeah, I mean, right? Like those guys who used to hang around on the corner near the dry cleaners? You remember how they would come up to the car whenever we�d go to get the shirts? All they did was beg for money and then go buy drugs.�
�And that makes them primitive?� Alan asked.
�Like a fish,� Joe said. �Simple.�
�Simple minded?�
�No, I mean they would do this and then they would do that. It was simple�only two steps. You remember that movie we watched?� Joe asked.
�Which one.�
�The one with the shark,� Joe said. �That guy said, �All this machine does is swim, and eat, and make little sharks.� Fish are simple.� His voice transformed when he quoted the movie.
Alan smiled past his own dark contemplations. His son was already pretty good with impressions.
�Joe, people may sometimes act in a simplistic way, but that doesn�t mean they�re primitive or like fish,� Alan said.
�I know.�
�We all have primitive sides to our nature, and you have to work to stay above those instincts. That�s where humanity lies.�
Joe didn�t respond. His eyes widened when the fish jumped. After a second, they slid half-closed and Joe slumped even more. If his hand weren�t propping up his chin, Joe looked like he would slump into a puddle at the bottom of the boat.
�Do you understand, Joe?� Alan asked.
�Uh-huh,� Joe said. Joe�s stomach gurgled.
Alan looked over the edge of the boat. The morning sun was bright enough to show him that the engine was mired in mud and weeds. Alan pushed the paddle down in the muck and tried to push off. The boat was stuck. His new transom flexed when Alan tilted the motor up. The prop came out of the water draped with dripping weeds. The boat floated free. Alan pushed off and sent the boat towards the deeper part of the lake. He paddled gently to get them moving towards the stream�s inlet. Joe let the view change in front of his eyes�he hardly moved.
�I�m going to try again over there,� Alan said.
�For that big one?�
�Sure.�
Alan gave the paddle a few more good swipes and then picked up his pole. He eyeballed the spot where they�d last seen the fish. He figured it was a long shot�the jumping fish was clearly interested in bugs on top of the water, would it even care about a fake worm? Alan sent a booming cast right to the spot he envisioned.
�Nice cast,� Joe said.
Alan smiled. It was the same tone that Joe had used earlier to encourage Alan when he couldn�t cast more than a boat-length.
When the fish hit, it was unlike any other feeling the pole had given him. The pole was alive and dancing with the fish�s retreat. The reel croaked angrily as the line pulled.
�Dad?� Joe asked. He sat up straight, watching the spot where the fishing line intersected the water. �I think you got one.�
�I think you�re right,� Alan said. �You want to reel it in?� He held out the pole with both hands, afraid to trust it to just one.
�No, you do it. It�s your fish,� Joe said.
Alan tried to turn the reel as he pulled back to keep pressure on the pole. It was no good. The tension prevented him from turning the little crank. All he could do was let the pole move up and back and reel it in when the fish provided some slack in the line. It became second-nature in an instant. Joe leaned over the side of the boat, watching the fish flash as it neared the surface and then dove again.
�You�ve almost got it,� Joe said.
Alan let the tip of his pole dip near the water as he reeled in the rest of the line. The fish breached and Alan lifted it out of the water. It flailed at the end of his line, bouncing up and down. Alan set down the pole and grabbed the clear line just above the fish.
�Wow,� Joe said.
It was about the size of Alan�s flat hand and it had a black marking behind its eye, lined with red. Its fins and gills flared out. They looked spiky and sharp.
�Can we eat it?� Joe asked.
�I think this one is too small,� Alan said. �Take a picture so we can look it up later.�
As Joe used his camera, Alan rooted around in the plastic bag to find the pliers he�d bought. He ran his hand down the line and tried to grab the fish from the top, to push back the spines. The fish thrashed as his hand closed.
�Ow!� Alan said. �That thing is sharp.�
He tried again with the same result. His fingers were bleeding.
�Maybe you should just cut the line and let it go that way,� Joe said. �I don�t think you can get it off of there.�
�No, Joe, that wouldn�t be fair to the fish. We have to be humane,� Alan said. He grabbed again and this time didn�t flinch when the fish thrashed. He held it still and used the pliers to back out the hook. Alan let the fish tumble back towards the water. It squirted off into the deep as soon as it broke the surface.
Alan rinsed his hand in the lake. The cold water helped to numb the cuts.
�You try, Joe,� Alan said.
He didn�t finish his command before Joe was casting. Joe used Alan�s rod�perhaps trying to capitalize on Alan�s success. A few casts later, Joe announced that he felt a nibble.
The boat drifted down the stream. Alan pointed to spots near the edge of the weeds and Joe tried to land his lure where his father pointed. When Joe�s fish hit, the pole doubled over and the reel screamed.
�Dad, I can�t hold it,� Joe said.
�Sure you can, Joe. Just keep pressure on it. Reel it in when it comes back to you,� Alan said. �Don�t let it run for the weeds. You don�t want it to get caught up over there.�
�How do I stop it?�
�Just keep pressure. Keep pulling back,� Alan said. He used the little paddle to move the boat closer to where the line pointed. As Alan shifted the boat, Joe picked up the slack. �Keep pulling.�
Joe fought the fish until sweat stood out on his brow. His little arms were trembling.
�I can�t do it,� Joe said. �You take over.�
�It�s okay, you can finish. Just keep pulling.�
The pole rose and disappointment flashed on Joe�s face. He started to reel in the line without resistance. Alan expected to see a broken end come up out of the water.
�Did it�� Alan started to ask. He didn�t get to finish his question. The pole bent again and Joe struggled to hang on. He picked up the slack once more and the fish leapt from the water. Joe turned the crank furiously as the fish came out again. It looked enormous. The pole couldn�t lift it from the water. Alan grabbed the line and helped Joe lift the fish. The line dug into Alan�s tender hands.
�Holy cow,� Alan said. �That thing is enormous.�
�Don�t touch it,� Joe said.
�It�s okay,� Alan said. �I don�t think this one is sharp.�
The fish was a completely different shape than the one Alan had caught. This one was long and cylindrical. Its mottled brown and green scales faded to tan on its belly. Alan gripped it just behind the gills. It was almost too slippery to hold. Alan braced the fish between his knees as he worked the hook from its mouth with the pliers.
�Look at those teeth,� Joe said.
�We could eat this one, I think,� Alan said. �It�s big enough. Here�you have to hold it so I can take a picture.�
Joe held it up horizontally with both hands while Alan captured the image. The fish thrashed and Joe launched it towards the stream.
�You didn�t want to eat it?�
�No,� Joe said. �Not with those teeth.�
�Wash your hands over the side,� Alan said.
After they cleaned up, they left the poles sitting in the boat. It seemed that one fish apiece was their limit. Instead of starting up the motor, Alan just used the paddle to keep them in the middle of the stream. The gentle current moved them slowly back downstream.
�So you understand what I was saying about humanity earlier, Joe?� Alan asked.
�I guess.�
�I�m saying that even when your anger calls and you feel like you have to do something or you�ll explode�that�s when it�s most important to exercise control. You can�t be simple, like the fish. We live in a society with rules. It�s how we get along without killing each other. It�s what makes us civilized.�
�I know,� Joe said. �I get it.�
�Good,� Alan said.
They started to take the last turn. Alan saw their little dock off in the distance.
�But that�s only true for humans, right?� Joe asked.
�No, Joe. You have to treat animals humanely too. You wouldn�t mistreat a puppy just because it wasn�t human,� Alan said.
�But if something is evil it doesn�t count, right?� Joe asked. �People in movies are always fighting things that are evil. It�s okay to kill evil things.�
Alan shook his head as he spoke. �No. No, Joe. What are you talking about?�
�We can�t let evil things get us. We have to fight them, right? We have to kill them?� Joe asked.
�Joe, no. We�re not going to kill anything. It�s not up to us to decide who�s evil. Do you understand?�
Joe nodded.
�Say it�tell me you understand, Joe,� Alan said.
�I understand.�

CHAPTER SIX
Remodeling

OCTOBER 7

ALAN LET himself in through the garage. Bob�s mudroom serviced as a temporary laundry room and kitchen. Alan poured himself a cup of coffee from the pot sitting on top of the dryer. He opened the door to the room that used to be the kitchen.
�Still fighting it?� Alan asked.
Bob looked up from the floor and smiled. He was on his knees over in the corner.
�I can�t let it go,� Bob said. �I�ve been using this.� He held up a metal spatula.
Alan laughed. There was a spot in the corner where they couldn�t quite reach. It was gunked up with some kind of adhesive and until they cleaned it out, they couldn�t get the cabinets to sit correctly in the corner. Alan was a proponent of cutting back the corner of the cabinet until it sat flat, but Bob wanted the floor perfect. That wasn�t the focus of the day though. Today they were putting in the new plumbing for the bathroom. Alan was excited�plumbing was something he�d always wanted to learn.
Bob dropped the spatula and dusted off his hands as he stood up. He grabbed his own coffee cup and led the way to the basement. He had lights set up in a circle, pointing up into the hole where he�d removed all the ceiling tiles.
�These pipes here are going to pull back to here,� Bob said, pointing up at the copper. �And we have to extend these supply lines over to there.�
�Wait, isn�t that where the toilet is going? Why do you need both hot and cold over to there?�
�That toilet tank sweats in the summer. The cold water from the well makes condensation form on the outside of the tank and then mold grows on the wall. I thought if I put in a mixing valve, I could add some hot water when the tank fills. That way it won�t be too cold,� Bob said.
�Sounds wasteful,� Alan said.
�If the new owners don�t want it, they can turn the mixing valve all the way to cold. At least they�ll have the option,� Bob said.
Alan nodded. He worked as Bob�s assistant that morning, mostly handing him tools and asking a couple of questions. Bob was good at giving brief explanations of what he was doing. As Bob fired up his torch and heated the copper, he made conversation.
�So what did you do before you moved up here? You said you�re a photographer?� Bob asked.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �I did mostly freelance stuff, and some assignments.�
�Arty stuff or gritty?�
�Gritty,� Alan said.
Bob nodded.
�Battlefields, conflicts, riots, Congress�you know, feel-good stuff. It was dangerous sometimes. There�s nothing more unstable than a politician.�
Bob laughed.
�Seriously though�it got to the point where I couldn�t justify it. I saw some of my colleagues get unlucky and I figured I couldn�t do it anymore. It wasn�t fair to Joe and Liz, you know? She makes a good enough living that neither of us should have to risk our lives.�
Bob hissed as hot flux sputtered and hit his arm.
�You should be wearing safety glasses,� Bob said.
Alan dug in the pouch of his sweatshirt and pulled some out.
�But you still do photography?� Bob asked.
�Yes and no. I�ve been trying to get something going with nature shots. It�s a hard transition. When I�m shooting a riot, I know where I want to stand. I know what the shot should look like automatically and I move with the flow. I�m trying to take a picture of a tree and I just can�t get the feel of it. Everything�s so static and you could get it from any angle. I can�t find the movement of it. You know what I mean?�
�Not really, no,� Bob said.
�But you�re a movie director, right? You create visual art.�
�I work with visual artists,� Bob said. �My role is a little more humble than that. I�m like the drive shaft that connects the engine to all the moving parts. I keep lists and make sure we have enough footage to cover the script. If we miss something, I�m the guy who figures out if we need to reshoot or if we can cobble something together from what we�ve got.�
�Like an editor?� Alan asked.
�I�m like what the print world calls an editor, yes. Some directors visualize the whole thing. I�m more of a manager.�
Bob moved on to the next joint. Alan had already cleaned up the ends and brushed on the flux. Bob just needed to heat it up and add the solder, sweating the copper to fuse the metal.
�What kind of movies do you do?�
�I�ve done a couple of features you might have seen,� Bob said. �Did you see Lingering Doubt or Nevercome?�
�I saw Doubt with my wife. That was one of yours?�
Bob nodded. He squinted as he tested the heat of the joint with his solder.
�That was a pretty good movie. Didn�t you win an award for that?�
�Nominated.�
�Still�that�s pretty amazing. I had no idea that was you. Shouldn�t you be off making millions directing huge movies? What the hell are you doing here cleaning up your ex-brother-in-law�s shitty house?�
�I�m waiting on a couple of projects. You might be surprised at how little money an Academy nominated director earns. You spend so long between lucrative gigs and then as soon as you work on something non-commercial, it�s like they all think you�re not interested in making money. I�m lucky I can afford the copper we�re putting in.� He popped up his glasses to inspect the solder with his naked eye. �That should do it for these joints.�
�How long do you wait before you test it with water pressure?�
�I don�t know. I�ll try it out sometime before I put the new floor in,� Bob said. �Let�s take a break. My neck is killing me.�
Through the back door they passed under the deck to where Bob had a couple of rocks set up like little seats. They faced down the hill through the woods. There was nothing to look at, but it was serene and quiet. A cold fall damp had settled on the scattered orange leaves.
�I love the smell of this place,� Bob said.
�I was thinking the same thing the other day. It�s comforting somehow. You go outside and you just feel more at ease.�
�Reminds me of Thanksgiving and Christmas�holidays when you stay inside with family.�
�Where you from originally?� Alan asked.
�Ohio,� Bob said. �Right near the border with West Virginia. We used to go over to Pittsburgh all the time as soon as I was old enough to drive. That was where I really grew up.�
�Did you like it?�
�I guess,� Bob said. �That�s where we filmed Nevercome. Pittsburgh, I mean.�
�I didn�t see that one.�
�Not many people did. I held my ground and got in a fight with the studio. They recut it and left a lot of the good stuff out of the movie. If you take a plot like that and cut it down to ninety minutes, the audience has no chance of being entertained. It�s hard to tell what�s even going on.�
Alan watched a leaf making its way to the ground. A breeze caught it and it swirled in a tight spiral.
�What was the fight about?� Alan asked.
Bob didn�t answer. Alan glanced over and saw Bob scrubbing his face with his hands. Bob breathed out and hunched over.
�I took on that movie so I could shoot one particular scene. They wanted to cut it. We were in the middle of that battle when the actress from the scene died. You remember when I said that the female lead of my personal project passed away?�
�Yeah,� Alan said. Bob didn�t seem so much sad as exhausted by the topic.
�She was the lead in my personal project, but she was just a cameo in Nevercome. Her scene was crucial to me.�
Bob looked wearied by the topic, but he also looked like he had more that he needed to say. Alan debated letting it drop. His curiosity won.
�How come?� Alan asked.
�I had this concept. I worked on it for almost twenty years, can you believe that? Twenty years of work�I should have known how fragile it was. It�s foolish to count on anything that takes more than two months to develop and yet you have to keep pounding your head against walls for years to get anything done. You have to keep tap dancing because the floor is always shifting. It�s a shitty business to be in.�
�So what was the project?� Alan asked.
�Let me see if I can boil this down. You�ve seen movies that rely heavily on childhood flashbacks?�
�Of course,� Alan said.
�They always suffer from the same problems�it�s tough to make the old footage feel authentic, and it�s tough to cast look-alike child actors to play your leads.�
Alan nodded.
�It�s been done well a few times, but if you�ve got big names they usually come with unique looks. There�s only one George Clooney. They�re not making a whole lot of kids who look authentically like a small version of him. I got the idea to start from the other side. As soon as I had some money, I put together a research team. We started looking for parents who were likely to raise a movie star.�
Alan burst out with a startled laugh. Bob was clearly serious, but the concept was ludicrous.
�How?� Alan asked with an incredulous chuckle.
�Maybe not as hard as you think. Good-looking parents who already have one good-looking smart kid. The younger sibling has a chance of being attractive and outgoing. We filmed a ton of babies with their parents and played the odds. A bunch of that footage was shot for a movie called Summary of Hugh. It was one of my first films. A few years later we did a movie called Getaway River Drop.�
�I saw it. That movie was great.�
�Thank you. You remember the kids?�
�Those kids living in the cabins with their parents?�
�Yeah. That was the second piece of the puzzle. We used the same kids again. They were a couple of years older by that point,� Bob said.
�They weren�t a big part of the plot,� Alan said.
�No, not of that movie. I shot some extra footage that didn�t make it into the final cut though. I just snuck it into the schedule here and there. It�s tough to do with kid actors�the rules are strict on how much they can work�but we squeezed in enough to make it work. I had the footage from Hugh and Getaway and I squirreled it away, waiting to see which of the kids would go into acting.�
�I see�you started with a whole bunch of babies with Summary of Hugh and then put some of them into Getaway River Drop also?�
�Right, exactly. Some of the babies didn�t go into acting. A couple got too fat. We just let the process weed them down and cast whomever was left. That�s how I got the kids for Cry Under. It was a limited release indie about preteens who grow up in an abandoned amusement park. Really dark.�
�So you use the same kids over and over again in your movies. That�s pretty cool. Gives them a continuity I guess.�
�It�s more than that. Like I said, we used these films to shoot other scenes that weren�t meant for release. The whole point is, I�ve been filming this other movie that takes place over decades. I don�t have to try reproduce authentic settings and technology from fifteen years ago because I actually filmed the scenes fifteen years ago. And I don�t have to find look-alike actors, because I�ve been using the same actors the whole time.�
�Wow. What�s the other movie about?�
�It�s scrapped now, but it was going to be about actors who grow up in the industry and then become movie stars,� Bob said.
�That�s amazing.�
�Everything was going to plan. In fact, it was turning out better than my highest hopes. Hope was legitimately on her way to becoming one of the most popular actresses of her generation. Nigel�s career is just starting to take off, but I think he�s on his way also.�
�Hope?�
�When we first filmed her as a baby, her name was Hope Sanders. She changed her name to Ophelia Saunders about five years ago.�
Alan stood up from his rock. He braced his hands against his knees and hunched over. He turned to Bob with his mouth hanging open. �Ophelia Saunders? Ophelia Saunders was your female lead? She�s so famous.�
�She was,� Bob nodded. �She was.�
Alan felt a familiar mix of emotions at the mention of Ophelia�s name. He suspected that he shared the feeling with middle-aged men dating back to the invention of arousal. Ophelia had been gorgeous and magnetic. She had been the definition of sex, but she�d also been much closer to Joe�s age than his own. It was wrong to have such lust for a young woman who�d been born after he�d graduated from college. That was a fact. His libido disagreed.
Something else occurred to Alan. �Wait, and Nigel? You mean Nigel Devons? Are you kidding? I didn�t even realize they were ever in a movie together. Talk about Hollywood elite. You discovered both of those actors?� Alan said. He lowered himself slowly back down to the rock. He sat facing Bob. Bob looked off into the woods.
�Yeah. Like I said�it was working out better than my highest hopes. Neither of them had ever had a starring role in one of my movies, but they were both there. A few scenes here and a few scenes there�the footage is out there. I was going to start Gaucho next year. It was going to be Hope and Nigel�s first real movie together as leads, and I�ve got a third of the story already filmed. It�s all in that extra footage from Summary, and Getaway, and Cry Under, and the rest. They were basically going to play themselves in Gaucho�how they met and grew up. Some of the scenes from Gaucho were filmed at the same time as scenes from the other movies.�
�Really?� Alan asked.
�You remember that car crash in Getaway River Drop? It�s near the beginning.�
�Yeah, that guy just had sex with his aunt�s friend in the back of the the YMCA. He�s late for his daughter�s recital or something?�
�And he hurries through the stop sign and hits Gretchen�s minivan,� Bob said.
�Yes,� Alan said. �That�s when we first see the kids from the cabins, right?�
�Yes, pretty much. You can see them in the title sequence, too, but that�s the first time they�re legitimately characters,� Bob said. �Behind those cabins, we had a second crew filming the kids from a different angle. They were doing a simultaneous scene about being child actors. They were told to play and act natural. During their dialog, you can see Gretchen�s minivan go by, driven by a stunt woman, and then you hear the accident.�
�So you see that whole iconic scene from a totally different angle? Like a behind-the-scenes view?� Alan asked.
�Yeah, exactly. And Hope is credited with her old name in that one. Devons was uncredited�he didn�t even speak and he slipped through without getting a mention in the credits. Some movies we filmed the kids as if they were working as actors, and others we filmed simultaneous scenes that are supposedly real life.�
�That�s crazy complicated,� Alan said.
Bob nodded. �It was ambitious to say the least. It�s the kind of thing that only a twenty-five-year-old director would attempt, but once it�s rolling, you can�t bear to let it go unfinished. And I kept it quiet, too. I used different crews as much as possible for the extra footage. I hid expenses and snuck around. I had one lawyer negotiate all the contracts so I could use the footage in the future. I think only ten people in the world know what I was up to. Eleven now.�
�Wow,� Alan said. �What a story. You should make a movie about that�about the process.�
Bob sighed. �I am. Or I was. I�m not sure. My wife said the same thing when we started, so we filmed a video diary of the process through the years. I was going to release that a few months after Gaucho and pull back the curtain. I wanted Gaucho to stand on its own first. I wanted startle everyone and make them guess at how I had put that movie together. I swore everyone to secrecy.�
�And then Ophelia overdosed?�
�Yup. Hope passed away. She was a bright young woman. You�d think I would have gotten to know her better after all these years, but I barely knew her. We started with sixteen babies for Summary�eight girls and eight boys. I swear, if you go back to that movie you can spot her. She pops off the screen like a beacon. Even that young you can see how compelling she�s going to be.�
Alan shook his head. Until that day, Bob hadn�t talked all that much. One of the things he liked about hanging out with Bob was that the two of them shared silence so well. But that story was so incredible. Bob�s quiet simplicity never suggested such depths.
�Sorry to burden you with all that,� Bob said.
�No�it�s no problem at all. That�s the most interesting thing I�ve heard in weeks,� Alan said.
�It�s hard to think about,� Bob said. �I end up feeling sorry for myself�all the time and effort I wasted�and then I feel guilty because I�m worried about myself when such a bright young life has been snuffed. What difference does my stupid movie make when her life was wasted like that?�
Alan thought of things to say, but he kept his mouth shut. Bob didn�t need any platitudes. He needed time to grieve for the young woman and for his own project.
Bob stood up and dusted off his pants.
�I�ve got a couple more hours,� Alan said. �What else is on your list today?�

CHAPTER SEVEN
Haunt

OCTOBER 9

ALAN HAD his flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows. The old rake handle was carving sore spots in his hands as he pulled at the leaves. He heard the bus down the road winding its engine and beeping as it turned around in Gates�s driveway. Alan bunched up the last stragglers, and swept the pile of leaves out towards the center of the lawn. He would enlist Joe to drive the riding mower around, pulling the leaf sucker attachment.
�Hey, Joe,� he said.
Joe walked up and slowed as he approached the lawn. He had ditched his sweatshirt and jacket somewhere and only wore his t-shirt. That was fine this afternoon�it was almost hot out�but tomorrow morning would be cold.
�Where�s your jacket, Joe?� Alan asked.
Joe didn�t answer. He was looking up at the house. The sun reflected off the upstairs windows. Joe shielded his eyes.
Alan glanced up to where his son was looking. The sun dazzled his eyes.
�Who�s that?� Joe asked.
�Who?�
Joe pointed at the house.
Alan walked down the slope of the lawn to where Joe stood. He put his hand up to his own eyes and looked at the house. The big black front door was open to let in the afternoon air, but the screen door was closed.
�Where?� Alan asked.
�On the stairs,� Joe said. The house was fronted with wide stairs made from slabs of granite.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about. Last week you lost your hat. Then, somehow, you came home in gym shorts the other day because you�d lost your jeans. Did you leave your jacket at school, Joe? It�s going to be forty tomorrow morning. Are you going to wait for the bus in your t-shirt?�
�Dad,� Joe said. �Who is that?�
Alan looked at his son. Joe�s eyes were welling with tears.
Alan moved a little closer to the house. He could see better as he moved closer. The reflection from the windows wasn�t hitting his eyes. Through the screen door, he saw the house�s staircase that led up to the bedrooms on the second floor. Alan stopped. Halfway up the interior stairs, someone stood. Alan moved closer to the house.
He got to the granite steps and glanced back�Joe was still standing on the lawn, watching.
�Hello?� Alan called. �Can I help you?�
It was a woman on the steps. Alan could see the outline of her dress. She reached her hand for the bannister to steady herself. He couldn�t see her face. The sun streaming through the upstairs windows was lighting her from behind, leaving her face in shadow.
�Excuse me�this is a private residence,� Alan said.
He reached for the handle to the screen door. It was locked from inside. That afternoon the front hall had felt stuffy, so Alan had opened the front door to let a breeze in, but he�d never bothered to unlock the screen door. Somewhere in the mechanism, a little piece of metal was keeping Alan from confronting this woman.
Alan looked back at Joe and considered his options. He could run around the house and go in through the shed, but the woman might run away. He could send Joe around, but what if the woman was some crazy murderer? His cell phone was on the charger in the kitchen.
�Answer me, or I�m calling the police,� Alan said. The woman came down one step. Alan thought if she just came a tiny bit closer, he might be able to see her face. He collected the other details so he could relate them to the authorities. Her hair was fairly short, making a backlit halo around her head. The dress came down to the stairs and the sleeves down to her wrists. It was pink, or maybe rose, and had lace at the neck and wrists. He still couldn�t see her face.
Alan clamped his teeth and tugged at the screen door. The latch held, but it felt weary. Alan tugged again, hoping that the handle would outlast the catch. The woman on the stairs raised her free hand to her mouth. Beneath the groan of the screen door�s latch giving out, he thought he heard the woman gasp.
The screen door pulled free and Alan swung it open.
He stepped up and through the door as his eyes darted up and down the stairs�she was gone. Alan reached out for the door frame to steady himself. The screen door banged shut behind him.
�Where�d you go, lady?� Alan called. �Hey.�
�Dad?� Joe asked from the lawn. �Dad come out here.�
�Hold on, Joe. Lady! Crazy lady in the dress? Come out here. The cops are on their way.�
�DAD!�
Alan backed through the screen door. He shut it and pressed his hand to hold it shut. When he turned, Joe was pointing.
�What?� Alan asked.
He turned slowly. Alan looked through the screen door again and saw her. She was crouching, still halfway up the stairs, and she was hiding her face in her hands.
�What the hell?� Alan whispered. He kept his eyes glued on the woman as he opened the door. As the metal door frame passed before his eyes, the image of the woman disappeared. It was like the screen was a magic lens, and without its aid, he couldn�t see the woman.
�Call Mom, Joe,� Alan said. He threw open the door and walked in. There was nothing on the stairs, but Alan strode up the stairs and swiped through the air. He expected to meet resistance. He found only air. There was no woman, no dress, nothing. Alan backed away. He stepped back through the screen door and closed it again. He looked through the screen at the stairs. There was nothing.
�Do you see her, Joe?� Alan called. He didn�t take his eyes off the stairs. �Joe?�
�She�s gone,� Joe said from right behind him. Alan jumped.
�You don�t see her anymore?� Alan asked. Joe took his hand.
�No, Dad. She disappeared when you went up the stairs.�
�Disappeared how? Did she go upstairs or something?�
�No,� Joe said. �She just disappeared. Like evaporated or something. It was weird.�
* * *
Alan and Joe stayed in the kitchen. Joe worked on homework and Alan started some leftovers heating for dinner. All the doors were closed and locked, and Alan had searched the house. He was sure they were alone, but every time they heard a noise, they froze. Alan, with Joe at his back, returned to the stairway several times. He was armed with a long piece of wood he�d found in the shed. They found nothing.
Liz came up the drive and left her car outside the shed.
They heard her banging on the door.
Alan and Joe went down the hall and let her in.
Liz hugged Joe. �Are you okay?�
�We�re fine, Mom,� Joe said.
�Tell me what happened. There was a woman here?�
�Come inside,� Alan said. He closed and locked the door behind her.
Alan herded his small family to the kitchen table. He and Joe told their story. She held her hands to her chest as they spoke. Alan couldn�t stop his eyes from wandering to the dining room doorway as he spoke.
After they finished the story, Liz didn�t speak for a full minute.
�Did she say anything?� Liz asked. She sounded choked up. Her eyes were still dry.
�No,� Alan said. �Like I said, I thought I heard her make a noise, but she didn�t say anything.�
Liz pushed back from the table and turned. She was through the dining room before Alan could object.
�Liz!� Alan called. He grabbed Joe�s hand and led him after her. They saw her pounding up the steps. Alan paused at the bottom, looked at Joe, and then led his son up the steps after Liz. All the lights were on up there�they�d turned them all on when they�d searched the house earlier. They both sidestepped the middle of the stairs, sticking close to the bannister. The door to the master bedroom was open. Alan and Joe went through. They looked in the big closet, the bedroom, and the bathroom. Liz was gone.
�Liz!� Alan called.
They heard feet clomping down steps and she appeared from the closet.
She had a shoebox in her hands.
�Where were you?� Alan asked.
�I�ll show you later,� Liz said. She sat on the edge of the bed and put the shoebox down on the bedspread. Liz tucked her stray hair behind her ears and then lifted the lid.
Alan sat on the edge of the bed on the other side of the shoebox. Joe sprang to the middle of the bed. Alan noticed that his son was careful to not step too close to the edge of the bed where something might reach out from under the bed skirt.
�What is that?� Alan asked.
�I�m looking for something,� Liz said. She was setting aside little metal boxes. She handed a small cardboard box to Alan. He opened it and recognized the thing immediately. It was a little plastic slide viewer.
Liz opened one of the metal boxes of slides and flipped through them. She stopped at one with pencil writing on the white margin. She handed the slide to Alan.
The pencil marks read �Emily.�
Alan slid it into the viewer and held it up to the light.
The scene was of their own front porch�the three granite slabs that made their front steps. The white house with the year 1852 above the door was unmistakable. There was a woman sitting on the porch. She had short hair and was looking away from the camera with a sly grin on her lips. She wore a red patterned dress with lace at the neck and wrists.
�Can I see?� Joe asked.
Alan�s numb hand passed the viewer to his son.
�That�s her,� Joe said with a surprised gasp.
�Now wait, Joe,� Alan said. �We didn�t get a great look. That slide just looks somewhat like her. You can�t say definitively.�
�Alan,� Liz said. �Come on.�
�Come on what? That photo is of your mom, right?�
�Yeah,� Liz said. �She�s modeling my great grandmother�s old hoop dress. The Colonel took that photo out front here.�
�I understand that. I�m not sure exactly what that has to do with the intruder we saw today,� Alan said.
�Dad, that�s her,� Joe said. �I recognize her. That�s my grandma?�
�The slide is,� Alan said. He was trying like hell to not raise his voice, but it wasn�t working. �That�s a slide of your mother�s mother�Emily. I�m trying to establish what that has to do with the intruder we saw today.�
�Honey,� Liz said. She put her hand on Alan�s arm. �The image you saw disappeared when you didn�t see her through the screen door. What you saw today wasn�t a real person. It was like a memory of my mother when she wore that dress. The Colonel took some photos of her on the interior stairs as well, but they didn�t turn out. The light was wrong. I don�t think he kept those shots.�
�I don�t believe in ghosts, Liz. It�s just silly.�
�You experienced it, Alan, and you and Joe saw the same thing. Who�s being silly?�
�You�re jumping to conclusions. Suddenly you know it was your mom? You weren�t even there,� Alan said.
�Joe thinks it was Emily. His eyes are better than yours,� Liz said.
�He was farther away,� Alan said. He looked at Joe, who tucked his legs under himself, but didn�t add anything to the conversation. �Until we know more, I want to assume that we had an intruder in our house. We lock the doors, stay together, and sweep the house. Speaking of which, show me where you went before. Did you search that area?�
�Come on,� Liz said. �There�s not much to search.�
Alan closed the bedroom door and then ushered his son along. They followed Liz into the big closet. She pushed aside a set of garment bags that hung from the rod. Behind the bags near the floor, a small panel sat to the side of an opening.
�I assumed that was access to the pipes for the bathroom,� Alan said.
�It is,� Liz said. �It also leads upstairs. It�s a tight squeeze.� She sat down facing away from the opening and pulled herself through. When she stood up on the other side, just her feet were showing. Alan pointed Joe towards the door.
Joe shook his head.
A light came on from inside the hole and they saw Liz�s feet climb away.
�Go on, I�m right behind you,� Alan said to Joe.
�What if there�s someone in there?� Joe asked.
�There is�it�s your mom. Now go.�
Alan went through last. It was tight to get his shoulders through the opening, but after that he was fine. He found himself on the small landing of a very narrow set of steps. He climbed up the steep risers to an unfinished attic. Bare bulbs hanging from collar ties lit the space. The attic had windows at either end and two chimneys intruding through the space. Liz was squatting near a couple of dusty boxes that sat near the barn-end of the attic. Joe stood beside her with his hands in his pockets. Aside from the boxes, the only other thing in the attic was a caned rocking chair with a busted seat. It sat near the window that overlooked the road.
The floor was unfinished planks. One was loose�Alan tugged at it to try to see what was between the attic floor and the living space below.
Liz looked up at Alan. �What are you doing?�
�I�m trying to see how good the insulation is. Maybe we could save some money this winter if we insulated the living space a little better.�
�Come on, Alan, would you focus? I thought you were interested in this stuff,� Liz said.
Joe sat down on the planks next to his mother. She was picking through a big box.
�Why isn�t this stuff in the barn with everything else?�
�The Colonel curated the barn. These boxes are Nana�s,� Liz said. She handed a soap box derby helmet to Joe who took it with reverent care. �This was my uncle�s.�
�Well there�s nobody hiding up here. Let�s move down through the house and make sure she�s not hiding somewhere. Perhaps you can fill me in on any other secret passages while we�re at it,� Alan said.
�There�s nobody in the house, Alan. You�re being paranoid. And you must have known there was an attic up here, you can see the window from the road,� Liz said.
�Let�s all grab a box and head back down,� Alan said. �I can add all this stuff to the trunks in the barn tomorrow.�
Liz looked up at him again.
�Okay,� Liz said. �Grab a box, Joe.�

CHAPTER EIGHT
Boat Trip

OCTOBER 11

�WHAT ARE you laughing at?� Bob asked.
The two men were carrying the boat down the little dirt path that ran next to the dam. They�d argued over whether to take the motor off before moving it, but it was a short distance.
Alan took a moment and flattened out his grin. �Nothing,� he said. He couldn�t hold it. He began laughing again.
Bob frowned. He was wearing a red and black checked flannel shirt, brown insulated chinos, rolled up at the ankle to reveal the same red and black pattern, and thick-framed glasses.
�You look like a 1950�s hunter from an L.L. Bean catalog,� Alan said, laughing. �No offense.�
�None taken,� Bob said. He dropped his side of the boat. It splashed in the shallows and banged against Alan�s shins.
Alan grunted with pain but then started laughing again.
Bob rooted around in his pocket and the pulled out a pipe. He tapped it against the lip of the boat. Alan looked up, saw the old pipe in Bob�s hand, and then laughed twice as hard.
�Oh my god, if you just had one of those hats with the little flaps,� Alan said. He held his belly. He could hardly catch his breath. �Since when do you smoke a pipe?�
�I don�t,� Bob said with a smile. �I found it in the pants. I found the whole outfit in my brother-in-law�s closet. It smells like mothballs, actually. I think it belonged to an uncle or something.�
�Oh, Jesus, don�t put that pipe in your mouth. You just said you found it in the closet,� Alan said. He pushed the stern of the boat into the water and spun the boat around. �Get in.�
Bob climbed into the bow of the boat and Alan waded out a couple of paces before he stepped over the edge. Alan wore the Colonel�s waterproof boots that came up almost to his knees. He tilted the motor down and started it up.
�Follow the stream until you can see the road,� Bob said. �Then we�re looking for a big culvert.�
�Okay,� Alan said.
The trip was Bob�s idea. He�d been on the lower lake once and remembered an interesting pond that his brother-in-law had shown him. A larger boat couldn�t reach it, but Bob thought that the Colonel�s little skiff might have no trouble with the shallow water.
�So did anything else happen?� Bob asked, continuing their conversation from earlier.
�Nope,� Alan said. �I didn�t see any more ghosts on the stairs and I haven�t since. Liz keeps telling me that I�m making too big a deal out of it, but it�s like a violation. Someone was in my house.�
�Maybe she�s right,� Bob said.
�Don�t tell me you�re one of these paranormal apologists too,� Alan said. �You�re a logical guy. You can�t possibly believe in that nonsense.�
It was a beautiful fall day. The leaves on either side of the stream were bright yellow, red, and orange, and they reflected off the edges of the serene stream. The sky overhead was brilliant blue and dotted with cotton ball clouds. Bob put two fingers in the breast pocket of his absurd shirt and pulled out a tiny plastic bag. Alan smiled at the crumbled bud that Bob packed into his antique pipe.
�Don�t worry, this is prescription,� Bob said.
Bob wiped the end of the pipe and then put it in his mouth. He applied a lighter to the bowl and took a timid puff. As he held it in his lungs, he offered the pipe to Alan.
�Twist my arm,� Alan said. He took the pipe. The smoke was potent�he inhaled even less than Bob had. Bob took one more little hit and then tapped the pipe on the side of the boat again. Alan exhaled. He didn�t feel anything.
�There�s still so much we don�t know,� Bob said. �You have to consider that there�s still a lot about the universe that we don�t understand.�
�What do you mean?� Alan asked. His throat felt hoarse. He opened the cooler and pulled out a can of soda.
�People only developed the theory of the atom like three-hundred years ago. The word atom means indivisible. Then, about a hundred years ago, we discovered protons, neutrons, and electrons. For a time, those were considered the smallest building blocks of matter. In the seventies, everyone agreed that the proton was actually made up of quarks. What are quarks made of? Right now they�re considered fundamental, but who knows what they�ll decide in another thirty years,� Bob said.
�And all that was discovered by rigorous scientific methods and experiments,� Alan said. �None of which has ever been able to prove anything paranormal.�
Bob shrugged. �But in a hundred years, maybe the experiments will exist. Maybe there�s another type of energy that we don�t currently have knowledge of. Before electricity was discovered, they had lots of theories of lightning. Now the whole thing seems pretty obvious, doesn�t it?�
�Right, but lots of people experienced and documented lightning. Everyone sees it. Even if you don�t see the flash, you hear the thunder. There aren�t a lot of credible witnesses of paranormal stuff. Where�s the evidence?�
�Correct me if I�m wrong, but we�re having this conversation right now because you and your son saw a woman sitting on the steps inside your own house,� Bob said.
�Right�and I�m saying there was nothing paranormal about it. It was either some weird trespasser, or maybe a trick of the light. Joe was standing farther away and he thought he saw something. Maybe he said something about a woman, who knows. My eyes are terrible. Once he suggested what I should see, it�s perfectly rational that I thought I saw the same thing.�
�And when you opened the door?�
�She was gone. That�s even stronger evidence to support my theory. It must have been an optical illusion created by the screen door,� Alan said.
The outboard engine putted serenely as they chugged down the little stream. The wind blew the exhaust back towards Alan�he liked the smell from the little engine.
�So here�s a good question then�when you opened the door, did the image stay still or did it come with the door?�
�I don�t understand what you mean,� Alan said. His head was starting to feel pleasantly foggy. He wondered if Bob had asked his question once or twice.
�As you pulled the door open, if the image of the woman was because of the screen, she wouldn�t have stayed put on the stairs as the door moved. Did she stay put?�
�Oh, I see what you mean. Yes�she was on the stairs the whole time,� Alan said.
�Then it wasn�t the screen,� Bob said.
�So it was a real woman. While I opened the door, she must have vaulted over the railing and run down the hall. She escaped through the shed while I looked for her.�
�Except Joe saw her sitting there until you climbed the stairs. Why would he lie? And don�t you think you�d have seen her vaulting over the railing? Come on,� Bob said.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. He looked off into the woods. Just below the dam, on either side of the stream, they�d passed by scrubby marsh. Here, the woods came almost all the way down to the water.
Bob sucked air through his pipe.
�Sounds like you don�t have an explanation for what you saw,� Bob said.
�I don�t,� Alan said. �It makes me angry.�
�Because you can�t control it?�
�I think mostly because it doesn�t seem to bother Liz one bit. Joe had to sleep in our room Wednesday night. Thursday night, he slept with a light on. I think we felt safer in the city,� Alan said.
�Keep looking to your left,� Bob said. He pointed towards the shore. �That culvert is not far from here I think.�
�Is it easy to miss?� Alan asked.
�I don�t think so, but I don�t know if it looks different now,� Bob said. He tried the pipe in the corner of his mouth and then stuffed it back in his pocket. �When I lived in Boston we use to rent a really old house. It had been turned into a nursing home and then back into a residence. The front part was normal, but then it had a wing off the back with a few rooms for residents. We used the big one as a gym.�
�Did you see a lot of ghosts and ghouls?� Alan asked.
�Nope. Never did. I had some weird experiences though. Only when I worked out at night. I�d be back in the room lifting weights or jumping around doing cardio and then I�d see a shadow of someone coming down the hall. Whatever was casting the shadow would never make it to the door. It would stop and then turn around.�
�You never went to look to see what it was?�
�All the time,� Bob said. �I�d poke my head out into the hall and there would be nobody there. One time I turned just as the shadow was passing my door. I got to the threshold in time to see the door across the hallway close. That was a guest room that we hardly used. When I looked in there, the light next to the bed was on but there was nobody in there.�
�Did it have a window? Maybe someone snuck out,� Alan said.
�The window had an air conditioner in it, so I don�t think so. Sometimes unexplained things happen. The only thing worse than being certain that it was your dead mother is being certain that it wasn�t,� Bob said. �You know what I�m saying?�
�That I should keep an open mind?� Alan asked.
�No,� Bob said, laughing. �Who cares if your mind is open? I�m suggesting that you stop arguing with your wife about it. If she wants to think it�s her mom, then who cares? If you�re concerned about trespassers, then start locking the doors, or put in cameras or something. I can help you do that�they�re so small we can hide them where even Liz won�t find them. But don�t argue about it. That doesn�t get you anywhere.�
�On that we agree,� Alan said. �Hey, is that your culvert?�
Bob turned and looked in the direction Alan was pointing.
�I don�t know,� Bob said. �See if we can get closer. It looks like the water is pretty low.�
�We might have to pull the engine and paddle,� Alan said. He steered towards the little side stream that wound towards the culvert. From what he saw over the side, the water was plenty deep for the prop.
The boat stopped with a hollow thunk from underneath.
�Hold up,� Bob said. Bob moved to the bow seat and rolled up his sleeves. He leaned over the side and reached into the water. The boat shifted as Bob lifted a downed limb and pushed it off to the side. With the way clear, Alan engaged the motor again. Bob had to clear another branch before long. Alan killed the engine as they approached the big culvert.
It was a giant cylinder of steel, but it was about half filled with water. It looked like the boat would fit through if the two men ducked down.
�What if there�s a snag in the pipe?� Alan asked.
�Pull up the engine and we�ll push the boat through from inside the pipe. If we get stuck then I�ll go over the side and free us up,� Bob said.
�If you can fit,� Alan said.
Bob slid to the deck of the boat and pulled at the inside of the culvert. Alan tilted the engine and then lowered himself down.
�Tight,� Bob said. His voice boomed in the pipe.
Alan laughed. �This is where nightmares come from,� he said with a chuckle. It was at least ten degrees cooler inside the pipe and sticks scraped at the hull of the boat like clawing fingernails. �How long is this thing?�
�I think we�re about halfway through,� Bob said.
Bob gave a shove and the steel zipped by above their heads. The top of the outboard threatened to scrape on the culvert and Alan had to push the boat down deeper into the water to clear the lip. They were through to the other side. Weeds encroached, leaving them a tiny passage up the little creek. Alan lowered the prop and they motored upstream. With the landscape passing by so close on either side, it felt like they were going at an incredible speed.
�So if that culvert took us under the Mill Road, then we must be headed up towards the beaver pond,� Alan said.
�Not quite,� Bob said. �We�re west of the stream that has the beaver pond. This stream goes to a different pond.�
�Oh,� Alan said.
The stream curved left and Alan understood. They would be staying south of the Colonel�s property and the path that Alan sometimes took when he walked to Bob�s house. This stream was fed from the backside of the hill that the Durham Road crested. After a few more sweeping turns, the stream opened up. The motor bumped on the muddy bottom near the mouth of the stream and then they hit deeper water. The pond was almost a circle and looked to be about fifty yards in diameter. Alan guided the boat to the center of the pond and then killed the engine.
�This is nice,� Alan said.
�Yeah, quiet,� Bob said.
To the west, the hill rose. On the other three sides, the pond was bordered by marsh and eventually grew up into forest in the distance.
�Who owns the land?�
�That way belongs to Strickland, I think. North belongs to nobody�the town owns it. To the west and south we just came through a wildlife management area. It�s controlled by the state.�
Alan turned as they heard a train whistle from the south.
�I never knew this was over here,� Alan said.
�I hear it�s good fishing. You should bring Joe back here,� Bob said.
�How deep is it?� Alan asked. He leaned over the side of the boat.
�Pretty deep, but don�t go in. It�s a leech pond.�
�Ugh,� Alan said. �You ready for a sandwich?�
�Absolutely,� Bob said. �You have something to drink in there?�
�Of course,� Alan said.
It was so quiet, it seemed like Alan could hear every tiny little noise. He heard the water lapping at the side of the boat as they rocked slowly. He heard the crinkle of Bob�s cellophane and the crunch as he chewed his sandwich. He could even hear the bubbles popping in his soda as it sat on the bench next to him. At the shore, a crane stalked on its pencil-thin legs and then stabbed its bill into the water. The bird came up with a fish. It ate the fish as Alan took a bite of his sandwich.
After he finished eating, Alan lowered himself down to the bench, lying with his head on his rolled-up sweatshirt. Bob moved to the bow, where he leaned back and propped his arms on the rails of the boat. The thin October sun was almost hot. The shiny boat felt like a frying pan.
�What a day,� Alan said.
Bob grunted his agreement.
�I heard a strange rumor on TV yesterday,� Alan said.
�What was it?�
�Some people have jobs. Can you believe that? What a waste of a day it would be to go work in some office.�
Bob chuckled. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back to feel the sun on his face.
�Don�t taunt the gods of unemployment,� Bob said.
From the hill, they heard a raspy bark. Overhead, a cloud passed in front of the sun. Alan opened his eyes just as the cloud moved by and the sun burned tiny floating streaks across his eyes.
�So your brother-in-law brought you here?�
�Yeah,� Bob said. �He had traps set up in the woods over there. Illegal, I�m sure. He didn�t believe in laws.�
�Classy.�
�Fortunately, he didn�t catch anything. Those leg traps he set were brutal looking. Two of them were sprung. They had blood and fur on them. I hate to think what happened to whatever set them off. Maybe they were eaten by predators or they chewed off their own leg to get away.�
�Gross,� Alan said. �Does that actually happen?�
�I don�t know,� Bob said.
They floated and dozed in the sun. Alan woke when a fly landed on his head. He waved it away, but it returned and settled on his nose.
�What�s that smell?� Bob asked.
�It wasn�t me,� Alan said automatically. He suddenly knew what Bob was referring to. Alan pushed up and blinked to clear his eyes. �What is it?�
�That�s what I asked,� Bob said. He was waving his hand. There were flies buzzing around his head as well.
�Smells like death,� Alan said.
�Fish,� Bob said. �Rotting fish.�
�No, roadkill,� Alan said.
�Worse,� Bob said.
Alan nodded. He wrinkled his nose and looked to put the motor down. Bob waved at the air. A cloud of flies was settling around him.
�Hand me that paddle,� Alan said. �It�s too shallow for the motor here.�
Bob handed the paddle and Alan pushed it down into the water. When it hit the muddy lakebed, oily bubbles rose from the shallow water.
�Ugh�that�s even worse,� Alan said as the smell hit his face. He pushed and the boat moved west along the bank of the pond. He tugged at the paddle to free it from the mud and the boat slid closer to the shore.
�Alan. Look.�
Alan looked up to see what Bob was pointing at. Near the edge of the water, he saw a place where the grass had been flattened. Above the spot, the air was thick with a swarm of flies. Bob rose to a low crouch in the boat to get a better look. He swiped at the flies and the boat lurched underneath him. Bob came down hard on the metal seat.
�There�s something dead over there,� Bob said.
�A deer or something?� Alan asked.
�No,� Bob said. �Something with bare skin. I don�t know. It might be a person.�
�What?� Alan whispered. He jabbed the paddle down into the muck and pulled his end of the boat towards the shore. Alan stood. The flies swarmed to him. One bit him on the back of his neck. Alan slapped at it. He saw the the curve of a knee. The skin color was wrong. It looked mottled and purple, like a bruise. Around the darkest patches, he saw rings of yellow. Alan pulled at the grass, beaching the boat in the thick weeds. He tore out clumps of grass in his effort to drag the stern of the boat close enough to see.
�What are you doing?� Bob asked.
Alan had one foot over the edge of the boat. He was testing his weight on a clump of marshy grass. The footing was unstable, but Alan pulled himself out of the boat.
�We should call the police, Alan,� Bob said. �You could be contaminating a crime scene or something.�
�So call them,� Alan said. �I just want to see what it is.�
Alan reached out and grabbed a scrubby sapling. He pulled himself out of the boat and stuck his left foot down onto a soggy mat of weeds. He rose slowly, not trusting his balance. Alan saw where the leg connected to the torso. A fly landed on his eye and got caught in his lashes as he blinked. Alan wiped his eye with the back of his hand. He saw both legs. The feet were stuck down in the mud. The body was face up. Alan�s eyes moved quickly past the genitals. The testicles were crawling with flies and the penis was flopped over to the side. It was long and smooth and looked bloated. The belly was smooth. He saw neither belly button nor nipples. The arms were tucked in close to the torso and the hands were turned up towards the armpits. He saw no fingers�the hands ended with tapered flaps of skin.
Alan�s eyes landed on the the thing�s head. He waved at the flies, but couldn�t look away.
�Shit�I don�t have any signal. It�s a person, right? Is it a person?� Bob asked.
�I,� Alan began. A fly violated his mouth and buzzed on his tongue. Alan spat. He still didn�t look away from the thing�s head.
�I don�t know,� Alan said.
Back in the boat, Bob banged his way over the seats. With each step, the boat wanted to pull away from the shore. Bob clutched at the grass.
�What do you mean? You don�t know? What do you see?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said.
Bob tried to climb onto a stump of grass and his foot slid off. His leg plunged into the mud. He tugged it free. His leg was covered in smelly mud.
�Fuck,� Bob said. He got to his feet and steadied himself on Alan�s arm. �What the fuck?�
�It doesn�t have a face,� Alan said.
Bob and Alan stood, staring at the body. Bob�s hand moved in slow motion up to his face. He pressed his glasses tighter to his skull. He waved at the flies.
�We�ve got to call someone,� Bob said.
�Yeah,� Alan said. He spat again. He still tasted fly.
* * *
�Should one of us stay with the boat?� Bob asked.
�No way,� Alan said. �Is someone going to steal it? Come on.�
They parked the boat on the west side of the little pond and pulled it to shore where the trees came all the way down to the bank. Alan tied the� boat to a small tree and put out his hand. Bob grabbed Alan�s hand and stepped carefully to shore. He left a big greasy slime of mud in the boat from his soiled leg.
The two men climbed the steep hill, grabbing branches and rocks to pull themselves higher. Bob held his phone out in front of himself, constantly checking for signal. They stopped climbing and Bob tried to dial a number. He shook his head.
Alan was looking behind them, through the branches to the pond below. He tapped Bob on the shoulder. Bob turned to see. The little pond looked perfectly round from their vantage point. A stream joined the pond at the bottom of the hill, and then continued on at the far side. On the right side of the pond, they could see the flattened grass and the dark shape mostly hidden there. That�s not what Alan was pointing at though. He was pointing even farther right. There Bob saw that many more flattened areas of grass. In each little circle was another dark shape.
�Oh, shit,� Bob said.
�Let�s go higher,� Alan said.
As they climbed, the hill became less steep and they walked upright through a thick blanket of leaves. Alan tried his phone�his showed less bars than Bob�s and neither phone would place a call.
�I can�t believe we don�t have service,� Bob said. �We�re not that far from my house and I get reception.�
�It�s spotty around here,� Alan said. He was out of breath. �I get decent bars at the house, but none at the dock. You never know.�
Bob picked up his pace and Alan saw why�there was a log cabin up ahead. It was small�no more than twenty feet wide�and the windows and door were just dark holes in the face. Bob climbed the stairs to the porch. He knocked on the frame of the door hole.
�Hello?� Bob asked.
�There�s no wires going to this place,� Alan said. He was circling wide to the right. �I don�t think it has power or a phone or anything. It�s probably just a hunting lodge.�
�Well if we keep heading west we should hit your road, right?� Bob asked.
�Yeah, eventually,� Alan said. �I don�t know how deep we are in the woods, but yeah.�
Bob looked at his phone again.
�Oh!� he said. Bob hit some buttons on his phone and then held it to his ear. He gave Alan a thumbs-up and nodded.
Alan approached and stood near the porch. He looked at his own phone�no bars.
�Hi,� Bob said into his phone. �My friend and I were out in the boat and we think we found a body.�
Alan heard chatter, but couldn�t make out the words.
�Yes, I mean it�s definitely some kind of animal. It might have been decayed or something. It looks human, I guess. My name?�
Bob gave the operator more details and Alan circled the cabin. He saw no signs that anyone had inhabited or maintained the place in a long time. The sides were covered in moss and looked like they might be more rot than wood. The roof was a patchwork of cedar shingles. He didn�t see any gaping holes up there, but he doubted that the roof would provide much protection from a hard rain. When he returned to the porch, Bob was disconnecting from his call.
�They said we should take the boat and go back to the culvert. They�ll meet us there,� Bob said.
�Can I use your phone? I should call my wife and ask her if she can be home for Joe. Who knows how long this will take,� Alan said.
�Sure,� Bob said. He handed his phone to Alan. �No signal on yours?�
Alan shook his head as he entered Liz�s number. After he explained the situation, he handed the phone back. Bob led the way back down the hill. The descent was more difficult than the climb. The leaves and loose soil gave way and the men were in a hurry to get back to the boat. Bob got there first. He untied the boat and waited for Alan.
The little engine didn�t want to start. Alan fiddled with the choke and throttle and pulled it repeatedly. Bob kept his eyes locked on the far bank, where the grass lay flat around the body. With a savage pull, the engine coughed to life. Milky puffs of exhaust streamed out behind the boat as Alan ran it full-speed across the little pond. Just before they reached the entrance to the creek, Alan tilted the motor up and let their momentum carry them through the sediment.
Their trip back to the the culvert was fast. Alan swerved down the creek, letting the prop chew its way through the weeds as they went. They scraped to a halt and Bob grabbed the metal edge of the culvert. Alan killed the engine. They spun the boat around before climbing the side of the culvert up to the road.
Alan looked up and down the road.
�This is the Mill Road, right?� he asked.
�Yeah,� Bob said. �We�re maybe three-quarters of a mile east of the dam. The sheriff is supposed to meet us here.�
Alan nodded.
�Wait, have you still got weed on you? You might want to ditch that,� Alan said.
�Oh, shit,� Bob said. He patted his pockets. He pulled out the pipe and the little baggie. He looked up and down the road and then down at the boat. Bob ran up the road and then down the embankment and up a little hill to the trees. He ducked behind a big maple and then ran back to the road. A car crested the hill as Bob walked back up.
�Thanks,� Bob said.
�No problem. I thought you said it was prescription.�
�Not my prescription,� Bob said. He smiled briefly. They watched the car pass. It was an old sedan. Bob waved, but the gray-haired woman behind the wheel didn�t seem to notice.
Another car came over the hill. This one had flashing lights on top�it was a white Chevy and it pulled over in front of Alan and Bob. The young man who got out wore brown pants and a short-sleeve olive shirt. He put on a wide-brim hat and approached.
�You the hunters?� the officer asked.
�Hunters? No,� Alan said.
�We took our boat up to the little pond. That�s where we found the body,� Bob said.
The officer followed Bob�s pointing hand and saw the boat next to the culvert.
�Take me there,� he said. He pulled his radio from his belt.
* * *
Liz ambushed Alan with questions as soon as he came through the door. Alan sat down on the chair next to the door and bent over to pick at his muddy shoelaces. He grunted as he reached.
�So what happened? Where were you, anyway? We�ve been listening to the radio, but they haven�t said a thing. Do they know who it was?�
Alan straightened up. His shoulder popped. He sighed. Joe was sitting at the table with his homework laid out in front of him. Joe had a pencil hovering over his paper and was staring at one of his textbooks, but he was clearly listening and hoping to hear the story before he was banished to his room.
�There�s nothing to tell,� Alan said.
�What? What are you talking about? You said on the phone that you and your friend found a body. What happened?�
�We did,� Alan said. �And then it was gone.�
He sighed again. Alan put his muddy shoes in the tray next to the door and then walked in his socks over to the microwave. He saw the plate in there and hit the one-minute button.
�Tell me everything,� Liz said.
Alan glanced at Joe.
�Joe, go work on your homework in your room,� Liz said.
�Awwww,� Joe moaned. �But it�s Friday.�
�And you won�t have a chance to do it Sunday because we�re going to the Grasso�s for dinner, remember? Just go upstairs,� Liz said.
Joe slammed his book shut and grabbed his paper. He stomped down the hall.
Alan leaned against the counter and rubbed his forehead. He started slowly�first telling Liz about the idea of the trip and how they�d found their way to the pond. She pushed herself up and sat on the countertop as Alan described the discovery under the cloud of flies. Alan pulled his plate from the microwave and put it on the table. He sat in front of it, but pushed it away as he told of the body and then the climb to the cabin.
�That�s when I called you,� Alan said. �We went back to the culvert, got the deputy, and took him back up to the pond. We were too heavy�the boat got stuck with three of us weighing it down�so I had to get out and pull the boat past a couple of the shallow spots. That�s how I got soaked through.�
�Take off your pants. I�ll go get you sweatpants or something,� Liz said.
�It�s okay. I�m dry now,� Alan said. He slumped down a little.
Liz jumped down from her perch and opened the fridge. She handed Alan a beer.
�Thanks,� Alan said.
�So?�
�We found the same spot right away. The grass was still flattened and the flies were still there, but the body was gone.�
�Gone? Where did it go?� she asked.
Alan shrugged. He picked up his fork and moved some of the food around on his plate. Liz had gotten takeout from the terrible restaurant down at Kingston Lakes. Alan jabbed at the mashed potatoes. A clump stuck to his fork.
�So there was nothing there?�
�No, there was something. It looked like a skinned gopher or maybe a beaver. I�m not sure. It was in the same spot as where we�d seen the body, but it was like a fresh kill. I mean, it should have been clear that the smell wasn�t coming from that thing. It was all bones and organs. The cop just eyeballed us. We kept telling him what we�d seen before. The purple thing didn�t even have a face. I�m not sure it was human, but it certainly didn�t look anything like the skeleton that was lying there. Then he asked if we�d been drinking or enjoying any drugs that afternoon.�
Liz sat down.
�That�s crazy,� she said. �It was gone?�
�Yeah. Then Bob suggested we go up the hill. When we were up on the hill earlier, we saw a lot of bodies out there.�
A car came up the driveway, splashing the barn with its headlights.
Alan jumped up from his chair and ran to the window. He exhaled his relief.
�It�s Bob,� he said. He watched his friend park near the Cook House and then cross the driveway. Alan went over to the hall and flicked on the shed lights. Bob appeared at the door a few seconds later.
�Hi, Bob,� Alan said.
�Hey. I just wanted to confer. Oh, hi,� Bob said when he spotted Liz.
She stood and held out her hand.
�I finally get to meet my husband�s new playmate,� Liz said with a big smile.
�Nice to finally meet you,� Bob said. He took Liz�s hand in both of his and smiled.
�Have a seat, Bob,� Alan said. �You want a beer?�
�Thanks, but I better not,� Bob said. �They�ve still got a cop car down on the Mill Road. I don�t want to have another encounter with the sheriff�s office today.�
Alan grunted. The three took seats around the kitchen table.
�Back upstairs, Joe,� Liz said over her shoulder. The boy had been peeking around the corner. He ran off and they heard his feet pounding up the stairs.
�I was just telling Liz about our day,� Alan said. �So we took the deputy up the hill and we showed him all the little trampled spots you could see around the pond. And the dark shapes were still there. You couldn�t really see what they were, but you could see them in the center of each little ring of grass.�
�Wait,� Liz said. �When you saw the body the first time, up close, you didn�t take a picture or anything?�
Alan shrugged.
Bob said, �Didn�t think of it.�
�So we�re up on the hill, and we show him the bodies. He had binoculars. He looked and said he couldn�t tell what the shapes were,� Alan said.
�At this point, we still thought he probably believed us,� Bob said. �So when he radioed in the location, we thought everything was in control.�
Alan nodded.
�It took forever. Hours,� Alan said. �He just stood there. I was freezing because my pants were soaked from jumping in the water to get the boat over that snag. And Bob was all muddy, too. The deputy just stood and waited. We sat down�he wouldn�t let us leave.�
�Under what authority could he detain you?� Liz asked.
�This guy was serious, Liz. We weren�t asking any questions,� Alan said. �Anyway, the game warden finally arrived in one of those inflatable boats. They had another boat with a dog in it. Those guys started tromping around and they finally told us we could go. But by then we kinda wanted to stick around to see what they found, you know?�
�Of course,� Liz said.
�They wouldn�t let us,� Bob said. �Practically ran us off.�
�What?� Liz asked.
�Official police business,� Alan said. �We were hampering their investigation. They said they�d call if they needed anything more from us. The one guy looked at our IDs and then they sent us on our way.�
�So you don�t know if they found anything?� Liz asked.
�Yeah, right,� Alan said. He stood up and took his plate to the sink.
�They got back to the culvert almost at the same time we did,� Bob said. �They were loading the boats back on their truck while we were still there.�
�So they didn�t even search?� Liz asked.
�They said they did,� Alan said. He returned to the table and took his seat again. �They said they searched and didn�t find anyone. That was just one of the wardens talking�the deputy wouldn�t tell us anything. We told him again what we�d seen. He said something about coyotes.�
�Coyotes?�
Alan nodded.
�He said there�s a pack back there. He suggested that we might have seen the pack,� Bob said.
�But what about the bodies you saw from the hill? What about the smell?�
Alan shrugged.
�We kept asking questions until they ran us off,� Alan said. �I dropped Bob off where he�d parked at the dam and I brought the boat home. By the way, remind me never to try to drive that boat home in the dark again. That trip was hairy.�
�They were still there when I went home, and like I said, there was still a car there just now. I don�t know what they�re doing,� Bob said.
�Probably making sure that nobody else goes upstream until they finish covering up all the evidence,� Alan said.
�Evidence of what?� Liz asked.
�Who knows?� Alan asked. �That�s the point. There�s something strange going on over there and they don�t want anyone to know about it. They also asked us if we took any pictures. At first I thought maybe they wanted to see what we�d found.�
�No,� Bob said. �I think they wanted to make sure we didn�t have any photos. They seemed ready to confiscate our phones if we had any pictures.�
�You guys are paranoid,� Liz said. �If they didn�t find anything there, what would they be covering up?�
�I think they�d already covered it up,� Alan said. �They hid everything while we were going back to the culvert to pick up the deputy.�
Bob didn�t say anything.
�What a crazy day,� Alan said.
�Are you sure we can�t offer you anything to drink, Bob? Maybe some dinner?� Liz asked.
�No, thank you though. I should get going. I just wanted to make sure you got home okay and see what you thought of all that,� Bob said. He stood up. �I�ll see you soon, Alan.�
�Okay,� Alan said.
�Nice to meet you, Bob,� Liz said.
�You too,� Bob said with a smile.
�I�ll walk you out,� Alan said.
Out in the driveway, Bob paused as he opened the door to his SUV.
�Might be worth taking a hike back there in a couple of days,� Bob said. �Just to see what�s up.�
�A couple of days? I thought maybe we should go over there tomorrow. I can use the aerial maps online to get a location for that pond and then we can go in from the road down near Strickland�s place,� Alan said.
�I�m afraid the sheriff might still be out there tomorrow,� Bob said.
�They�d have to leave a car somewhere then, right? If we see a car along the road anywhere, we won�t go in. It�s an easy walk from here.�
�Okay, what the hell,� Bob said.
* * *
�I like your friend,� Liz said as Alan came back to the kitchen. She sat at the table in the glow of the little light hanging from the brick wall. �He seems nice.�
�Yeah. Bob�s a good guy,� Alan said. �We should have him over for dinner sometime. Joe would probably like hearing about making movies. He used to be fascinated by that stuff.�
Liz nodded.
�You want me to save your dinner?� she asked.
�No, thanks. I can�t eat anything,� Alan said. �I keep thinking about how that body looked. The bruises on its skin, they almost looked tie dyed or something. It looked so weird. Have you ever seen those big horses with the spots on them?�
�I don�t think so,� Liz said.
�They�re draft horses and they have these really subtle spots. I guess it�s almost like a giraffe, but without as much contrast.�
�You�re not making sense,� Liz said. �Were the spots subtle or bright? You said it looked tie dyed.�
�I don�t know what I�m saying,� Alan said. His shoulders slumped. �It was almost a regular pattern, but the thing was purple and yellow. It almost looked like an eggplant in some places, but then others it looked, I don�t know, dead and washed out.�
�And you don�t know what kind of animal it was?� Liz asked.
�No,� Alan said. He shook his head. �No idea. When I saw the legs, I was sure it was a person�a man, in fact. But the arms were weird, and it didn�t have hands or a face.�
�Sounds awful,� Liz said.
Alan leaned back against the counter in front of the sink.
�It really was,� Alan said. �I told Bob we�d go hike in to that same spot tomorrow so we can see what�s there.�
�Not tomorrow,� Liz said. �Tomorrow we have soccer all day. Then on Sunday someone signed us up for apple picking in the morning, remember? And then we�ve got that dinner at your son�s friend�s house?�
�Oh god, I forgot all that,� Alan said.
�I can�t always be the one on top of everything, Alan,� Liz said. �At some point you have to take up some of the slack here.�
She stood up and crossed her arms.
�I know, Liz,� Alan said. �Jesus, cut me a little break, would you? I�ve had a long day.�
�And, unfortunately, I�m going to have a long night trying to finish all my Friday afternoon work from home�where it takes me twice as long to do anything�because my husband was out late with his bestie,� Liz said.
She had a razor-sharp sense of humor that sometimes masqueraded as anger. Alan studied her face for the signals. Her eyes were squinted slightly. The right corner of her mouth turned in a particular way.
�You�re lucky you�re pretty and thin,� Alan said. �Because you�d never make it very far on your personality.�
Liz walked over to him slowly. She wrapped her arms around Alan�s neck and pressed her hips into his.
�When I get done with my work, I�m going to come upstairs and you�re going to make it up to me,� Liz said.
�What? Make what up to you?� Alan asked. He put his hands on his wife�s hips. She ground into him. �I was detained by the authorities today. It wasn�t my fault.�
�So you�re saying you don�t want to make it up to me?�
She pressed even harder into him. Alan felt himself stir beneath her touch.
�I never said that,� Alan said.
�Good.� Liz said. She kissed him and then pulled away. �I�ll be up in an hour or two. You better be cleaned up by then.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
Liz walked out through the dark dining room.
* * *
�Dad?� Joe called from his room.
Alan had just set his foot on the top step. He pulled himself up with a grunt.
�What�s up?� he asked from Joe�s doorway.
His son sat at the little desk positioned under the window. With the desk light on, the window might as well have been painted black�nothing was visible through the panes.
�Can you tell me what happened today? You found a body?�
�It�s really nothing to be worried about, Joe,� Alan said. He revised his story down to its elements and then told Joe an easier version. �It was just some animal that I couldn�t identify, so I called the game warden.�
�Oh,� Joe said. �What did it look like?�
�It�s hard to say. I think it had been dead awhile,� Alan said.
�Was it gross?�
Alan nodded and frowned.
�Oh,� Joe said. �The kids at school talk about migrators. They said that this time of year the migrators are out there.�
�You mean like geese and stuff, moving down from Canada to go to warmer climates for the winter?�
�No,� Joe said. �They�re not like that.� Joe shook his head and then picked up his pencil again. He spun it between his fingers.
Alan moved over to the bed and started to lower himself down to sit on the edge. He thought better of it when he remembered his pants. They were dry, but still dirty from the day.
�How�s your schoolwork coming? Do you enjoy your classes?�
�I guess. I�m almost done with all my homework for the weekend. Mom made me work on it as soon as I got home. Do you think I could sleep over at Pete�s house next weekend?�
�I thought we decided that sleepovers made more sense during vacation,� Alan said. �Your mom hardly gets to see you during the week. It�s not really that fair to her if you�re gone for half the weekend.�
�I know,� Joe said. He turned back to his desk. �Can I watch TV?�
�You said you�re almost finished. Why don�t you finish your homework while I take a shower and then we�ll both go watch TV?�
�Okay.�

CHAPTER NINE
Hiking

OCTOBER 14

THE DAY was damp, and overcast, and cool, but Alan was sweating under his thin jacket before they even plunged into the woods. He unzipped it and considered taking it off. The jacket was brown and his shirt underneath was white. He kept it on. A bright white shirt might advertise their position to anyone else in the woods.
Alan stopped and wiped the sweat from his brow. He shifted his camera bag to the opposite shoulder.
�I don�t understand,� Bob said. He showed his phone to Alan. The display was blank with the exception of two dots.
�No data,� Alan said. �You�ve got GPS signal, but the maps come from the network and your phone isn�t connecting. See? No bars.�
�Of course,� Bob said. �What is it with these woods and bad reception?�
�Geographically, we�re in a hole,� Alan said. �Look, we just have to make those two dots meet and we�ll be at the pond.�
Bob nodded. He led the way. Bob didn�t seem winded or sweaty at all. He had the same absurd 1950�s pants on�the ones with the cuffs rolled up to reveal the flannel lining�but instead of the red and black shirt, he work a t-shirt covered by a black shell. He was half vintage hunter and half modern jogger.
Their path led them down a sharp hill, even deeper into the geographic hole. They jumped over a little creek and climbed the bank on the other side. The bed of leaves made it impossible to move quietly through the woods. Bob climbed a log and tried to scout a better path.
�Let�s stay on top of this little hill. It will be easier than going down into those lowlands, I think. The bushes down there look thick.�
Alan shrugged. He was content to follow Bob�s lead.
After another fifteen minutes of hiking, Bob spotted the cabin. He pointed and they headed for the building.
�Score one for technology,� Alan said.
�Half. I�ll give tech half of a point. We still don�t have a map,� Bob said.
�We should circle around,� Alan said. �Make sure there�s nobody down there or anything.�
�It�s been three days,� Bob said.
�I know, but still.�
They approached the cabin slowly, walking a wide circle around the building before they closed in. Once they reached the little cabin and looked inside the windows, they crept towards the hill, looking for signs of life near the pond.
�There�s still a couple of trampled spots down in the grass,� Bob said, �but I don�t see any of the black shapes. Do you?�
�No,� Alan said. �Maybe we can get close enough to the edge there to look for footprints or something. I don�t know. Maybe we look for signs that someone took the bodies away?�
When they heard the voice behind them, both men dropped into a low crouch. They spun to see the source.
�You�ll be lucky if you don�t get shot,� the man said. He was old. He wore a red cap with a brim. It looked like a baseball cap on steroids. He had a deeply grooved, saggy face that had a casual acquaintance with a razor. Tufts of gray hair perched over his sad eyes. It matched the little hair they could see on the parts of his head not covered by the cap. He wore blaze-orange overalls that straightened the curves of his plump body. The old man scratched his chin with swollen fingers. His other hand held the barrel of a shotgun. The butt rested on the ground.
�I�m sorry,� Alan said. �Is this your land? We were just out for a��
The man cut him off.
�It�s not posted. You�ve got as much right to be here as I do, but legal don�t mean safe,� the man said.
Bob approached the man.
�My name is Bob. I live over on the Location Road.�
The old man nodded.
�My name�s Clyde. Everyone calls me Buster though.�
�Nice to meet you, Buster. My friend and I were wondering who owns this lot. It says on the map that it�s owned by the town?�
�Yup,� Buster said. �It is. You fellas need to come over here. I�ll fix you up.�
�Pardon?� Alan asked.
Buster waved them closer.
Bob got there first as Buster produced a small bag that was slung over his shoulder. Buster leaned his shotgun against the side of the cabin and leaned over to unzip his bag. He came back up with two handkerchiefs. They were bright orange�even brighter than Buster�s overalls.
�Put this around your head or at least tie it around your arm. I shouldn�t have to tell you�today�s the first day of Moose season and the Massholes will shoot at anything. And you�re walking around in brown pants, and your friend here has got on a brown jacket. You two might as well be wearing a Bullwinkle costume. I have half a mind to shoot you myself,� Buster said. He chuckled. The sound was throaty and warm.
�I thought hunting season didn�t start until November,� Alan said.
Alan took one of the handkerchiefs and tied it around his upper arm. Bob tied his around his head, with the triangle of orange in the back.
�There�now nobody can say I didn�t give you a sporting chance,� Buster said. His stained smile was little comfort. �Deer season starts in November for firearms. You�ve got archery in October, but we don�t get a lot of that around here. This week is moose. I suggest you do your hiking on Sunday from now on and keep it that way until Christmas.�
�So whose cabin is this?� Alan asked. �Do you know?�
�I do indeed. I didn�t catch your name,� Buster said.
�Sorry�I�m Alan Harper.�
�I�ve seen you somewheres, and I�ve heard that name,� Buster said. �Over to the dump maybe? Does your wife own the Colonel�s house?�
�Yes,� Alan said. �That�s our house. The Colonel was her grandfather.�
�I liked him,� Buster said. �No matter what they all said.� He gave Alan an exaggerated wink.
�The cabin?� Bob asked, trying to get the old man back on track.
�Yes?�
�If the town owns the land, then whose cabin is it?�
�Well the town�s, I guess,� Buster said. �Quid pro quo, as they say.�
�The town built it?�
�Nope,� Buster said. �The town owns it though. Bunch of old boys who were contemporary with my father built the thing. They built it to last. Town took it over when they took the parcel. There wasn�t anyone left to pay the tax on it, so they just took it back. Nobody fought them. It�s not worth a shit anymore.�
�So nobody really owns it?� Alan asked.
�You catch on quick,� Buster said with another wink. �Back when your house was the only house on this end of the road, this whole area here was pasture. The land down there wasn�t much good for grazing. The ground�s too soft. That marsh will suck the feet right off�n a cow. So the locals harvested the marsh grass. They could dry it out and use it for hay in a pinch. Once all the dairies moved away and the woods grew up, then the old boys used this cabin as a hunting lodge. My father said he could come out at dawn for a piss and shoot three bucks from the porch. It�s no good for that now though.�
�Oh?� Bob asked.
Buster burped and nodded.
�You�ll want to head that way until you get to the road,� Buster said, pointing. �If you see my truck out there, you can leave the bandanas on the seat. If you hear someone else in the woods, I suggest you start yelling at the top of your lungs. A Masshole will still shoot you, but maybe the yelling will throw off his aim a bit.�
�Buster, we saw something in the marsh last week. We came back to see if we could find out anything about it,� Bob said.
�Is that right?� Buster asked. He slung his bag over his shoulder and then picked up his shotgun.
�It looked like a body. I guess it was some kind of dead animal,� Alan said.
�We had the sheriff out here, but the thing was gone. Something must have dragged it away,� Bob said.
Buster tucked the shotgun over his arm and then folded his hands low, under his belly. The barrel of his shotgun pointed lazily off into the woods.
�Have you ever seen anything out here that looks kinda like a person, but it�s like a mottled purple color?� Alan asked.
�Purple?� Buster asked. He narrowed his eyes.
�Yes,� Alan said. �It might have been bruised, or maybe it just looked purple because it was decomposing.�
�You touch the thing?� Buster asked.
�No,� Bob said.
�Poke it? Move it? Molest it in some way?� Buster asked.
�No, of course not,� Alan said.
�What makes you so sure it was dead?� Buster asked.
�It wasn�t moving,� Alan said.
�And it smelled and had flies all over it,� Bob said.
�And then you left and when you came back it was gone?� Buster asked.
�Yes,� Bob said.
�And did you see any sign that something else had carried it away?�
�No,� Bob said.
�Doesn�t sound dead to me,� Buster said.
�But have you seen anything like that?� Bob asked.
�Or heard of anything like that around here?� Alan asked.
Buster shook his head and walked between the men.
�Quid pro quo, as they say. Doesn�t sound dead at all,� Buster said. He veered to the right and left Alan and Bob standing there. Buster disappeared into the woods. They couldn�t see his orange overalls anymore, but for awhile they could still hear his shuffling feet brushing through the leaves.
* * *
�Nice guy,� Alan said. �He�s going to have to put some more effort in if he wants to pull off that �creepy-old-timer� vibe.�
�I think he was flirting with you,� Bob said.
�Dudunt sound deyud ut uhl,� Alan said, imitating Buster�s accent.
Bob laughed.
�That�s pretty good. You need more phlegm in there though.�
�What�s a Masshole?� Alan asked.
�Massachusetts asshole,� Bob said. �Every couple of years someone gets shot by an out-of-state hunter. People call them Massholes.�
�Clever.�
Bob started walking towards the hill that sloped down to the pond.
�What do you think?� Bob asked. �Should we keep looking around or get out of here before we get shot by a moose hunter?�
�Let�s push our luck some more,� Alan said. He followed Bob.
They picked their way down the hill again. It was easier this time�they�d learned the trick of veering south where the hill was more manageable. Soon they found themselves at the edge of the wetlands, where the trees dwindled and tall grass took over. Bob pointed towards a matted down area and the men started carefully moving into the grass. It grew in clumps. If you balanced on top of the grassy stumps, you could avoid plunging a foot into the wet weeds below. Alan moved quickly, hopping between the clumps and balanced on a big one right near the matted area. He waved his hand�there were a few confused flies buzzing slowly.
�You think he was right? You think the things just walked off?� Bob asked.
Alan shrugged. �Looked dead to me.�
Alan slid his camera bag around to his front so he could unzip it. He�d brought one of his second-string camera bodies. It wouldn�t break his heart if it got dunked. Alan documented the pressed down grass. It looked like some animal had circled to make a mat of the grass. The flattened stalks formed a counterclockwise spiral. While Alan shot, Bob moved on. Alan tested his weight on the grass. Where it was flattened, the ground under the grass felt more firm. Alan could walk around the small circle without plunging through. Alan paced it off�the circle was about five feet across.
Alan knelt. The grass still gave off a little lingering smell of death. It did smell a little like rotting fish. Alan reached down. Under the spiral pattern twisted into the grass, the stalks were woven into tight pairs. That�s what gave the little matted area its firmness. Below dozens of layers of woven pairs, Alan found the same spongy mud that made the rest of the footing so treacherous.
�Hey, Alan,� Bob called.
Alan stood up. Bob had moved over to another compressed circle of grass.
�What�s up?�
�Come get a photo of this.�
Alan shouldered his camera strap and followed Bob�s trail. Bob was crouching in one of the other flattened areas. Alan joined him and stopped at the edge. He didn�t want to disturb Bob�s find. At the center of this spiral of grass, Bob was looking a small pile of bones. Alan dropped to a crouch and started taking photos. He stayed at the edge of the circle and zoomed in on the bones. The bones were clean, dry, and white.
�What is that skull?� Alan asked.
�I don�t know. Maybe a cat? Raccoon? I�m not well-versed on small animal skulls.�
When he�d circled the pile, photographing it from all angles, Alan stepped into the circle. He snapped a few photos from directly above the bones.
�There�s something in there,� Alan said. �Check it out.�
Bob came closer. The two men hunched over the pile. All the small bones�the legs and ribs and spine�were all piled up underneath the little skull. Through the eyeholes, Alan could see something inside.
�Where?� Bob asked.
�Under the skull. Go ahead�check it out.�
�What do you mean, �Check it out?� You check it out,� Bob said. �I�m not touching that thing if that that�s what you mean.�
�Pussy,� Alan said under his breath. He reached over and picked a long stalk of grass. He held it near the base, where it was most stiff. He pushed at the side of the skull, trying to push it over.
Bob laughed. �You�re so brave. You won�t even touch it.�
Alan cursed at the skull under his breath. It seemed stuck.
�It�s quid pro quo, as they say,� Alan said. He stabbed at the side of the skull with his stalk of grass, but it only bent.
�Okay, fine. Move,� Bob said. He reached out an extended index finger and thumb and grabbed the skull on either side of the eyeholes. He picked it up carefully and flipped it over. Under where the skull had sat, they were looking at a small spiral of stacked bones. It looked almost like a birds nest. In the center of the nest, they saw a bloody organ.
It looks like a tiny heart, Alan thought.
Alan picked up his camera and started taking photos immediately. He shot about a hundred photos of the organ from different angles as Bob sat back on his heels. It was about the size of a small chicken egg. Alan let his camera hang on its strap and picked a couple fresh stalks of grass. He poked the side of the heart.
�It�s soft,� Alan said.
�Quit poking it,� Bob said. �Those are blood vessels, right? Is it the heart of a really small animal?�
�That�s just what I was thinking,� Alan said.
Bob tilted his head and stared at the heart. Alan picked up his camera and took a couple more shots. He backed away and took a photo of Bob next to the pile of bones and then took a couple of photos across the marsh to the pond.
�You think it�s a nest or something?� Bob asked.
Alan took a photo of him, asking his question.
�Alan?�
Alan took a photo of the milky sky above.
�Alan?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �I�m thinking.�
�Maybe we should take it and show it to someone,� Bob said.
�I�m coming around to your earlier opinion. Maybe we shouldn�t touch it. It might be infected or something. Besides, who would we show it to?�
�I don�t know. There has to be someone who knows about this stuff,� Bob said.
His words hung in the air as they looked at the bloody heart.
The silence was broken by a gunshot from the south. Bob stood up and Alan raised his camera again. They heard another shot. Bob took the orange bandana from his head and waved it in the air.
�You think they�re shooting at us?� Alan asked.
�I don�t know, but let�s get out of here, just in case,� Bob said.
�Good plan.�

CHAPTER TEN
Picnic

OCTOBER 17

ALAN PARKED the picnic basket on one of the plush chairs and turned his attention to the desk. It was orderly, but heavily populated with stacks of paper. Alan started at the upper left-hand corner and piled the papers carefully, in alternating directions to preserve their organization. He took the whole stack and put it in her top drawer. Her computer monitor was on an arm that flipped over the side of the desk. This was the way she normally greeted clients�Liz liked a big clean desk when she welcomed visitors.
Alan pulled the red and white checked cloth from the basket and unfurled it across the desk. It was just the right size. He unloaded the rest of his supplies�salad, bread, wine, cheese, and lasagna. It was Liz�s favorite meal.
He uncorked the wine and set out the glasses.
Alan had just taken his seat when the door opened.
Liz came through backwards. She was clutching her notepad to her chest and giving orders to a young woman who was following. Liz almost dropped her pad when she saw Alan over her shoulder.
�Honey!� she said. �Oh my god.�
Liz turned her attention back to her assistant��Give me a minute, Minh. I�ll get you the draft and you can review it for me.�
She smiled at her husband. Alan poured wine into the glasses.
�Honey, I have a meeting at noon and another at one. This is sweet, but your timing is terrible.�
�I�m your noon,� Alan said. �And the 1pm. I scheduled with Minh.�
Liz turned back to her assistant. The woman smiled and waved. Minh shut the door as she left.
�I can�t believe you did this,� Liz said. �This is so sweet.�
�It�s your half birthday,� Alan said. �You deserve a special lunch on your half birthday.�
�Is that a thing?� Liz asked. �Tell me that�s not a thing.�
�What? Half birthdays? I read about it in one of my magazines,� Alan said. �Surprise your partner with a special celebration. Is it working?�
Liz sat down in one of the guest chairs. She picked up her glass of wine and a piece of cheese.
�You wouldn�t believe the day I�m having,� she said. �Remind me�we have to change our insurance company. You wouldn�t believe how hard those jerks fight to keep from paying a claim. There has to be a better company out there to give our money to. My poor clients�their house burned down because of an electrical storm. I mean, if your house gets hit by lightning, how are you supposed to avoid something like that? They don�t want to pay because the chimney was not up to code. Can you believe that?�
�Liz, baby, take a break,� Alan said.
�I know,� she said, gesturing with her cheese. �It�s just galling that they take money all those years and then don�t want to pay off on a lightning strike. What could be more of an act of God?�
�We have lightning rods,� Alan said. �I�m guessing the Colonel put them up.�
�That�s true,� Liz said. �I wonder why. It�s not like we�re at the top of a hill or anything. Do a lot of places around here have lightning rods?� Liz made a note on her pad.
�Barns do,� Alan said. �I see them all the time. I�ve been taking photos of some of the barns around. Most are falling down.�
�Huh,� Liz said. She was flipping through her notes.
�I brought pesto lasagna,� Alan said.
�Ooh,� Liz said. She was scribbling something in the margin of one of the pages. Her tight handwriting filled the page. She had a very particular scheme for how she took notes. Heaven help the person who tried to write something on one of Liz�s coveted yellow legal pads.
�Are you going to put that away, or should I give your lunch to Minh?�
�Sorry,� Liz said. �Sorry. I know. You know it takes me at least twenty minutes to disengage.�
Alan nodded. Liz clipped her pen to the pad and tossed it to the floor under her desk.
�Tell me about your day,� she said. She rose from her chair to tear a piece of bread from the loaf and steal another piece of cheese. Liz flopped back down in the chair.
�You�re looking at it,� Alan said. �Took me all morning to put this together.�
�You�re so sweet. Not working at Bob�s today?�
�I�ll stop in on my way home. He�s doing electrical today. He doesn�t really need help with that.�
�What about your other project?�
�The bones and heart?� Alan asked.
�The mysterious heart,� Liz said.
�As far as I know, he hasn�t heard anything,� Alan said.
�You should publish those photos,� Liz said. �Send them around to nature magazines or whatever. They�re incredible.�
Alan nodded. He didn�t have the slightest idea where to send his photos. There were some interesting ones. The shadows of the stacked bones made neat patterns against the grass mat, and the heart itself looked like a hole cut out of the center of the shot. The purple clotted blood only showed on a couple of the closeup shots. On the others the exposure must have been wrong�the heart only looked black. Bob had sent a couple of the best shots over to a friend of his who was an animal wrangler and trained zoologist.
�You should have gotten the last name of that old man. Clive?�
�Buster,� Alan said. �His name is Clyde, but everyone calls him Buster. Quid pro quo.�
�What made you say that?�
�What?�
�Quid pro quo is an exchange of goods or services. What made you say it?� Liz asked.
�It�s something Buster said. He said the town owns the cabin, quid pro quo. Bob and I have been saying it constantly ever since.�
�Well I don�t think he�s using the term right,� Liz said. �Unless the cabin was traded to the town for goods or services.�
�Maybe it was,� Alan said. �Although it sounded like the town just took the land because nobody was paying the taxes.�
Liz licked the cheese off her fingers and then stood up to dish herself some salad. She picked the olives from the bowl and put most of them on her portion�she always stole the olives.
�I�m not sure they can do that,� Liz said. �I can check with Gerald. I think that if you don�t pay your property taxes, the property goes under lien for a period of time. After that, I think you have so many years to pay off the debt with interest. Actually, I�m not sure what happens after that deadline. Maybe they do take the parcel.�
Liz picked an olive from her salad and popped it in her mouth. She smiled as she chewed.
�Did you do any more photos at the house?� Liz asked.
�Yeah, a few. I can�t get the light right for a couple I want. I did the manure shed, the spinning wheel, the bulkhead, the loft, and the rock garden. The back of the barn is problematic. This time of year the sun hits it directly in the morning. There�s nothing to soften it. Then, in the afternoon, it�s black back there. There�s no ambience.�
Alan served himself a salad from what was left in the bowl.
�I�ve been thinking more and more about Edwin�s book,� Alan said. �I�ll need a big space to spread out the photos so I can arrange them into some kind of order,� Alan said.
�Huh,� Liz said. He could see the gears turning in her head. She knew that once he laid out his photos, they would be there for months while he sorted them over and over. Alan worked with big subjects�genocide, and the overthrow of governments�and he used big prints to examine their worthiness. They weren�t the kind of photos you wanted to spread out in the dining room a few weeks before all your relatives would arrive for Thanksgiving.
�I�m thinking the attic,� Alan said.
�Oh! That sounds good,� Liz said.
�I can put a kerosene heater up there to take the edge off while I work. I�ll have to string some lights. It might make sense to pin up some insulation, just so I don�t get pneumonia while I�m working up there,� Alan said. He pressed for all the advantage he could gain while she was still relieved at the easy resolution.
�Sounds great, honey,� Liz said.
�I�ll pick up some supplies on my way home,� Alan said.
�I�m so happy you have a new project,� Liz said.
�I�m happy this one has a purpose and an end,� Alan said.
�What do you mean?� Liz asked. He put aside her fork and used her fingers to manipulate the last of the salad.
�All that shit with Joe, and the crazy garbage out in the woods�it�s all so unresolved and unsolvable. I don�t have a plan. I�m just reacting.�
�I know how you feel,� Liz said. She didn�t have the ability to listen to a problem and just sympathize�Liz was a fixer. She always had to try to solve a problem presented to her. Alan appreciated her commitment and caring, but he was sometimes frustrated that she seemed to think that she could come up with an answer to a situation he�d just declared unsolvable. It felt like she didn�t think much of his intellect. This was one of those times. �Joe probably feels like he doesn�t have any agency. He�s been dropped into a new situation and he has no influence over what happens from day to day. It�s understandable that he would want to take control of some corner of his world.�
�Liz, he thinks there are evil forces and it�s up to him to stop them. I�ve never given him any indication that the world isn�t a logical, rational place. I don�t know where he developed those ideas.�
Alan went around the back of the desk to dish out lasagna. He�d forgotten to bring a spatula. He was trying to lift a square of noodles with a knife and fork.
�Everyone comes to their own understanding of spirituality,� Liz said. �You can�t force someone to believe in evil, and you can�t force someone to not believe.�
�So we should let Joe run around beating up little girls he thinks are evil?�
Liz wrinkled her nose. �Alan�he needs to know that actions have consequences and that violence doesn�t solve problems. That doesn�t mean he has to slough off his belief that there are things beyond human understanding.�
�I�m not sure we�re having the same argument,� Alan said. �And what kind of talk is this for your half birthday?�
�You brought it up,� Liz said. She took the offered plate of lasagna. She held it in one hand while she tucked her legs underneath herself. �You want to talk about private schools again?�
�We don�t have the money,� Alan said. �And we can�t run from these problems.�
Liz nodded. She chewed and closed her eyes. �This is so good. This is like an hour on the treadmill right here, but it�s so good.�
Alan smiled.
�Do me a favor�leave the rest of that here. I don�t want it in the refrigerator at home, calling to me.�
�I�ll take home enough for me and Joe,� Alan said. �You can have twigs and sand for dinner.�
Liz took another sip of wine and then set her glass to the side.
�I can�t afford any more of this, either,� she said. �I�ve got too much going on this afternoon.� She sighed.
�Do you like this work?� Alan asked.
�I do�� she said. It sounded like the beginning to a longer sentence, but she didn�t complete the thought.
�It�s a far cry from what you were doing in Virginia.�
Liz grunted and took another bite of her lasagna. She turned away from Alan as she chewed. He saw her hand. After she lifted the fork to her mouth, her hand paused at the corner of her eye.
�Liz, you don�t have to do this if you don�t like it. You can find other work. We�ll figure out a way to get by. I can get a job, or I can try to get a real book deal of my own.�
She didn�t answer. She looked down at her plate and used her fork to push aside the big noodles. She abandoned her fork and used her fingers to pick a roasted red pepper from the pasta.
�Liz,� Alan said.
She took a deep breath.
�No,� she said. �I like it. It�s a stepping stone. I�ll just keep stepping.�
�You don�t have to be miserable for the benefit of me or Joe or anyone. We should share the burden.�
�This was my decision, Alan. You warned me. This all just came sooner than I expected. I built up so much potential energy but I wanted to convert more of it to kinetic energy. Don�t worry, I�ll get over it. This is just a nine to five.�
A tear finally escaped her eye and rolled down her cheek. She dabbed at her face with the cuff of her shirt. Alan rested his plate on his legs and waited. He was just as passionate about his job as she was with hers, but his was a solo effort. He went where his camera took him, and was lucky enough to take the photos that people wanted to buy. Even on assignment, he was a free agent. Alan never negotiated office politics. He never had to curry favor.
�These people are different,� she said. �I took initiative last week and I had a lunch with the president of Maple View Realty and his lawyer. Just a lunch. You know what my boss said?�
�What?�
�He said, �We don�t do that here.� Like I overstepped. I had Jason Lunder there at the lunch�he�s their lawyer. Like I would really try to steal their business with their lawyer right there.�
�So what was he talking about?�
�Who, my boss? I have no idea. It�s like he was accusing me of trying to pull a fast one. Big city cut-throat techniques don�t play up here in rural Maine, you know?�
�Maybe he thought you were trying to jump ship?�
�No, it�s this fucked up sense of propriety they have up here. It�s mixed with a weird self-loathing. They�re so afraid that the locals will think of them of sharks that they�re afraid to go out and seek business. I�m not trying to be an ambulance chaser, but it�s okay to let prospective clients know that you�ll offer them better service than they�re currently getting.�
�And that�s what you were doing with Maple View Realty?�
�No, that�s the stupid thing,� she said. �I was just networking. You know how real estate works.�
�Not really,� Alan slipped in.
Liz kept going. �They do a lot of boilerplate stuff. There are billable hours there that require almost no work and expect almost no expertise. The only thing that gets you in the door is just knowing the right people. You want to be the card they hand to the other party at the table. Then you just come in and collect a small fee for almost zero work. Minh would do most of it�it�s just photocopying and putting little signature stickers in the right spot. We already do a lot of it. I just don�t see any of those hours because I don�t know anyone. I try to go out and make one connection and my boss wants to shut me down. It�s unreasonable.�
�There has to be an acceptable way to network,� Alan said.
�They just know each other because they all went to the same shitty law schools.�
�Did you save room for dessert?�
�Yes. A quick one though. I have to write up some stuff for this afternoon.�
�Fair enough,� Alan said. He took her plate and stacked it with his own. He put both in a plastic bag and then pulled out fresh plates for the pie. She smiled as he handed her a small slice of apple pie.
�Homemade?�
�With the apples we picked,� Alan said.
�The ones Joe picked, I hope.�
Alan laughed.
�This was so nice,� she said. �I can�t wait to see what you bring me tomorrow.�
�Back to twigs and sand tomorrow, I�m afraid. I can�t have you ballooning up. I need my breadwinner to be easy on the eye.�
�I�d fit in better if I put on about forty pounds on my ass, don�t you think?�
�You�re used to looking at these downtown butts, darling,� Alan said. �There are some fine, toned rumps amongst the moms. The parent-teacher conferences are like MILF conventions.�
�You really know how to make your lady feel special, you know that?� Liz asked.
�I do my best.�
* * *
The process was exhausting. Alan went up to the attic, wrestled the window open, set aside the screened vent, and dropped a rope to the ground. Back on the ground, he tied a bale of insulation to the rope. Up in the attic, he raised the bale and pulled it through the window. He was going to have to repeat the process five more times to get all the insulation upstairs.
Alan pulled the rocking chair away from the other window and sat down. The caned seat was busted out in the center, but the sides supported his weight. Alan used his tape to measure the seat�he had a piece of plywood that would serve as a temporary seat for the chair.
Alan rocked. Despite the seat, the chair was comfortable.
After a few minutes, he got back to work.
At one point in the house�s history, the ventilation in the attic would have made perfect sense. You wanted to keep the underside of a shingled roof as cold as the top side, so the snow wouldn�t melt and form ice dams at the eaves. Now that the house had a metal roof, there really wasn�t much point. Alan could insulate and heat the space without concern for ice.
Once he�d hoisted all the insulation up to the space, it was clear he hadn�t bought enough. It didn�t matter. As long as he started the project, he could muscle through Liz�s objections and bring up more insulation later. He cut the plastic from one of the bales and pulled on rubber gloves before handing the itchy pink stuff. It was fun helping Bob work on his house, but there was nothing more satisfying to Alan than improving his own house. He could barely wait for the relatives to come and go so he could enjoy more latitude with his projects.
Each compressed length of insulation was about eight feet long and built to fit in the space between rafters. Alan bought the wide stuff. He held one of the batts up to the gap and exhaled.
�Shit,� he said. The insulation was a few inches wider than the space. He moved down to the next space and discovered that it was even smaller.� With his tape, he confirmed his fear. The big hand-cut rafters of the ancient building were spaced unevenly.
�You�ve got to be kidding me,� he said, looking at his tape. �I�m going to have to custom-fit each piece.�
Alan backed up and lowered himself towards the rocker. He landed with his ass on the attic floor.
�What the hell?� he asked the attic.
Alan looked around. The chair was back near the window.
�Joe?� Alan called. He pulled out his phone to check the time. Joe wouldn�t be home for another twenty minutes. Alan set down his measuring tape and walked over to the chair. He picked it up and set it down firmly in the center of the attic. He couldn�t remember putting it back at the window, but he figured he must have moved it when he was unbundling the insulation.
�This is not some clich� horror movie bullshit,� he said aloud. �If that�s what you�re thinking.�
There�s talking to yourself, and then there�s talking to an empty room, Alan thought. Let�s try to cut back on the latter.
Alan went down the narrow stairs and pulled himself through the little door to the closet. Down in the shop, he found his long straightedge. He would need it to compress the insulation for cutting. As he walked it through the house, he cursed himself for not dropping the rope down. The straightedge was probably too long to fit through the opening to the narrow stairs. He confirmed his fear quickly. He leaned the straightedge up against the wall and pulled himself through the opening.
I should tell Liz to quit the gym. She can get her cardio done right here, just climbing up and down the stairs to this damn attic.
Alan laughed as he began to climb the narrow stairs. He paused just before his head came up over the edge of the floor. He was certain what he�d see�the chair would be back at the window.
�I�m warning you,� he said. �You better be right there.�
The chair was still in the center of the room where he�d left it.
�Good boy,� he said.
Alan lowered the rope out the window.
He took the straightedge down to the yard and tied it to the end of the rope. At some point in the distant past, the straightedge had been a decent bubble level. Unfortunately, constant abuse in the form of dropping it, tripping over it, and accidentally hitting it with his hammer, had reduced its usefulness. These days, Alan just used the long piece of metal to draw lines on things he was about to cut.
�Hey, Dad,� Joe said.
�Hey, bud,� Alan said. �Good day at school? You�re early, aren�t you?�
�Nope,� Joe said. �Right on time.�
�You want to help me for a minute?�
�Sure. What do I do?�
�Go up in the attic and pull on the rope there. I�ll guide this thing away from the house so it doesn�t hit the bedroom window.�
�Okay,� Joe said.
Alan waited in the lawn for his son�s face to appear in the window. While he waited, he tied the level to the middle of the rope so he could tension the end and hold the level away from the house.
�Okay?� Joe asked.
�Pull slowly,� Alan said. �Try to keep the level from swinging.�
Joe hung out the window so he could hold the rope away from the bay window below. Alan held his breath as he tensioned the rope. All he could imagine was accidentally pulling his son through the window and watching him fall to the ground below.
�Don�t lean so much, Joe,� Alan said.
Joe was out the window so far that Alan could see his belt.
�It�s okay, Dad. I have my foot hooked around this thing,� Joe called back. �Besides, the rope is tied up here.�
�Joe, the rope isn�t going to stop you from falling. Back up,� Alan said.
He let up his slack on the rope. When Joe was a little kid, he always wore the same funny face when he was trying to learn something new. He looked up and left, squeezed one eye shut, and stuck his tongue out to the side. It was the same look when he tried to learn to balance on a snowboard, kickflip a skateboard, turn a cartwheel, or jump rope. He had that look now. Alan pictured him biting off the tip of his tongue as he bounced in the flower beds below the window.
�Come on, Joe.�
�I�m trying,� Joe said. �I can�t go back in. I�m stuck on something.�
For several seconds, Alan watched his son squirm in the window. He couldn�t stand it any longer.
�Okay, Joe, drop the rope and just hang on. I�ll come up and help you,� Alan said.
The straight edge banged against the side of the house as Joe let go of the rope. Joe had both hands back at the sill, trying to pull himself in. Alan darted through the kitchen, nearly tore the newel post from its mount as he pulled himself up the stairs, and ran into the master bedroom. Outside the big bay window, the rope flopped and the straightedge danced at the end of its tether. The screaming started when Alan was still in the bedroom.
* * *
Alan threw himself through the hatch in the side of the closet. He rammed his head into a bare stud as he clawed to pull himself through to the attic stairs.
Please don�t fall. Please don�t fall. Please don�t fall, Alan thought.
�Hang on, Joe,� Alan yelled.
He could still hear the screaming. The sound ripped at his heart, but it meant that Joe was still alive. Alan used the first couple steps to launch himself upwards he pulled at the floor above and vaulted up to the attic. On hands and knees, he scrambled to Joe. The window was down, clamped against Joe�s thighs. Alan grabbed his son�s feet in one hand. With the other, he reached forward and threw open the sash. Joe kicked at his grip and he lost the feet. Alan threw himself forward and wrapped his arms around Joe�s legs, hugging them to his chest.
�Dad! No!� Joe yelled.
�I got you. I got you,� Alan said.
�Stop. You�re pulling me.�
�I won�t let go,� Alan said.
Joe screamed again and bucked in Alan�s arms. Alan looped one arm around Joe�s thighs and slid the other hand up under Joe�s belly to lift him back through the window. Joe thrashed as Alan pulled in him. He hugged Joe to his chest. Joe�s snot and tears smeared on Alan�s neck as the boy�s cries diminished to whimpers.
�It�s okay. It�s okay,� Alan said. He rocked his son. �You�re okay.�
�Put me down,� Joe said. He hiccuped.
�Okay,� Alan said. He turned Joe away from the window before he complied, like Joe couldn�t be trusted to not fly back through the opening.
Joe�s face was bright red. Released from his father�s arms he immediately pulled up his pants and fastened them. They had slid down to his thighs. Alan saw angry scrapes on the front of his son�s legs.
�What happened to your pants?� Alan said.
�They got pulled down,� Joe said. He pushed his belt through the buckle and pulled it tight.
�Joe, what happened? Did you lose your balance? Did the window fall on you?� Alan asked. The sash was still up. It was the kind with ropes and sash weights to counterbalance the action, and it worked well. If anything, Alan had noticed that window preferred to be open�almost like it had too much weight hanging from the pulleys.
�You pulled me,� Joe said.
�I wasn�t pulling,� Alan said. �I wasn�t pulling at all. What do you mean?�
Joe wouldn�t look at his father. The boy dragged an arm across his face, wiping away his tears.
�I have a headache and I have to go to the bathroom,� Joe said.
Alan stared at his son. The boy was looking down at the floor and his chest shook as he pulled in a breath. He hiccuped again. The attic was silent as Alan stared at Joe and Joe looked at the floor. A shaft of light came through the far window and illuminated the swirling dust. The bales of insulation looked like little cocoons littering the floor of the empty attic. Joe exhaled and then sniffed.
Joe began to turn towards the steps.
Alan reached out and grabbed his son at the shoulders.
�Joe, did you move that chair?� Alan asked.
�What?�
For the first time since the screaming, Joe looked Alan in the eye. Fresh fear blossomed on his son�s face.
�Did you move that chair?� Alan asked again. He removed one of his firm hands from Joe�s shoulder to point at the rocker. It was positioned back in front of the far window again.
Joe hiccuped.
Alan heard the bubbling sound at the same time that the smell reached his nose. He looked down. A dark blue stain was spreading across the front of Joe�s pants.
�Joe!� Alan yelled. �Come on.�
He grabbed Joe�s hand and led him towards the stairs.
Down in the hall, Alan guided his son towards the bathroom door. Joe was blushing again. He looked straight down at the floor.
�Just put your clothes in the hamper and jump in the shower. I�ll bring you fresh clothes,� Alan said. He closed the door behind Joe and listened. He heard the hamper lid and the belt buckle hit.
I should have given him a bag for the pants. Fuck it.
A few seconds later, he heard the shower.
Alan stripped the gloves from his hands and went to his son�s bedroom.
�Hello?� Liz asked.
�Oh, hey,� Alan said. She was at the bottom of the stairs, looking up.
�I�ve been calling�where were you?� Liz asked. �You look like a zombie.�
�Come on up,� Alan said. �I�ll tell you.�
He gave Liz the short version while he picked through clothes in Joe�s room. He handed her fresh socks, jeans, and an t-shirt.
�He had an accident? Really?�
Alan nodded and bit his lower lip. He shook his head as he spoke. �I don�t know. I don�t know what happened. It was the strangest goddamn thing I�ve ever seen. See if he�ll talk to you.�
�Where is he?�
�Our bathroom.�
Alan walked Liz back through the master bedroom. They heard the shower shut off on the other side of the closed door.
�Joe,� Liz called. �I�m coming in.�
�No, Mom!� Joe yelled. �Give me a second.�
�Okay.�
Liz looked at Alan and rolled her eyes.
�I�ve seen it all before, Joe,� Liz said.
�Just give me a second,� Joe yelled.
Alan retreated and sat on the edge of the bed. He heard Liz open the door and then swing it shut behind her. Liz was mumbling. He couldn�t hear Joe�s response.
�Oh my god,� Liz said.
Alan stood up and then sat back down. The rope was still hanging outside the window. A little gust of wind spun the straightedge. It tapped against the glass. Alan walked back to the closet. Joe was saying something to Liz, but Alan couldn�t make out the words. It was painful to lower himself to the floor�his ass ached and his head throbbed. Now that he was coming down from red alert, many systems were declaring injuries. Alan climbed the narrow steps slowly and locked his eyes on the rocker. He walked up to it and stood next to the curved back. The wood was dark with age. It looked like the varnish had worn off about fifty years ago and nobody had bothered to refresh it. The bottoms of the rockers were nearly flat with wear.
Alan grabbed the back and spun the rocker around. He turned and dragged it back to the center of the attic.
�Move again,� he told the rocker, pointing at it. �Move again and you�ll be fucking firewood.�
A cool breeze came in through the open window. Alan walked to it and leaned out. He glanced over his shoulder at the open sash.
Fall on me. I dare you. I�ll burn this whole fucking place to the ground.
Alan hoisted the straightedge carefully. It really wasn�t any problem to keep it from banging against the side of the house. He shouldn�t have worried. He pulled the straightedge through and then coiled the rope. Alan slammed the window shut and shook his head. As he walked to the open bale of insulation, he kept his eyes on the chair. As he passed it, he jabbed a pointed finger at it.
�Just try it,� he said as he snapped on his gloves.
Alan measured the gap twice and then stretched out the insulation. He marked the batt and laid his straightedge down the length. Putting all his weight on his knee and hand, Alan pressed the insulation to the attic floor with the straightedge so he could run his utility knife down the length and cut through the pink material. It worked well. He didn�t even scar the floor with his blade. Alan pushed his way to his feet and glared at the chair again. It was still in the same spot�of course it was�but he shook his finger at it anyway.
�Alan? What are our dinner plans?� Liz yelled up from below.
�Leftovers,� Alan called back. He walked over to the top of the stairs. �Joe and I are having lasagna. You�re eating twigs and sand, remember?� He turned and wagged his finger at the chair again.
�You want to go out?�
�Okay, sure,� Alan said.
�Let�s go now. We�ll beat the rush.�
* * *
�Can I go to the bathroom?� Joe asked.
�Of course,� Liz said. She patted Joe on the back as he rose.
When he was away from the table, Liz leaned to Alan.
�So what happened?� she asked.
�He got stuck in the window and then he pissed himself. I don�t know why,� Alan said.
�He said that someone took down his pants,� Liz said.
�It was the window,� Alan said. �His pants were caught in the window and when he was wiggling around they got pulled down I guess. The whole thing was strange. I came up the stairs and found him thrashing around.�
�He�s got scrapes on his thighs. I hope his gym shorts cover them up. I can�t even imagine what a teacher would think if they saw his legs the way they are now.�
�Don�t worry about it,� Alan said. �Nobody will see his thighs. First, he doesn�t even have gym class right now, they only have after-school sports. Second, the kids all wear sweatpants outside; it�s too cold for shorts. And third, no coach would admit to seeing a kid�s thighs these days. They�d lock them up before they finished the sentence.�
Liz smiled.
�He said he had to go to the bathroom, I just didn�t know it was such an emergency,� Alan said. �I couldn�t believe it when he wet his pants.�
Liz shrugged. �And now he�s going again. Maybe he has an infection or something. I had to pee every five minutes when I had that bladder infection.�
�Do boys get that?�
�I don�t know. You tell me.�
�I never have,� Alan said. �I peed a lot when I was on Prednisone, but never because of an infection.�
Alan trailed off as Joe approached. His son looked normal. He made eye contact. He was wiping his hands on his pants�that was either a good sign because he�d washed them, or a bad one because they were wet anyway. Alan chose to believe that Joe�s hands were clean.
�Everything come out okay?� Alan asked.
Joe laughed.
�What�s good here?� Liz asked. �I don�t see much vegetarian.�
�You picked this place,� Alan said.
Liz pointed a finger at Joe.
�I like the salsa,� Joe said. To illustrate his point, he took another chip and scooped a bunch of the sweet goop. They were already working on their second basket of chips. At this rate, Joe wouldn�t be able to eat any of his entr�e.
�Slow down, Joe,� Alan said. �Save some room for dinner.�
�If they don�t take our order,� Liz said to her menu, �then we won�t have to worry about dinner.�
�Darling, they�re not going to come take our order while you�re still studying the menu.�
�Fine,� Liz said. She smiled and shut her menu.
The waiter appeared. Liz asked for a salad. Joe and Alan both settled on the fish tacos.
�This is a nice change of pace,� Alan said. �I�m glad you suggested it, Joe.�
Joe nodded. �You remember we came here right when we moved up? You couldn�t figure out how to work the oven.�
�I knew how to work it,� Alan said with a smile. �I just didn�t think it was reaching the right temperature. I didn�t want to give everyone food poisoning or something. You know how terrible that is.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� Liz asked. She put her hand to her chest in mock indignation. �It has never been proven that my cooking has given everyone food poisoning. As far as we know, that little problem we all had was due to a bad case of stomach flu. It just happened to hit us all at the same time.�
�That�s right,� Alan said. �Exactly two hours after we all ate that wonderful quiche.�
Joe laughed.
�I can�t remember,� Alan said. �Joe, do you remember? Is quiche supposed to brown on top and liquid at the bottom. I can never get that straight.�
Joe covered his mouth and shook his head.
�I can�t believe you�ve all turned on me like this,� Liz said. �I have half a mind to never cook for you two again.�
Joe took a sip of water. The glasses were tall, full, and sweaty. It thunked back to the table as Joe set it down. A little sloshed on the the red tablecloth.
�I�ve been thinking,� Joe said.
Liz reached for a chip.
�Do you think maybe we should move again?� Joe asked.
�Whuff?� Liz asked. She put her hand up over her mouth to keep the food in.
�What do you mean, Joe?� Alan asked.
�I�m just thinking that maybe this isn�t the right place for us.�
Liz swallowed. �You mean this restaurant?�
�No,� Joe said, shaking his head and closing his eyes. �Can�t we just say we gave it a try and it didn�t work out?�
�Is this because what happened today, Joe?� Alan asked. �In the attic when you almost fell?�
�No,� Joe said.
�Is this because of school?� Liz asked.
�Not really,� Joe said.
�Then what is it?� Liz asked.
�I don�t know,� Joe said. He seemed to shrink in his seat.
Liz folded her arms and pressed her lips into a line. She could handle any type of argument or discussion, but she wasn�t good at dealing with a discussion where the opposition refused to speak.
�Joe,� Alan said. �You have to understand�we made a big sacrifice and commitment when we moved here. Your mom�s family wanted to keep the Colonel�s house, but nobody could agree on terms until we offered to buy it. Now we�re in a tough position. We can�t just move. If we do we lose the house. Would you like to think about maybe switching to another school? Maybe a private school would make more sense? I know you�re bored in some of your classes.�
Joe shook his head.
�Then what?� Liz asked.
�At one of the private schools, most of the students are from out of state. They live right there at the school. That means you wouldn�t have to interact with so many people who have such a long history together. You wouldn�t be the outsider because all the students are outsiders to an extent,� Alan said. This was a difficult offer to sell because he didn�t really believe in it. The boarding students were probably at least as cliquey, if not more, because they spent so much time together. But maybe Joe just needed to be become more accustomed to accepting change.
�It�s not school,� Joe said.
�We have to assume that it�s related to school because you were fine all summer,� Liz said. �Do you understand that? You spent the summer making friends and spending time with your father and you were happy as a clam. Then, when school starts, you�re miserable.�
�I�m not miserable,� Joe said. �Don�t you realize that nobody wants us here?�
�What are you talking about?� Liz asked.
Alan reached over and took her hand. She tugged away from his fingers, but he held firm.
Joe collected his thoughts before he spoke.
�Nobody likes us and they wish we weren�t here. They want us to move away. I don�t know why we have to stay somewhere when everyone wants us to leave.�
�We�re not going to be bullied. Nobody has the right to tell us where we can and can�t live,� Liz said.
�Who are we talking about, Joe? Is this about Pauline McDougall?� Alan asked.
Joe shook his head.
�Who do you think doesn�t want us here?� Alan asked.
Joe rolled his eyes.
�Joe, come on,� Alan said.
�It�s everyone. Everyone says so�not just kids�the adults do too. They all say that we don�t belong here and we should go away. They say that we�re evil,� Joe said.
�Joe,� Liz said. She frowned.
�I�m serious, Mom,� Joe said.
Now Liz did pull her hand away from Alan. She took Joe�s hand in both of hers.
�Joe, let�s assume you�re right,� Liz said. �Even if everyone around was against us and thought we should move, would we let them bully us away? Our family has lived in that house for fifty years now. We belong here just as much as they do. They would have no right to tell us that we can�t stay. Does that make sense?�
�No,� Joe said. �It doesn�t make sense to stay somewhere when nobody wants you to.�
�But we want to,� Liz said. �We have history. We�re preserving that history by living in that house.�
�You have history,� Joe said. �Me and Dad could give a shit.�
Liz let go of his hand like it was hot.
�Joe,� Alan said.
Joe looked down at the table. His parents waited.
�I�m sorry I cursed,� Joe said.
�Your mother�s history is our family�s history,� Alan said. �The three of us are in this together. Nobody else has a say in where and how we live. If they don�t like it, they can move. You can�t control what other people think about you, Joe, you can only be true to your beliefs and live how you want to live. The next time someone bullies you at school, you come to one of us and we�ll help, okay?�
Joe nodded.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Meeting

OCTOBER 21

THE WORLD was orange and yellow. Sure, there were accent colors�the pale blue sky streaked with white clouds, and the occasional evergreen�but the leaves and lawn and even the carved pumpkins on the front porch agreed on the autumn color scheme. Alan stood a few feet from the road and looked up at the attic window. With the way the ground sloped away from the front of the house, the window looked way too high to get at, but it remained his best hope. Alan crossed his arms. It was a cold morning and he could see his breath.
Alan heard Bob jog up behind him and didn�t have to turn to recognized Bob�s stride. It was light and careful and persistent.
�Hey, Bob.�
�You preparing an assault?�
�In a way,� Alan said. He turned to look at Bob. He smiled. �Jesus, you�re wrapped up like a Spandex mummy.�
�It was goddamn cold when I left the house. I�ve got to get moving before I cool off too much. You need help later?�
�You read my mind,� Alan said. �If you�ve got some free time this morning, that is.�
�Nothing but time,� Bob said. �I�m not doing much at the house until I can get an inspector out. I can�t cover anything up until it�s approved, you know?�
Alan nodded.
�I�ll be by in about an hour,� Bob said.
�I�ll be up in the attic. Come on in if you don�t see me.�
* * *
�Hello?� Bob called.
Alan turned down his radio and cupped his hands around his mouth. He blew between his freezing fingers.
�Hold on, I�ll be right down.�
He went downstairs and found Bob in the kitchen.
�Come on up, I�ll show you what I�m up to,� Alan said. He led Bob up the stairs, through the opening in the closet, and then up to the attic.
Bob brushed a hand over the back of the tight insulation.
�This is looking good. You�ll have this place warm and toasty in no time,� Bob said.
�Here�s my problem,� Alan said. He walked his measuring tape over to the window. Laid diagonally across the rectangle, the tape read forty-four inches. �These windows are the only way I can get drywall up here and they�re only forty-four inches. I think if I take off all the trim, I might be able to bend the drywall enough to fit through, but then I still have to get the sheets up a ladder or maybe rent a bucket truck to lift them. I�ve got better access to the front window, but the back one isn�t as high. This project is steeped in issues.�
Bob looked at the window and ran his hand over the trim surrounding the frame. He wandered back to the stairs.
�What if you opened up a real door at the bottom of the stairs and just carried the sheets through the house?� Bob asked.
�Yeah,� Alan said, �that�s probably the only way to go. I just think that Liz will freak out if I bring it up. She�s awful touchy about making changes to the house. I figured that if I finished off this space and made it livable then she would soften about putting in a real door and real stairs.�
Bob nodded. He put his hand on the back of the rocking chair that sat in the center of the room. He looked down at the chair and seemed puzzled. Then a smile spread across his face. �Did you screw this rocking chair to the floor?� he asked, laughing.
�Yes. Yes I did,� Alan said. He jiggled the chair to show that it was locked in place. �The wind was making it rock at night and it woke up Joe.�
�Spooky,� Bob said. He grinned.
�It�s the time of year for it,� Alan said. �Plus it was always underfoot, so I figured I would just make it a permanent obstacle instead of moving it around all the time.�
Bob nodded. He walked over to the back window and looked out.
�Okay,� Bob said. �Why does it have to be drywall? What about bead board or tongue and groove paneling?�
Alan frowned. �I don�t know. Do you think that would look cheesy?�
�In an attic? I think with the sloped ceiling of an attic, you can get away with more. And it doesn�t have to be permanent. You can put something up, live with it for a couple of years, and then when you get around to re-thinking the stairway you can make a change then. Didn�t you say you eventually wanted to panel the inside of your camp? You can re-use the material for that down the road.�
Alan was nodding by the time Bob finished his proposal.
�That could work. It would certainly be a lot easier to get up here. That stuff is thin enough that I can bend it a little to fit through the window.�
�For sure,� Bob said. �Why don�t I help you finish up this insulation and then we�ll go shopping?�
�That would be great,� Alan said.
�And I�ve got a surprise for you, too,� Bob said.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yup,� Bob said. He smiled.
* * *
At the lumber yard, Alan found a suitable treatment for the attic walls, but it didn�t make sense to carry the sheets home in the big green truck. The salesman offered to deliver it for free, and that would save a lot of hassle. It was about noon as they drove back from town. The steep angle of the light was starting to make Alan claustrophobic, like the sky was too low or something. And it was still two months before the days would start to get longer and the sun would be higher in the sky at noon. Alan wondered if he would be able to stay sane in the darkness of winter.
�Turn left here,� Bob said. He had a paper bag propped between his feet on the floor of the truck. He�d brought the bag from his own SUV with no explanation.
�How come?� Alan asked after he put on his signal.
�The surprise.�
�Ah. I forgot,� Alan said.
Bob directed him down a dirt road overhung with bare tree branches. At the side of the road, the mailboxes were suspended at the end of long poles. That gave plenty of room for aggressive snow-plow trucks.
�This is it,� Bob said when he saw the number of the next mailbox.
�Where?�
�Right there,� Bob said. He pointed at a patch of dirt that descended away from the road at a steep angle.
�If you say so,� Alan said. He slowed and downshifted as they made a sharp turn around a rock wall. The driveway led back the way they�d come, parallel to the road, before it took another turn between the trees. The house they saw at the end looked like a museum of discarded building supplies. Every window was a different shape, Alan saw three types of siding, and the roof was half metal and half shingles. �What is this place?�
�You know that lumber yard we were just shopping at? The guy who started that business had a brother. The brother�s name was Clyde, but everyone called him Buster. This is Buster�s house.�
�You�re kidding.�
�Nope.�
�What are we doing here?�
�We�re going to see if he can tell us anything more about that body we saw, and maybe the nest of bones.�
�What makes you think he�ll be any more forthcoming this time?�
�I brought a bribe,� Bob said. He picked up the paper bag and pulled the bottle from within. �It�s very rare. It says so right on the label.�
Alan pulled the truck to a stop. �You think that will work?�
�I have it on good authority that Clyde would do almost anything for this particular brand of Irish whiskey.�
�Good authority from whom?�
�That guy at the dump. You know the really big guy? He told me,� Bob said. �Come on.�
Bob got out and started across the lawn. Alan hesitated, but Bob was already underway. Alan got out and headed after his friend. Bob held the bottle against his chest, label out, as he knocked on the door. Despite the yard sale impression of the house, Alan decided the house looked well put together, as soon as you got close enough to assess such things. The paint was fresh and the construction looked tight.
�Maybe he�s out hunting again?�
�Could be,� Bob said.
The door opened. A wave of warm air billowed out.
�Well now,� a deep voice said from the dim interior. �Looks like my best friend has come to visit.�
The old man�s hand came out from the dark and took the bottle from Bob�s hand.
�Who are these two scoundrels he�s brought along with him?� the voice asked.
�Buster? We met the other day in the woods?� Bob asked. He reached in his pocket and pulled out the orange bandanas. Alan had forgotten about them. �We didn�t see your truck, and we wanted to give these back.�
�Come on in,� Buster said.
Bob entered and waved Alan through the door. It took Alan�s eyes a few seconds to adjust to the interior. Buster had the shades down and heavy curtains bracketing the windows. He shut the door behind himself and felt the warm room�s embrace. It was a dry, baking heat coming from the wood stove against the wall. Buster had a stack of short pieces of wood against the wall. There was a teapot atop the little stove. In the center of the room, Buster had a chair flanked with two end-tables. On one, he had a stack of newspapers. On the other, a reading lamp gave off the only illumination.
�Have a seat,� Buster said. He motioned to the loveseat across from his chair.
The old man wore blue overalls today over a white shirt. His feet had only socks. Alan looked down and wondered if he should remove his own shoes. Bob didn�t�he just went to the loveseat and sat down�so Alan didn�t either.
Buster didn�t sit. He set the whiskey down on the coffee table and disappeared through doorway. He returned with three mugs on a little tray. He didn�t speak, but he grunted with each movement as he set the tray down on the table, opened the whiskey, and dropped a dollop of liquor in each mug. He held the tray out towards Alan and Bob.
Bob took a mug and nodded to Alan.
The one Alan took said �Get Bent,� on the side. It had two stick figures�like pictograms you�d see on a restroom sign�of two men under the words. One of the men was bent over and the other man was pulling up very close behind.
�Thank you,� Bob said. He took a sip.
�Thanks,� Alan agreed. The coffee was thick and looked oily. Alan took a tiny sip�the coffee was unbelievably strong and so was the whiskey.
Buster gulped at his.
�So you made it out of the woods in one piece? Just the right number of holes in you, I gather?�
�Yes, thank you,� Bob said. �Did you have any luck?�
�Me? I�m not really out for moose anymore. I like to get out there, but I wouldn�t know what to do with one if I shot it. Take me fifty trips just to carry it out.�
Alan glanced at Bob. He got the message�let�s get this conversation on track.
�So, Buster, we were asking the other day about the body we saw in the marsh grass,� Bob said.
Buster held his coffee mug up in front of his face. He seemed to want to inhale all the steam rather than let it get away. His eyes bounced between Alan and Bob.
�Do you have any idea what it was we saw?� Bob asked.
�You saw the thing,� Buster said. �How should I know what it was?�
�Have you ever seen anything like it? Looks almost human, but with weird hands and no face?� Alan asked.
�Them woods is lovely, dark, and deep,� Buster said. �My old man started taking me back there hunting since before I was tall enough to pee in the trough at the fair, and I�ve only ever seen one black bear. You know how many bear are back there? Generations have raised their cubs in that same forest, but have I ever seen them? Just the once. Of course they like to hibernate in the winter. There�s only so much opportunity to see them.�
Buster took another gulp and then burped.
�Pardon,� he mumbled.
Alan puffed out his cheeks and looked at the ceiling. The warm living room with its low ceiling, covered windows, and wood stove pumping out waves of dry heat, seemed like a little den. He could imagine Buster curling up in here and not emerging until spring melted all the snow and ice outside. The old man would probably indulge in one last big meal and then fall asleep in his recliner, not waking up for another five months.
�I think you know what we�re talking about, whether you�ve seen one or not,� Alan said. �I�ve never seen an octopus in the ocean, but I could name it if someone described it. If those things live back there, I bet you know about them.�
�People say believe half of what you see, and none of what you hear,� Buster said. He tilted his mug at Alan. �Quid pro quo.�
Alan covered his smile with his hand.
�Whether you believe in it or not,� Alan said. �Can you tell us what you�ve heard?�
Buster took another gulp.
�My cousin on my mother�s side was a curious boy. He pestered his ninth grade science teacher until the man explained how to combine saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur. Next thing you know, my cousin was missing his right hand. He had to learn to beat off with the stump�he never could get a feel with his left hand. His father always blamed the science teacher. Gave him a little love tap in a parking lot with his Chevy and broke the teacher�s hip.�
�That�s charming, but we�re not children,� Alan said. �I have a boy myself. He�s not yet in high school. If there�s something living on my land, then I�d like to know what it is so I can keep him safe.�
Buster smiled and nodded. He turned to Bob. �Do you see that? He used my own logic against me. That�s pretty clever. But if you listen to my story, you�ll note that the science teacher paid a pretty heavy price too.�
�So you�re not going to tell us because you fear retribution?�
Buster wiped his face with his hand. As he scratched his neck, he gave another little burp and a look crossed his face. The look said he didn�t like what he tasted.
�Retribution,� Buster said. �Maybe a little fear is healthy.� Buster set down his mug and pushed his hands against his knees, stretching his shoulders and back.
Bob leaned forward. Alan took another sip of his laced coffee.
�Everything I�m about to say is pure conjecture and hearsay,� Buster said. �You have no business believing anything that�s about to come out of my mouth.�
�Fair enough,� Alan said.
* * *
�My father was a Jack of all trades,� Buster said. �Always used to tick him off that he was good at learning lots of new things, but never the best at anything. He cut wood for awhile, but Dickie and Vernon did it better. He trapped and tanned for awhile, but Donnie cleaned his clock at that. He couldn�t work a garden best, make a table best, nothing. He did all those things passably, but never enough to really make a living. We were always just scraping by.�
Buster stood so he could pour a little hot water from the teakettle into his mug. With just an inch of water in the bottom, Buster added a couple of inches of whiskey. He sat back down with another burp. With a practiced jerk, he pushed his torso back and the footrest popped out from under the recliner to support his feet.
�He knocked up Mom with six boys and one girl�finally something he did well. Paul was first. To hear Mom tell it, as soon as Paul could go half a day without shitting his pants, Dad had him out in the woods learning to harvest trees. Paul was only allowed to cut trees. He could chop them up for firewood or set them aside for lumber, but by Christ that�s all he was allowed to do. The old man didn�t let him bike, swim, fish, hunt, or nothing. Just dropping and dragging trees�that was Paul. You give Paul an axe and a draft horse and he would fill your shed with wood before dinner.�
Alan glanced at Bob and then up to the clock on the wall.
�Skip was the next boy born. He was allowed to mill, finish, and build. My brother Hooker was deemed the gardner. Gordie fished and trapped. Hubie fixed and drove anything mechanical. I was the hunter. I think he was saving that one for himself. After all the other boys were already entrenched in their duties, my old man was the hunter of the family. He only had to work a few months out of the year to fill up the freezer with meat, and his other boys did the rest.
�I came along after a bit of a break in the child bearing. When I was no more than three or four, Dad gave me my first twenty-two. I think maybe he hoped it would take the top of my head off, but it didn�t. By the time I was ten, I could shoot a barn cat from two-hundred yards.�
�Charming,� Alan said.
�The point is,� Buster said, �that us boys knew everything there was to know about our trade. We weren�t allowed any different. He pulled us out of school as soon as he could and he made us pull our own weight. By the time I learned to read, Paul had put Dickie and Vernon out of business. He cut wood ten months out of the year and split it and Hubie delivered. Paul was harvesting not just our lot, but half the goddamn woods in four towns. Of course, all the best trees went to Skip.�
Alan sat back in his chair. He gave up on learning anything useful, but the story was interesting enough to keep listening for a little while.
�Paul and Skip brought in most of the money, but Hooker, Gordie, and me kept the family fed. Hubie kept everything running. Without Hubie fixing the truck, the tractor, the boat, and making me parts for my guns, we all would have been sunk. Hubie didn�t get much love though. Everybody just took Hubie for granted. Together we made our own little self-sufficient village. Some people probably looked down on our shitty little house. We thought we were rich. There wasn�t anything we couldn�t build ourselves or find the money for if we wanted.
�That left Dad to go off and do whatever he pleased with his friends. They built that cabin over there on your road one summer, and they used to cook up liquor and get drunk pretty much every night. Mom didn�t seem to care, and none of us brothers did either. We�d learned all that we could from the old man.�
Bob freshened his coffee with another dollop of whiskey. Alan frowned into his own mug. He�d only drank about an inch before the mixture went cold and bitter.
�The point is, we became isolated experts,� Buster said. �After we graduated past what Dad could teach us, we learned the rest on our own. It was a point of pride. Even though Paul was more than ten years old than me, he wouldn�t have dared to tell me anything about hunting, and I wouldn�t have listened if he tried. Just the same as none of us would ever question what crops Hooker put in the ground each spring. That�s why it was so surprising when Paul pulled us all together one September.
�He said, �This year�s going to be different.� You see, we all stopped everything outdoors in October. We�d spend nearly the whole month locked up inside, just eating our mother�s cooking and getting fat. It was no use trying to get anything done at all.�
�Why?� Bob asked.
Buster frowned.
�It was just the way it was. My father was raised to eat his peas with his knife. He made us do the same. I never thought to take a spoon or a fork to a helping of peas until I�d been living on my own for more than ten years. Same with October, I guess. Anyway, I never thought anything of it until that year that Paul called bullshit. He was trying to save up enough money to get a place of his own so he could propose to Debbie Pomroy. She had a taste for the finer things, and Paul knew he�d have to work straight through October to get his finances to an acceptable level.
�Turns out that my other brothers were feeling the same way. Everyone except Hubie had something they wanted to do outside in October and they wanted the moratorium on October work to end. Gordie was the only one of us who had any idea why we didn�t work in October, and he wasn�t talking. Paul got us together. We used to meet out in the horse stall when we�d have a conference. Dad bought that old horse to plow with, but he immediately started fighting with the horse and the fight turned into a blood feud. Paul took over the horse and used him to haul wood. Dad wouldn�t go near that horse stall so that�s where us boys would conference in private.
�So Paul and Skip got us together so we could all lean on Gordie. They said they wouldn�t give Hubie any money for gas if he kept fixing Gordie�s traps and reels. They blackmailed him indirectly, see. Gordie wouldn�t be able to work if Hubie didn�t support him. Gordie got pissed and finally spilled the beans. He told us about the migrators.�
Alan jerked upright and spilled some of his coffee on his shirt.
�Sorry,� Alan said as he wiped at the spill. �Go on.�
Buster studied Alan a second and then smiled. Buster continued.
�Gordie told us that there was these things that came out of the water. They move from west to east every October, coming up out of the ground and working their way towards the Kennebec river. Nobody was allowed to talk about them, because if you talked about them, they�d come to your house. According to Gordie, after he and Dad tangled with one, those migrators took the only girl baby that Mom ever had. It ate her skin and muscles right off of her crying body. It left just a rubbery skeleton full of organ meat by the side of the lake.�
�What?� Alan asked. �Come on.�
�I can�t say for sure because I didn�t bury her, but I do know that there was a headstone out back with the name Sophia Helen on it. I left flowers next to that headstone every October after I heard that story. Gordie said he had never gotten a really good look at one of the migrators, but he said that he would find fish remains, up and down the shore after Halloween. Gordie said that you couldn�t even see the migrators when they were awake. You could only spot them when they were asleep, and they only slept for about an hour a day. The rest of the time they would just blend into their surroundings and if they got ahold of you, there was no hope. That�s why we weren�t allowed to work outside in October.�
�What about other kids who went to school? How did they survive? Did the whole town shut down for an entire month? Is that even possible?� Alan asked.
�Nope, not the whole town. There was only a stretch where the migrators moved, and we just happened to be on that stretch. The migrators ran right through Dad�s land.�
�Where was this property?� Bob asked.
�I think you know,� Buster said. �You were hiking on part of it the other day.�
�You didn�t grow up in the house where I live, did you? The Colonel�s house?� Alan asked.
�No,� Buster said with a low chuckle. �That fancy place? Have you been listening to my story at all? We lived in a cobbled-together shit-hole. My childhood home burned down years ago. That cabin is the only thing left that my father ever had a hand in building. As far as I know, the migrators don�t get quite as far north as your place, but I�m pretty sure their route changes each year, so who knows.�
�So Gordie told you about the migrators,� Bob said.
�Yup, and it was the first time anyone had spoken of them at the house since my sister was taken. Gordie told us all he knew and then he told us we would all pay for making him tell. Of course, we didn�t believe it. Who would think that the simple act of telling a story could bring death to your door? But we were on their path and October was coming. I�ve thought about it a lot since then. Seems like maybe Gordie�s words hung in the air and left a scent. Maybe those slick bastards can track a scent like that back to its source. That�s the best explanation I can think of. There aren�t a lot of people left who I can compare notes with.�
�So what happened?� Alan asked.
Buster laughed.
* * *
�May I use your bathroom?� Bob asked.
�Down that way,� Buster said.
Bob left the room and Alan heard the door creak shut behind him.
�Do your brothers still live in the area?� Alan asked.
�Nope,� Buster said. �I was last in and I�ll be last out. They�ve all passed, but some of their kids still live pretty close. Skip�s son runs the lumber company that Skip built. He�s made a good run of it�built himself a little empire. Skip started that company with fifty bucks he borrowed from his wife, if you can believe that. He bought a little sawmill and went to town.�
�I�m sorry to hear about your brothers.�
�Don�t be,� Buster said. �Some of them lived a long time. After everything, we didn�t talk that much. I was closest to Paul in a lot of ways, and he�s been dead almost seven years now.�
Alan nodded. They heard the tail of the toilet�s flush when Bob opened the door down the hall.
�My brother Paul�s death, that was an interesting story too,� Buster said. �When Paul found out he had stomach cancer, he took one long look at what the future held and he decided he was done with it. His wife was living with their daughter to help out with the grandson. He�s special, the grandson is. So, with his wife out of the house and not much on speaking terms, and cancer ripping through his guts like wildfire�they say it runs in the family�Paul decided to pull his own lever. Quid pro quo.�
Alan looked at Bob. Bob was nodding.
�Paul had a screened in porch,� Buster said. �He went out there and put a shotgun in his mouth. I think he didn�t want to leave a mess inside, but he didn�t want to leave his body out where the animals would get at it. They said it looked like he�d been there a month before I found him.�
Alan winced and looked away. Bob was looking straight down into his cold cup of coffee.
�But that�s a different tale. I was about to tell you what happened to poor old Gordie,� Buster said. �We blackmailed him into telling us. Have either of you ever been to a hypnotist?�
Alan shook his head.
�No,� Bob said.
�They say a hypnotist can�t make you do anything you don�t really want to do. That�s the way I feel about Gordie talking about the migrators. On the one hand, he knew it was trouble. But there was something in his eyes�he wanted to tell that story. He wanted to unburden himself. He and Dad loaded that story onto their backs and carried it for all those years. He couldn�t give himself permission to let the story go, but as soon as everyone ganged up on him, it looked like the telling was a big relief.�
Buster settled deeper into his recliner, shooting his feet out a little farther down the footrest.
�Like I said, Dad took an interest in our education when we were just little tykes. For me, he gave me a gun and told me what to point it at. For Gordie, I suppose he showed him how to set a trap and bait a hook. Then he�d leave you alone until you had some reading under your belt. His next burst of instruction was intense. He�d give you a book or two so you could study up and then he�d just pour everything he knew into your little ear. God help you if you forgot one of his lessons by the next morning. You didn�t get many second chances without earning a spanking to go along with the second lesson. The boy was expected to listen and learn. You didn�t ask questions. You could just assume that Dad wouldn�t have an answer that could be heard, only felt.�
�Sounds like a prince,� Alan said.
�He did what he thought he had to,� Buster said. He smiled at a memory. �He was trying to ensure that each of us went farther than he did. Gordie was far enough down the chain that he knew when to keep his mouth shut. The other brothers told him what to expect for his training, so when Dad taught him how to set a line, Gordie kept his mouth shut and just listened.
�Gordie�s last day with Dad�s instruction was when he finally asked his first question. It was near the end of October and Gordie had a trap he couldn�t clear.�
�I thought you didn�t work in October,� Bob said.
�Not after that one, we didn�t,� Buster said. �Of course I was just a little one, running around with my first twenty-two then. Gordie had set a trap down near the water�s edge. Dad wouldn�t let him shoot a trapped animal. Gordie had to beat or drown anything still alive. He liked to use a little leg trap that was weighted underwater. It would snag a beaver and then hold them under until they drowned. Gordie would get a perfect pelt�no need to bash in the skull. The problem was, he didn�t catch a beaver. He caught something much bigger and it was still alive. He went and fetched Dad. Gordie worked up his courage and then asked, �What do I do if I can�t kill something I trapped?� He said that Dad was excited at first. He figured that Gordie had trapped something big. Since Dad was a shitty hunter and I wasn�t pulling in game yet, the family was mostly living on small stuff that Gordie brought home. Dad was itching for a big hunk of venison or bear.
�Gordie took him down to the edge of the lake and pointed. He said that Dad didn�t believe him for awhile. The thing he�d caught was so good at lying on the muddy bottom of the lake that you had to know exactly what you were looking for or you didn�t see it. Gordie got a big stick and poked at the thing. It started thrashing. It came all the way up out of the water and almost grabbed ahold of Dad before my old man backed away. Dad told Gordie to keep an eye on the thing and then he went back to the house for his gun.
�That�s the only thing I think I remember about the event, but I can�t say if it was a true memory or not. They say I cried and cried when Dad left the house with a gun and I didn�t get to come along. Of course, I don�t have any memory of Sophia, so maybe I just think I remembered it. Dad shot the thing five times, according to Gordie. The thing thrashed and jumped each time, but didn�t seem any closer to dying.�
�What did it look like?� Alan asked.
Buster ignored the question and kept going. �After that, Dad had Gordie rig up a rope to loop around the beast. They used a come-along anchored to a tree. Gordie said the thing was too strong to pull out by hand, even with both of them working together. They pulled it on shore and Gordie said it was stuck between the two tethers. There was the trap holding its leg in the water, and the rope pulling its arm up on land. The trap was fixed to a submerged log that must have weighed a ton. Even so, Gordie said that the thing pulled so hard that the log moved.
�When it stopped moving, Gordie said it was like magic. It settled down into the leaves and just seemed to disappear. Dad shot it again, maybe because he was frustrated. Gordie said the bullet went right through and puffed up dirt on the other side of the thing.�
Buster stopped talking. He folded his hands on top of his belly.
�Well?� Alan asked.
�Well what? You can guess the rest, can�t you?�
�You�re saying that the thing we saw is the same kind of thing your brother caught in the trap?� Bob asked.
Buster nodded.
�You don�t want to tell us the rest of the story, do you?� Alan asked.
Buster didn�t reply. He looked at Alan with wide open eyes and didn�t reply.
�You think that if you tell us the story, then they�ll smell it, right? That�s what you asserted earlier�they can smell when someone talks about them,� Alan said. �If that�s true, then surely you�ve already said too much.�
�Maybe I have and maybe I haven�t. It�s hard saying, not knowing,� Buster said. His next burp must have been the grandfather of all his previous. It ripped from between Buster�s lips and caused him to lean forward. The footrest on his recliner clicked down a notch. �Pardon me,� he said. Buster frowned. �Dad cried. He sat down on a big rock, let his gun fall to the ground and put his fists to his eyes. Gordie welled up just telling us about it, all those years later. Dad told Gordie that he knew there was a price to pay. He didn�t let on what he�d bought. Quid pro quo.
�I�m not sure how we lived there so long without trouble. Maybe it was just because we were naive. But Dad knew that the easy days were over as soon as he saw that thing thrashing in Gordie�s trap. He told Gordie that it would just be a matter of time before more would come. They would find a way to spring the one he�d caught and then they�d come after the family. They wouldn�t stop until they�d taken one of ours as payback.�
�How did your dad know about them if nobody talked?� Bob asked.
�I don�t know. Maybe some old timer wanted to get it off his chest. Maybe my Dad pieced it together from all those books he read before he gave them to us. Like I said, he was a Jack of all trades, and one of those trades was local legends. Lots of people had theories where the migrators came from originally, but none make much sense in the light of day. People say believe half of what you see, and none of what you�re about to hear, but this is my understanding.
�For every living thing that builds, there�s something that evolves to break it down. It�s just all part of the natural ebb and flow of things. Species rise and fall. That works for our physical bodies and the things we create, but what are the worms and beetles that help decompose our souls?�
�I don�t follow,� Alan said.
�You grow as a person, spiritually, as you live on this planet,� Buster said. �You build up your character and your soul. What happens to those when you die?�
�I don�t believe in that stuff,� Alan said.
�You go to heaven,� Bob said. �Or your soul rejoins the sea of souls, right?�
�I think your spirit lays there quietly, right alongside your body. The undertaker burns up your body, but then your soul, your character, your will, all that other stuff is left behind. That�s where the migrators come in. They move downhill and gather up all the leftovers of human spirit. They gobble it up and break it down into whatever the equivalent elements are. That�s what I think.�
�So why wouldn�t they hang out at cemeteries then? Or why would they only move through one patch of land to go to the Kennebec river? People all around the world should know about them,� Alan said.
�You can�t touch a soul. You can�t hold it in your hands. What makes you think it adheres to the physical laws that govern other matter?� Buster asked. �As far as we know, they do live everywhere. Maybe there�s some bigger reason it got caught in Gordie�s trap.�
�And this is the nonsense your father told your brother?� Alan asked.
�Nope,� Buster said. �The information Dad passed to Gordie was completely pragmatic. He told him that migrators are devious, intelligent, and vengeful. If you interfere with one or even talk about them, then you�re on the list. Nothing can get you off that list but flesh.�
�So they feed on souls, but if they�re pissed, they�ll eat a baby,� Alan said.
�Yup, kinda like a priest,� Buster said. He laughed at his own joke.
�And nobody has ever seen one or heard of one. Science has never documented them. No naturalist has a picture. They�re more elusive than a yeti,� Alan said.
�That�s right. And I�ll add to your description�they migrate through a very small area, or maybe areas, they�re perfectly camouflaged, and then hunt down anyone who traps or talks about them. How�s anyone supposed to document that?� Buster asked.
�You assume that they have the ability to magically track down people who talk about them�that words leave a scent somehow,� Alan said.
Buster raised his shoulders in a shrug. A bubbling gurgle rumbled in his belly and Buster patted it down gently with his hand.
�You made Gordie tell,� Bob said.
Buster nodded. For a second, Alan thought that Buster wouldn�t continue. He thought the old man was going to leave the story half told and never let them know what happened to the little sister. But, now that the story was rolling out, it seemed that it would keep rolling.
* * *
�They tried to figure a way to let the thing loose, but then they ran out of time. Gordie said he�d never experienced anything like it. You couldn�t exactly see what was coming, but you knew it was all around you. The leaves moved funny. The wind picked up and then died. The lake swirled and then kicked up a little waterspout out of nowhere. Gordie and Dad could sense those things closing in on them and the thing on the ground rattled. They ran.
�Back up at the house, Dad called all his boys inside and he locked all the doors and windows. We spent the rest of the day and all night locked up inside. None of us knew why at the time. I heard Paul saying it was a twister. The only twister I�d ever heard of was the titty variety, so I wasn�t anxious to get outside and investigate. The next morning, Gordie and Dad went down to check the trap again. It was empty. They were about to come home when Gordie spotted the other thing just up the bank.�
Buster paused. He laid a hand across his forehead, like he was a worried mother checking a temperature. He looked Bob and Alan directly in the eye before he continued.
�I got the worst of my dad, and it was because of that day. That little girl meant everything to my old man. After Gordie found her, stripped of everything outside her bones, Dad was reckless and mean. If I was shooting and I missed my mark, he�d snatch that gun from my hands and pop me on the back of the head with the stock. Sent my eyes black a few times. They told me that they wrapped little Sophia in Dad�s shirt and carried her back up to the house. That was the end of the month. I remember Hubie crying that night because he wanted to dress up for Halloween. He didn�t understand that Sophia was dead. He just knew he wasn�t going to get any candy if he didn�t dress up.
�Gordie was the only one who knew what happened to our baby sister until we all ganged up on him all those years later. The folks buried her out back and got a headstone. That little grave was such a part of my life that I never even questioned what it meant until I heard the whole story. After Gordie told us what she looked like, I would sit about twenty feet away from that headstone and just imagine that little girl down there, all naked without her skin. She ended up with the best Halloween costume of them all, but she never got any candy either.�
Buster shook his head. He blew a silent burp over his shoulder.
�I don�t suppose one of you healthy young men would care to fetch me a refill,� Buster said. He held his mug up.
�I�ll get it,� Alan said. His knees popped as he stood from the couch. He didn�t feel particularly healthy or young, but he was starting to suspect that in comparison to Buster, he might as well be an Olympian. Alan took the mug from Buster�s big swollen fingers. He found the doorway to the kitchen.
The light switch had a metal lever and clicked when Alan pushed it up. Little lights came on behind wooden valances over the windows. It was a cozy effect, but not particularly illuminating. The shades drawn tight over the glass didn�t help. To the right of the sink, the illuminated switch of the coffee maker drew Alan�s eye. The brown liquid in the bottom of the pot was thick with sediment and the lid of the machine was open. Alan saw the secret to Buster�s strong coffee. Instead of using a filter, Buster used a cone made out of a double layer of window screen. Alan poured the coffee and left a decent amount of room in the mug for whiskey.
It didn�t steam. The side of the mug wasn�t even warm. Alan put the mug in a little white microwave and set it for one minute.
The kitchen was packed with stuff. On top of the fridge, the old man had seven boxes of cereal lined up. It was the generic equivalent of some high-fiber brand. Every inch of counter space was filled with a box, or jar, or appliance. On the underside of the cabinets, hooks held even rows of unmatched mugs. The big green one in front said �KISS ME, I�M IRISH!� in shouting white letters. Alan leaned forward to look at blue boxes of pasta packed between the microwave and the toaster. They were all in a perfect line and a little piece of string held them all in place. Alan plucked at the string and it snapped back. He imagined the kitchen was like a ship�s galley, built for rocking and swaying without dumping food all over the floor. He wondered why.
The microwave finished with a little ding. Alan opened the door. Now it was steaming.
He took the mug back to the old man and set it down on the coffee table first. He opened the whiskey and began pouring. Buster�s eyes watched the procedure and he motioned for Alan to continue. When the liquid was near the brim of the cup, Buster signaled Alan to stop pouring. He reached out and took the mug with both hands, warming them on the burning sides of the cup.
�Where was I?� Buster asked.
�You made Gordie tell,� Bob said. It was the same prompt he�d used several minutes earlier.
�Yes we did,� Buster said. He took a careful sip of the steaming coffee. �We ganged up and he spilled the beans. But, as I mentioned, it seemed like he wanted to. When he was done with the story, Paul made the decision. He said, �We�re going to work through October, but we�re going to take precautions. Gordie�no trapping or fishing in the lake until November. You can work the fields and out back. Buster�no hunting. Your only job is to stake out that shoreline. Gordie will show you where. You see any weird things, you run and tell us all. I�ll work the north woodlot. Skip and Hubie, you stay inside as much as you can. Hooker�you can do what you want. I don�t think Gordie�s phantoms are interested in gardens.� I think Paul�s orders hit me the hardest. Everyone else got to go back to work, but I just had to watch. They didn�t have to think about those migrators all day, but it�s all I had to think about. Every leaf that fell looked like a spook to me. I sat out near the shore of that lake for a week, and I grew tired. It�s like those flies in October. They know the end is coming and they�re slowing down, so they swarm on anything that stands still. As bad as those flies were, the day they went away was worse.�
�They swarmed to the migrators, didn�t they,� Bob said. �That�s what we saw.�
�Yup,� Buster said. �When one of them stops to rest, that�s when you smell it. The flies flock to that smell. I saw the cloud of them on the other side of the lake. I didn�t go fetch any of my brothers. I figured that I�d find a fish or some other animal with its skin gone, like Gordie said. I thought I�d find sign that the migrators had already been through. I pinched Gordie�s little raft and poled my way across the lake the best I could. Out there in the marsh on the other bank of the lake, I saw that black phantom. It was covered with flies.
�I was smart enough not to touch it, but I studied it for awhile. It was like half-man and half-fish, except for one part. One part of the thing resembled the undercarriage of Paul�s draft horse, if you catch my meaning.�
Buster gave a wink to Alan.
�I suffered through the stink so I could memorize as much detail as I could. I wanted to give a full accounting to my brothers. Just before dinner, we gathered on the east side of the barn�near the little headstone�to discuss. I told them what I�d seen. Hooker didn�t believe a word of it, but Skip told him to hush. Paul wanted to keep working until something more happened, but Gordie just about blew his top. Gordie said, �They�re here, Paul. We best hole up until they move on. We�ll be lucky if they don�t hunt us down just because we talked about them.� That�s when the brothers split. Me and Skip sided with Gordie. Paul, Hooker, and Hubie thought that as long as we didn�t mess with the migrators directly that they probably wouldn�t bother us.
�Paul was wrong. He was the first to pay the price, too. A few days later, he went out to the shed where he kept Mack, his big Perchie draft horse that hauled the logs. What was left of Mack wasn�t much good for hauling anymore. Somehow he was still alive, and he was crazy. The big fella was down on his side, flopping and fighting. Somewhere around his shoulder and flank is where the flesh ended. Below that, where his big feathered legs used to be filled out with thick muscle, there were just bones and tendons. The bones were white and pink and they flopped around as poor old Mack twisted in the straw of his stall. The things took his face. Everything from the eyes down to the teeth was just bleached white skull. His tongue was still in there and the insides of his gums, but the outside was gone. It looked almost like he�d been dipped in acid and then pulled back out. At the time I thought I�d never see anything that terrible as long as I lived.�
�At the time?� Bob asked. He wiped his bottom lip.
�I was wrong,� Buster said. �Never been more wrong, I think.�
�So without any flesh below the torso, and its face eaten off, this horse was still alive?�
�Yup, and there wasn�t a drop of blood in the straw to show for it. Not for long though,� Buster said. �I put a bullet through his skull and then he bled plenty. Hubie used one of his machines to dig a plot in the hay field and the six of us dragged that horse�s body back to that hole. Hubie was crying the whole time it took to bury old Mack. I never thought he cared much for that horse, but he was the only one who cried.
�Paul said, �That�s the end of it. We�ll never talk of them again.� Gordie wanted to know if we should keep working. Paul said we should. He said, �We paid our price, why shouldn�t we?� You probably figured already�he was wrong. I kept watch. I didn�t see any more swarms of flies, or black mermen out in the weeds. Everyone just kept their mouth shut and kept on working. Dad never asked us why we were working in October. By then I�m not sure he knew what month it was. He spent most of his time with his buddies. Us brothers kept the house going and Mom was quiet as ever. Paul bought a broken skidder from Dickie Bowman and Hubie fixed it up. Paul used that skidder to drag the trees in place of Mack.�
�What�s a skidder?� Alan asked.
�It�s like a big tractor you use to drag things,� Bob said. He looked at Buster for confirmation. Buster nodded.
Buster continued. �Halloween was still a couple days away when I woke up in the middle of the night. It must have been a Saturday night because we�d had beans for supper. You could barely get a wink of sleep on a Saturday night. We had four boys in that one little room and the stink would put you out. I woke up and saw that Hooker was gone. Now I wasn�t even old enough to shave at this point, but I could track a field mouse down a stretch of asphalt road if I had to. I had a sense for tracking. I went out to the privy and I saw that Hooker had gone down the path towards the shore. I wasn�t wearing anything but nightgown, but it was a warm night so I ran down the path after him. I had a bad feeling. I saw him in the moonlight. He was bare naked and looked white as a ghost.
�The leaves were kicking up in the wind�wet leaves, the kind that stick to your legs. As I got closer to Hooker, I noticed he wasn�t moving right. His arms were sticking out to the sides and his back was pointing straight up. His head was bobbing up and down with every step, and his legs jerked up and set down. If you attached strings to his limbs and then jerked him down the path, that�s what he would look like. I caught up to him and grabbed his arm. I told him to get back to the house. I said his name right in his ear. His eyes were closed.
�Nothing happened to me until I tried to pull him back to the house. As soon as I tugged, I was thrown back by the wind. I went at him again, and this time the wind picked me up in a little cyclone. I spun around about fifty times, and it flung me a couple-dozen paces into the woods. I crashed into some scrubby bushes with my nightgown up over my head.�
�You�re kidding,� Alan said.
�What possible reason would I have to lie to you?� Buster asked.
�Stories grow over time,� Alan said. �Sometimes�no offense�a story is warped to alleviate guilt.�
�I�m sorry for what happened, but I�m not guilty. I didn�t call those phantoms down on our house.�
�So what happened after you landed in the bush?� Bob asked.
�It took me a minute to get my bearings. I was still dizzy when I spotted Hooker. He�d left the path and was jerking his way towards the water�s edge. Over at that spot, there was a bunch of rocks we used to lay on to dry off after swimming. Hooker walked over top of those rocks and then started down into the water. Like I said, it was a warm night, but the lake is cold in October. It should have woke him up. Even after the wind knocked me away, I still thought that maybe Hooker was just sleepwalking. But once I saw him going into that chilly water, I knew he was in deep trouble. That�s when he started screaming.
�I ran to him and grabbed his arm when he was only knee-deep. I pulled and pulled, but the water had a grip on him. I looped my elbows under his armpits and I fell back, pulling him with me. I felt the ripping and tearing and knew I was making progress in pulling him away from whatever had ahold of his legs. He screamed so loud. Brothers would be running from the house any second. We collapsed back on that rock and I actually gave a little laugh. I laid him down and told him to hush up. His eyes were open. The first thing he did was push himself up and look down at his legs. I looked too. They were missing from the knee down. Well, missing the wrong word. We could see where they were. They were just bones, but they were still in the water. I had pulled him back so hard that I�d torn his legs off just below the kneecap. The bottom of his legs looked like Chinese noodles, strung out across the rock.�
�That�s impossible,� Alan said.
�Maybe you�re right,� Buster said. �I woke up a couple seconds later. I sat straight up in my bed and threw back my sheet. Everyone was quiet. For a second I wondered if I was still asleep. The whole vision was so strange that it made me question everything. I laid back down and tried to get to sleep. I couldn�t sleep though. Every time I thought I was going to drift off, something snapped me back. Something was nagging at me. I sat back up. It was Hooker�he looked wrong in his bed. I know it might seem funny, but if you grow up in the same room as someone else, you get to know what they look like when they�re asleep, and Hooker didn�t look right. I went over to tap him and ask him what was wrong.�
Buster stopped. Alan recognized the look on Buster�s face. It was the look of someone who�s about to try to lift something heavy, and he�s bracing himself for the strain.
�I was the one who screamed. I realized that the sounds coming out of my mouth were the same ones I�d heard Hooker making in my dream. Hubie got the lights on and they all saw it too. Only the insides of Hooker were under that sheet. You could see his skull and his eye sockets. You could see his tongue poking out through the gap where he�d lost a couple teeth in that fight with Stan Turner. You could see his neck bones and the pink gum that was squished between his vertebrae. Hubie pulled the whole sheet off of him and the horror was complete. His thigh bones ended in ragged strands of tendons and marrow. The bottoms of his legs were gone.
�My parents came through the door. Paul and Skip came from their room. My father was stone. He said, �Go bury him next to your sister. We�ll never speak of this again.��
�What about the police?� Alan asked. �What did they say for the cause of death? Why didn�t they lock up your father and throw away the key?�
�We didn�t call the police. We kept to ourselves. As far as I know, nobody ever asked about Hooker. Quid pro quo. My mom tried to take up the gardening that next spring, but she failed.�
�Wait, that�s it? You didn�t try to find those migrators and kill them? They didn�t come back for the rest of you?� Alan asked.
�That was it. We didn�t work in October and we never spoke of it again. As soon as Paul saved up enough money, he got married and then moved out. He used to travel north in October and November and work on a tree farm up there. Skip started his business and he would always take his vacation that month. Hubie moved south. My parents died when the house burned down in seventy-six. I�m the last of them, not counting kids and grandkids that is.�
Bob was counting brothers on his fingers. �What about Gordie?� he asked.
�He went wild,� Buster said.
�What do you mean?�
�Sometime after Paul moved out, Gordie started spending more and more of his time outdoors. He would only come in for supper, and then Mom would kick him out because he always smelled. Eventually, he stopped coming for meals. He would still fish and trap, and we�d find his kills on the back porch. He�d leave them there like a proud cat. Sometimes Mom would cook them, sometimes she�d just throw them in the garbage. For a few years, Gordie would come back for October and re-domesticate. Then, after awhile, he stopped. Shortly after my parents died, he turned up dead.�
�Migrators?� Bob asked.
�No,� Buster said. He chuckled and shook his head. �They found him dead by the side of the road�down near the corner of the Mill Road and the Crank Road. He was just off in the bushes with a knife in his heart. It was stuck between his ribs. Sheriff figured that Gordie had come across a still or poachers and they�d killed him to protect a secret. I don�t know what killed him, but it wasn�t migrators.�
Alan shook his head. �If you really believed all this, you wouldn�t be telling us about them now. You would be afraid that they�re going to track you here. I mean, it�s October twenty-first for god�s sake.�
Buster just nodded.
�Thank you for the whiskey,� Buster said. �Now you know my weakness, feel free to come by any time.�
�Thank you for the story,� Bob said. He rose and leaned forward to shake Buster�s hand. Buster gave each of their outstretched hands a quick squeeze with a couple of his fingers. He didn�t bother to put down the feet of the recliner.
�Close it tight behind you,� Buster said. �The latch is tricky.�
* * *
�They love their stories around here,� Alan said when he was pulling back out onto the road.
�Yeah,� Bob said.
�Oh shit, we forgot to tell him about the nest.�
�He would have mentioned it if he knew anything, don�t you think?�
�You want to get another bottle of whiskey and go back in a couple of weeks? We can ask him why he still has his skin.�
�If he makes it that long,� Bob said. �He had enough Zofran bottles lined up on his sink to stock a pharmacy.�
�What�s that?�
�It�s an anti-nausea drug for people undergoing chemo.�
�They say it runs in the family,� Alan said. �His brother had stomach cancer, or something.�
�That could be it then,� Bob said.
�He ought to write a novel before he cashes in,� Alan said. �He has quite the imagination.�

CHAPTER TWELVE
Ghosts

OCTOBER 22

�BIG JOE,� Alan said as Joe walked into the kitchen. Joe smiled a little, but didn�t slow. He walked his bag over to the chair next to the door and then returned to his seat at the kitchen table. �You ready for a special breakfast?�
�Sure,� Joe said.
�That�s about an oatmeal level of enthusiasm, Joe. What I have for you here is blueberry pancakes. Can I get a blueberry pancake answer from you?�
�Sure!� Joe said again, this time with a forced smile.
�That will have to be good enough,� Alan said. He put a plate in front of Joe. He spotted a genuine smile cross Joe�s face as his son looked down at the food. Alan grabbed his own plate and sat in the chair next to Joe. He jumped up a second later to reach for the fridge door. Alan returned with the syrup. �This will give you just enough sugar buzz to cruise into lunch. Then you�re on your own. What did you guys decide on for Halloween costumes?�
�I�m not telling,� Joe said. �Mom said it�s bad luck when you know beforehand what our costumes will be. She said they turn out better when you�re surprised.�
�You see,� Alan said, pointing his fork at his son, �this is why your mother makes a good lawyer. She�s able to convince you that somehow there�s a causal connection between the strength of your costume and my knowledge of said costume. Think about it, why would those two things be connected?�
�Dad?�
�Yes, my son,� Alan said. He already felt the syrup going to his head. He felt goofy this morning.
�Remember last week when I asked if we could move?�
�Yeah?� Alan asked. He took another bite of his pancakes. A part of him wished he had sausage links to go with the pancakes. Liz didn�t mind when Alan ate meat, but there were a few foods she couldn�t handle. She said sausage links looked like baby fingers. They were forbidden from the house. Alan wondered if Liz realized that Joe ate hamburgers last summer when he stayed over at his friend Pete�s house.
�What do you think of moving?� Joe asked.
�We talked about this, Joe,� Alan said. �This is our home. It�s the place where your mom had her fondest childhood memories and we want to ensure it stays in the family.�
�Who will get the house when you guys die?� Joe asked. Joe rubbed his head and squinted.
�What do you mean?�
�How is it going to stay in the family? I�m going to move away for college, right? Then I�ll go wherever I want.�
�And your mom and I will work here until we retire. Then we�ll get to enjoy all this luxury.�
�But what if I don�t want to move here when you die? The house won�t be in the family anymore.�
�Maybe someone else will want it�one of your cousins. We�ll work it out one step at a time,� Alan said.
�I just think that if I don�t want it, then why do we have to keep it? I don�t need it, and we barely know those other cousins. They only come here for Thanksgiving, right?�
�And some come for Christmas,� Alan said. �Look, Joe, some families have traditions. It�s how they make their mark on the world. This place is your mom�s mark.�
�I don�t think we should have to live here just because she came here sometimes when she was a kid.�
�How about we live here because it�s a good place to live? It�s a great community, and we have woods and a lake. We get to try snowboarding this winter�that will be fun, right?�
�I don�t know,� Joe said.
�I don�t see what the problem is, Joe,� Alan said. �Do you miss your friends? You seemed happier here with your new friends than you ever did down in Virginia.�
�I just don�t like this place,� Joe said. He set his fork down and leaned close to Alan. Joe whispered, �I hate it here.�
�Give it a chance.�
* * *
Alan fought the urge to take a nap after breakfast. He regretted the pancake impulse. It always seemed like a good idea when he was cooking, but afterwards he felt exhausted for the rest of the day. His body didn�t handle the huge influx of sugar well. With a bunch of tools collected into a bucket, Alan trudged up the stairs to the attic. If the lumber company came through and delivered the materials that afternoon as promised, Alan would only have a few hours to move them inside before the rain was supposed to fall.
The diagonal of the window opening was a little smaller than a sheet of the bead board. It would have to do. Alan needed to remove both the upper and lower sashes and maybe even some of the trim if he was going to fit the sheets inside. The result as he imagined wouldn�t look as tidy as drywall, but it would be a huge improvement over the insulation he�d hung.
His utility knife cut through layers of old paint around the molding. For the most part, it didn�t chip or peel around the blade. The paint accepted the cuts and adhered to the wood beneath. Regret bloomed in Alan�s gut. His knife was invading the integrity of the old house. He was destroying�albeit temporarily�a part of the history that his wife treasured.
Alan shook away the thought. It was an attic. There was no value to this old window, however hand-crafted or precise the workmanship might be. As he finished his cut around the perimeter of the first piece of molding, Alan wondered if the board he was about to pry away from the window had been installed in 1852. He wondered if the board had been milled from a tree felled to clear the field out back.
Fuck it, he thought.
Alan tapped his pry bar under the molding. The bar dented the edge of the board and the old nails groaned. The nails popped free, sounding like firecrackers going off in the still air. He tugged the board and released it from the window. Alan ran his hand across the back of the wood. It was dark with age. At the edge where the pry bar had damaged the wood, he saw that the board was a thick chunk of maple�denser and harder and more expensive than anyone would use in new construction. Alan tossed it to the floor and started on the next board. It only took a few minutes to disassemble the window and remove the sashes. He measured the opening and smiled.
This is going to be easy.
Alan walked to the top of the narrow stairs.
I�ll set up the ladder and get the strapping up here. That way I can keep an eye on the driveway in case they come early. I wonder if I should bother to shim out the strapping to make it all flat.
Alan was lost in thought as he walked through the bedroom and found the top of the main stairs. He realized what he was doing�he was stretching this little project out forever to delay the process of evaluating his photos. He could have worked in a cold attic. Now that the insulation was up, it was certainly tight enough up there to spend an hour a day arranging his photos so he could choose which ones should go in the book.
I wonder if should get rid of the sash weights and fill that space with foam. I could always put latches on the windows, and foam would definitely reduce the airflow around that window.
Alan walked down the stairs, running his hand down the thick bannister. When he was almost to the landing, a scraping sound made him turn around. It was the sound of a cinderblock being pushed across a rough concrete floor. It was the sound of stone on stone, grinding across a thin layer of crushed dust.
Alan stopped.
The dress, he thought.
He saw a woman, standing on the stairs. She was about halfway up and had her hand on the bannister, where his had slid just seconds before. She wore the rose-colored dress. Alan�s tongue felt like dry sandpaper against his lips as he licked them. He closed his mouth. This time he could see her face. Liz looked a lot like her mom, Emily. Their face had the same perfect shape�their cheekbones and chin formed a beautiful triangle to frame a smile; their eyes were perfect almonds, crinkled at the corners with good cheer. Alan had studied the picture of Emily in the old hoop dress and noted how pretty Emily had been.
This was not Emily.
The woman above Alan on the stairs was old and sour. Her chin pointed at Alan, like an accusation. Her eyes were beady black sparks. When the woman on the stairs smiled, Alan felt his testicles tighten closer to his body and a chill run down his back. The woman, no more than seven feet from Alan, took her free hand and raised a pointed finger to her ear. The finger pushed aside the white curls of cobweb hair. The woman kept her eyes locked with Alan�s as the pointed finger moved to her mouth. She laid the dusty claw of a finger across her pale lips and shook her head slowly.
Alan�s voice was little more than a croak as he formed three words. �Who are you?�
The woman�s smile widened. She shook her head back and forth and kept that finger across her lips.
Alan stood, looking at the woman. Outside, he heard a car coming up the driveway. He couldn�t turn his gaze away from the woman on the stairs. She stopped shaking her head and removed her finger from her lips. She tapped each of her fingertips against her thumb, starting with the pinky, as if she was counting to four. After the index finger, she flared out all her fingers. Alan heard a dry snap as one of her knuckles popped. He saw all of this with his peripheral vision because his eyes were still locked on her beady black pupils.
Alan felt a trickle of sweat running down his side from his armpit.
With all his will, he managed to lift his foot towards the next step.
The woman slowly moved her hand towards Alan. As soon as he was close enough, he meant to grab her.
�Alan?� Bob�s voice called from the kitchen.
Alan opened his mouth. No sound came out.
He moved his other foot and took another step towards the ancient woman.
Footsteps were moving through the dining room. �Alan?�
His hand was up and moving towards her outstretched hand. Alan took another step.
The footsteps came down the hall.
Alan sprang at the woman. As his hand shot towards her, she leaned forward, reaching to meet his grasp. Her lips parted to reveal a rotted mess of jagged teeth. As his hand closed the distance, Alan�s eyes jumped to her hand. He saw the long fingernails at the end of her dry fingers. He wondered what her skin would feel like.
In the corner of his eye, he saw the movement of Bob coming down the hall.
His fingertip collided with the woman�s reaching hand.
She exploded into white flame. Alan�s arm jerked up to shield his eyes against the glare. He blinked at the afterimage burned into his retinas. He yelled a senseless syllable.
�What the?� Bob asked as he arrived at the foot of the stairs.
Alan fell back against the wall and came to a stop on the bottom step.
�What happened?� Bob asked. �Was there a fire? Something electrical?�
�What do you see?� Alan asked. The words tore from his throat. �What do you see?�
�Where?� Bob asked. �What�s happening?�
�On the stairs,� Alan asked. He blinked and rubbed at his eyes. Drool escaped the corner of his mouth and Alan wiped at it with the back of his hand.
Bob stepped up the first few treads. Alan reached out blindly and grabbed at Bob�s leg, stopping him from going too far.
�There�s smoke, or vapor,� Bob said. �I don�t know. I guess it�s just dust. What was that flash?�
�It was her.�
* * *
Bob helped Alan to one of the folding chairs in the shed and then handed him the wet paper towel. Alan pressed it to his eyes.
�My eyes itch,� Alan said.
�We should get you to the emergency room,� Bob said.
�No, it�s fine,� Alan said. �It�s just like I looked at the sun or something.�
�What made the flash?� Bob asked.
Alan told his friend of the vision. As he acted out the encounter, Alan reached forward and Bob took his hand.
�Alan, you�ve got blisters,� Bob said.
The tips of his fingers were puffing up with little circular dots.
�It�s going away,� Alan said, blinking. �Just little spots now. Christ, I hope the house isn�t on fire.�
�I don�t understand,� Bob said. �Was it the same woman, or not?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �I didn�t see her face the first time. Joe said it was Emily when he looked at the pictures of his grandmother, but he could have been fooled by the dress. It was definitely the same dress. Bob looked up at the attic window as Alan spoke.
�Tell me again what she motioned,� Bob said.
�She pointed at her ear, then she went like, shush, and then she counted�one, two, three, four. And at the end she splayed her fingers at my face, almost like she was throwing something. My blood sugar must have spiked from those damn pancakes or something. Maybe there�s something wrong with the syrup. Oh, jeez, I hope Joe isn�t hallucinating at school right now.�
�I�m sure he�s fine. And they have people who can help him if there is a problem.�
Alan dabbed at his eyes with the paper towel. He glanced around, blinking and testing his vision.
�Almost back,� he said.
�That is some really freaky shit,� Bob said. �What are you going to do?�
�What do you mean? About what?� Alan asked. He leaned over and rested his elbows on his knees and looked at the ground.
�About that crazy vision you just had on your stairs?�
�Oh. What�s to do? I just had a hallucination. Like you said�it was a crazy vision.�
�You�ve got to call somebody or something though, right? I mean there must be some kind of exorcists, or a priest, or some ghost hunters or something. Isn�t there that show on Saturday nights? Maine Ghost Hunters or something? What�s the name of that thing Zerolux something?�
�Those people are nuts, Bob. Either I had a vivid daydream or maybe an acid flashback. Big deal. One weird hallucination every forty years or so isn�t going to kill me.�
�Isn�t this the second time you�ve seen that lady on your stairs?�
�The first time doesn�t count. That was probably some weird reflection from the screen door that Joe and I just talked each other into seeing as a woman. Then when Liz showed us the pictures, we filled in the rest of the details. Today�I�m sure that today was just a weird waking dream or something. There�s a word for that, isn�t there?�
�I saw the flash too,� Bob said.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �That�s the thing I need to be worried about. If there�s some kinda buildup of static electricity or a faulty circuit or something, I need to figure it out. I�ll call the electrician who hooked up the generator. He can check out the wiring. I�m sure the Colonel has some less-than-legal wires stuffed in the walls. You know I read that electromagnetic fields can give people hallucinations. That would explain both things�the vision and the flash.�
�And your fingers?�
�Same thing,� Alan said. �Even more reason to believe it was electrical. Who ever heard of ghost blisters?�
Out on the road a truck rumbled to a stop and then chuffed as the brakes disengaged. It beeped as it began to back into the drive.
�Excellent, they�re early,� Alan said. �Here comes the delivery. Hey�thanks for coming over and helping me with this, by the way.�
�Yeah,� Bob said. He frowned. �No problem.�
* * *
�Got it?� Alan yelled.
�Yup,� Bob said. �Let go.�
The job got harder with each sheet. Alan went down the ladder quickly and grabbed the next panel of bead board. He balanced the long end on the rails and leaned into it as he walked up the rungs. They weren�t heavy, but they tipped easily and with each new sheet Alan lifted, he felt like he was pressing his luck too far. They only had two more to go.
The bright spots in his eyes were down to small pinpricks in his vision. His eyes were getting better with each passing hour.
�Ready?� Alan asked.
�Yes,� Bob said. �Okay.�
At the top of the ladder, Bob let Alan lead the way. They turned the sheet and then angled it to fit through the window. When Alan let go, Bob pulled it inside. Alan went back down for the last sheet. About halfway up the ladder, a breeze kicked up and rocked the panel in Alan�s grip. His foot slipped on the rung and his knee banged into the ladder. He made it up three more rungs before another breeze gusted even harder.
The panel began to overbalance. He let go and let it hit his torso as he gripped the ladder with both hands. He was ready to let the panel drop to the ground�it would be damaged, but self-preservation trumped his frugality. It was pinched against his wrists and the weight of the wind kept it pressed into his chest. Alan felt his grip slipping.
Suddenly, the weight was gone.
Alan looked up and saw Bob. He was leaning out the window and holding the panel in one hand.
�Damn, Bob, be careful,� Alan said. He found his balance again and took the weight of the panel.
�You looked like you needed help,� Bob said.
They wrangled the last piece through the window.
�I�ll meet you in the kitchen�I need something to drink,� Alan said.
�Sounds good.�
Alan scuffed the flattened grass with his foot on his way through the yard on his way inside. In the kitchen he turned towards the sink and was about to fill a glass when he heard Bob�s voice from down the hall.
�Hey, Alan?� Bob called.
�Yeah?�
�Come here, would you?�
�Okay,� Alan said. He filled his glass and took a sip as he walked.
Bob was standing on the stairs. He pointed down at one of the treads. The colonel had covered the old wooden steps with a carpet runner, secured at each interior corner and just under the lip of each tread with metal rods. The carpet was ugly, but still had years of wear left in it. It was low on Alan�s list to replace.
The staircase had fourteen steps. On the seventh, there were two footprints.
Not footprints, Alan thought. The opposite of footprints. I�ve seen something like that before.
Alan knelt down to touch the carpet runner. In the center of the step he saw the charcoal grey outline of two feet scorched into the fibers. He touched his middle finger to one. He rubbed the ash between this finger and thumb. Alan scraped at one of the outlines with his fingernail. He found clean carpet underneath.
�I think this will come up with some carpet cleaner,� Alan said.
�Wait, Alan, this is physical evidence of what you said you saw on the stairs. It was no electrical flash�no static discharge. Right? You can�t ignore this.�
�I was probably standing there when the flash happened,� Alan said.
�You weren�t. I saw you. You were several steps down from there,� Bob said. �Besides, these marks aren�t even the same size as your shoes. They�re much smaller. Come here, try to put your foot in one.�
�I�m just going to get the carpet cleaner,� Alan said. �I want to get this cleaned up before it gets tracked up and down the stairs.� He descended and headed down the hall for the closet. �You know,� he called over his shoulder, �those probably aren�t footprints at all. It could just be some weird ash from the flash. I�m lucky the whole house didn�t burn down.�
When Alan returned with his spray bottle, Bob was taking pictures with his phone. Alan waited for Bob to finish and then sprayed the carpet. The ash came up with some blotting.
�There,� Alan said. �Problem solved. Thanks again for your help today.�
�Yeah, no problem,� Bob said. �I should get back. I�ve got to finish some rework.�
�When does the inspector come back?�
�He said Friday or Monday.�
�That�s convenient,� Alan said.
�Yeah, isn�t it? I think they�re used to dealing with shut-ins. They expect that they can roll in any time and you�ll be there,� Bob said.
�I�ll swing by tomorrow,� Alan said. �I want to see how it�s coming.�
Bob nodded. He gave a wave as he headed out.
Alan dabbed at the carpet with some fresh paper towels and then backed away to inspect his work. The carpet was still wet. It was an old carpet anyway, and the sun only hit it at certain times of day. Chances were, nobody would notice a slight stain. He put away the cleaning supplies and then climbed back to the attic.
The room felt crisp and clean. The breeze still swept through the space from the gaping hole where the window used to be, and it brought the dry October air. Alan and Liz had lived in Virginia for long enough that Alan had forgotten that air could feel like this. Northern Virginia was a swamp, and it was always sticky with heavy air. Up here, you could take a deep breath and fill your lungs with cool luxury. Alan walked to the open hole and looked down at the driveway. There was still a matted spot on the lawn where the panels had been stacked. At least he was done with the ladder�he could put that away.
Alan turned and regarded his project.
He had a pile of strapping to install�those boards would give him a nailing substrate perfectly aligned with the panels. The panels were standing on edge, leaning against the rafters. Bob had sighted the undersides of the rafters and declared that no shimming would be required, which would save a lot of time.
�Okay,� Alan said. �I guess everything�s ready.�
He was excited to finish this step. Once he was done with the panels, he would start working on his photographs. No more procrastination. A fresh gust came through the window. Alan turned.
I suppose I really should button up this window again. There�s no sense in letting in birds or bats or whatever. Should I toss that chair down on the lawn before reinstall the window? No�I�ll want some place to sit while I deliberate over photos.
Alan glanced back at the chair. It was uncomfortable, but you didn�t want a comfy place to sit while you deliberated.
Comfort makes the mind wander, he thought. I guess I have to unscrew the chair from the floor eventually.
Alan smiled. He picked up the upper sash and fed the ropes over the pulleys. He tapped in a nail inside the sash-weight cavity. He tied the rope to the nail. Once he filled in the cavity with insulation, the window would be fixed in its position. He wanted a tight seal more than he wanted a working window�at least for the winter. Maybe next summer he would figure out a better arrangement. Alan worked quickly. He locked the sashes in place, stuffed the cavity until the wind stopped whistling through the gaps, and then began replacing the molding. He zoned out while he worked, barely noticing the wrenching sounds of screws pulling from wood. Alan reused the same nails�ancient spikes of metal with square heads. He wondered who had taken the time to make each nail by hand. When he aligned everything the way it had been, the nails drove easily into their old holes.
Each nail required only one solid hit to push it back into place.
BANG.
BANG.
Alan picked up a few of his finish nails to tighten up the boards.
BANG.
BANG.
He reassembled the window in reverse of the order in which he�d taken it apart.
BANG.
BANG.
Creak. Bump thump. Creak. Bump thump.
Alan set his hammer down. He turned away from the window slowly.
Creak. Bump thump. Creak. Bump thump.
He didn�t see anything. The chair was gone. He walked forward slowly. His head stayed pointed forward, but his eyes darted around, expecting a surprise. He still heard the noise.
Creak. Bump thump. Creak. Bump thump.
The sound was coming from the other side of the attic�the far window. Alan angled to the side to see around the standing sheets of paneling.
Creak. Bump thump. Creak. Bump thump.
The chair was back at its spot near the window. It still had Alan�s screws poking out from the bottom of the rockers. Those screws made the bumping sounds, and made the chair rock unevenly. Alan watched as it bump-thumped its way through two more full rocks. It came to a stop. He looked back at the center of the room, where the chair should be, and then down at it again. The chair remained still. In his head, the sound it made reverberated.
Alan picked up the chair by the arms and lifted it over the panels. He set it back down in the center of the attic. The screws bit into the floor. Alan lifted the chair again and slammed it down again and again until the screws aligned with the holes where it had once been fastened. One of the arms creaked as the wood accepted the abuse. Alan glared down at the window he had just reinstalled. He looked at the chair. Anger boiled up from his guts. He felt it making a fiery trail up his spine and into the back of his head. Alan made no effort to stop his rage. It filled his head with white heat.
Alan raised his foot, held it in the air for a second, and then thundered it down on the front edge of the seat. The old wood cracked. Alan repeated with another blow. This one broke the front of the seat in half and the arms of the chair were pulled inward, like the chair was trying to protect its vitals. Alan lifted the chair by its arms and slammed it down on its side. He kicked and beat at the wood, smashing the chair into pieces held together by the old caning of the back.
The window overlooking the dooryard wouldn�t open anymore�Alan had sealed it. He carried the remnants of the chair to the front window, opened the sash, and then threw the sticks to the front yard below. He slammed the window shut.
Rock now�I dare you, he thought.
Alan�s extension cord coming up from the bedroom had two things plugged in�a compressor for the nail gun, and a radio. He turned them both on. He got to work.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Bob's

OCTOBER 23

BOB�S HOUSE looked neat and tidy. The front yard was still mostly dirt, but all the leaves had been raked. Bob had trimmed the scraggly bushes to look symmetrical. A new front porch constructed with untreated two-by-sixes had a sturdy railing attached. These cosmetic changes were not permanent fixes. Bob wanted to influence the inspector by making the house look cared for. So far, the approach had not worked. As Bob had told Alan, his remodeling work had been rejected in several areas.
Alan got out of the Colonel�s old green truck and walked to the front door. He tried the new steps. They were solid. They wouldn�t hold up for more than a few years before the wood started to rot. They weren�t meant to.
Alan went back down and headed for the garage entrance. He let himself in.
�Hello?� Alan called. He heard the radio coming from the basement.
�Hey,� Bob called as Alan walked down the stairs. �How�s it going?�
�Good,� Alan said. �How�s this mess?�
�I don�t know,� Bob said. �I honestly don�t know. I thought I was following the code pretty specifically the first time. The inspector seemed to have all kinds of little exceptions and rules that aren�t documented anywhere. I�m starting to regret ever calling him in.�
Alan laughed.
�Who would know, right?� Bob asked.
�When you go to sell this place, you don�t want the buyer�s inspector finding all the issues,� Alan said.
�You�re right. Anyway, I�m about halfway done with the list. This power cable has to be moved about six inches and I�m just coming to accept that there�s not enough slack. I think I�m going to have to run new cable all the way to the breaker.�
�Can�t you just splice in another section. Maybe put in another junction box?�
�I don�t know. I think not. He said a lot of things. I�m starting to think that this whole thing is a racket. They don�t want to promote safety, they just want to line their pockets by making everyone adhere to arcane standards that it takes years and years to learn. If you try to jump in and do it yourself, they just make up new rules.�
�If that were true, then he wouldn�t have given you a list. Come on, let�s see what�s left,� Alan said.
Bob handed him the list and Alan tried to puzzle out what was written.
�Here,� Bob said, handing Alan a pair of pliers, �you can help me pull these wire staples.�
Bob pointed up to where the wire was mounted overhead between the naked joists. The men worked in silence for a few minutes, separating as their work took them in opposite directions.
Alan broke the silence. �So you wouldn�t believe what Joe wanted to talk to me about last night.�
�Oh yeah?� Bob asked.
�He�s doing a paper for English class. It has to be a scary topic so he wanted to do it on migrators.�
�On what?�
�Migrators�you know like Buster was talking about the other day? Some of the kids at school told him that migrators are around this time of year.�
Bob stopped working on the staple he was trying to remove. He walked over to where Alan was working.
�The kids don�t have any details. They just talk about them like generic boogeymen, you know? Anyway, I guess he overheard me telling Liz about Buster�s migrators, because last night he wanted to know the whole story.�
�What did you say?� Bob asked. Alan didn�t notice that Bob was now completely still, just staring at him.
�I told him some of the Buster stuff. I left out all the gruesome details of course, but I said that some people believe migrators collect remnants of spirits from the deceased. I told him that they were invisible and moved in the wind. I made up some pretty good stuff about how migrators are really made of vapor. I think Joe�s story is going to be pretty good,� Alan said.
Alan finished wrenching out the wire staple. He had bent the wire a bit, but the insulation wasn�t damaged. All in all, he thought he�d done a decent job. He looked down and saw Bob staring at him.
�What?� Alan asked.
�You didn�t see the paper today, did you?� Bob asked.
�Who reads the paper?�
Bob ran up the stairs. He came down a second later, flipping through the pages. He folded the paper and handed it to Alan.
Alan read the headline. It said �Kingston Man Found Mutilated in Home.�
�Oh shit,� Alan said, reading down the article. �It was Clyde?�
�Yeah,� Bob said. �He�s gone. Keep reading. They don�t say specifically, but they strongly suggest that he was missing his skin.�
�What? That�s terrible.�
�Terrible and familiar. Read the story and tell me it doesn�t sound like they found him just like he found his brother Hooker. It sounds exactly the same.�
�Oh, come on,� Alan said. �That�s impossible.�
�You only get the luxury of denial for so long, Alan.�
�What are you saying?� Alan asked.
�Buster told us about the migrators and he ended up dead, just like his brother. Now you�ve discussed migrators with your wife and son? I think maybe you should think about how you�re going to spend the next eight days.�
�You can�t be serious,� Alan said. �You�re an intelligent, rational person, Bob. You can�t seriously think that I should pack up my family and move out until the beginning of November just because of some crazy story that a local nut-job told us over noon whiskey.�
�Not just a story,� Bob said. �You and I saw the damn things. We saw the migrators and then we watched the deputy and game wardens cover up the whole thing. Now Buster is dead in the same way that he described. This is a little more than coincidence, and I think it�s better to be safe than sorry.�
�We don�t even know how Buster died,� Alan said. �It gives the reporter�s email here. We should email her and find out what she knows about the death. Or we could call the police and ask them.�
�I�m sure they won�t release those details.�
�Well we can just ask them to confirm whether or not his skin and muscle were removed.�
�Yup, and we�ll be in custody before the end of the day. You don�t want to be the one guy who knows exactly what killed a guy, especially when they�ve kept those details out of the paper,� Bob said.
�That�s true,� Alan said.
�Look, just take an impromptu vacation. Maybe go visit Virginia for a week. Can�t you do that?�
�I could,� Alan said. �But Liz would never leave her work. I�m sure Joe has a million assignments and tests and things. I couldn�t even suggest something like that to Liz.�
�Maybe you don�t have to go that far,� Bob said. �All the deaths happen along the path of these migrators, right? Buster�s house, the place they grew up, and your house are all pretty close to each other. Maybe you can just go stay down in Augusta for a week. You can drive Joe to school for a few days, right?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �Money�s pretty tight. What would I say to her? It�s just going to sound ridiculous.�
�Don�t mention anything paranormal then,� Bob said. �Just tell your wife that there�s a crazy person loose in the area. Or maybe a rabid animal. She�s going to hear about this story, right? And the cops don�t have any idea what happened. You just play it as the neighborhood isn�t safe right now. Then, on November first, you declare that the neighborhood is safe again.�
�I�m not sure. I�m terrible at lying to Liz.�

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Crisis

ALAN WAITED IN A long line of cars in front of the school. As he was finishing his late lunch, he�d received a mechanical-voiced phone call from the school�s notification system�after school activities were cancelled. He wondered how the mill-working parents were dealing with the change. Some kids were walking away from the school with backpacks slung over their shoulders, but it looked like the majority were standing on the concrete walk in front of the school.
Alan rolled up�he was next in line.
Come on, Joe. Let�s go. Christ�look at me. Six months away from the city and I can�t even wait ten minutes. I would lose my mind in bumper-to-bumper traffic now.
The school had strict rules on pickups and drop-offs. Alan respected the rules. Kids could only exit or enter a vehicle if it was pulled up next to where the curb was painted yellow. If not for the system, kids might be running all through the parking lot while parents tried to navigate around them. Alan pulled forward.
Joe appeared from the knot of kids. He ran up to the passenger�s window of the Toyota. Alan saw Pete Grasso�Joe�s friend�standing behind his son. Alan put his window down.
�Get in, Joe. You�re holding up the line,� Alan said.
�I told Pete he could come over. His mom�s at work still. Is it okay?� Joe asked.
�Does your mom know you�re coming over, Pete?� Alan asked, leaning forward to see around his son. Alan was surprised and happy. Joe had met Pete through one of Liz�s contacts�he was the nephew of a secretary at the firm. The boys had played together often during the summer, and Joe had spent the night at Pete�s house a few times, but Pete rarely came over to their house. Being trusted with Pete during this mini-crisis was like getting a wild squirrel to eat from your hand for the first time. The locals were skittish and wary of outsiders.
Pete nodded.
�Then get in,� Alan said. �Let�s go.�
The boys piled in the back seat.
�Thanks Mr. Harper,� Pete said.
�No problem, Pete,� Alan said. �Call your mom and tell her that you�re coming over to my house.�
�He already told her that he was going to probably come over,� Joe said.
�I know, but I want you to call her and tell her that you�re on your way. That way she�ll know for sure,� Alan said.
�Okay,� Pete said.
He listened as the boy left a message for his mom. Alan hadn�t thought of that�Pete�s mom probably wasn�t even reachable in the afternoon except when she was on break. The mill was an extraordinarily loud and busy place. Before Pete finished the message, Alan interrupted him. �Do you want to ask your mom if you can stay for dinner, Pete.�
Pete disconnected and didn�t relay the question.
�I can�t,� Pete said. �I have to go home when she gets out of work. Mom said so.�
�Okay,� Alan said. �So why was everything cancelled? Did they tell you? The phone message I got didn�t say.�
�They didn�t tell us for sure,� Joe said, �but all the kids said it was because of the killings.�
�What? What killings?� Alan asked. He took his eyes from the road�traffic leaving the school was creeping along�and looked in the mirror at his son. Joe didn�t look even slightly upset by the situation.
�They said some old guy who lived over past the dam was killed last night,� Joe said.
�Clyde Prescott,� Pete said.
Alan nodded.
�Yeah. And they found some animals killed the same way,� Joe said. �So they don�t know if its a murderer around or some wild animal.�
�They told you that? And cancelled after school activities?� Alan asked.
�Yeah, and they cancelled school tomorrow and Friday,� Joe said.
�Right,� Alan said. �Of course they did.�
Traffic slowed ahead as the car in front of them waited to make a left turn. The traffic heading towards the school made a wall of cars going the opposite direction. Unless the woman in front of them found some kind-hearted soul willing to pause, they would be waiting for a bit.
�No, seriously,� Joe said. �We have next week off, too.�
�Yeah, I know about the crazy vacation week next. I don�t understand it so close to Thanksgiving and everything, but whatever.�
�We always have Halloween week off, Mr. Harper. It�s because of the mill changeover. They send everyone home while they tear down the machines and switch out the stock,� Pete said.
�I heard all about it,� Alan said. �But I don�t understand why they don�t do that over Thanksgiving or something.�
�We get a half-day on Wednesday and then Thursday and Friday off for Thanksgiving,� Joe said.
�That�s right,� Pete said.
Alan nodded. He eyed the shoulder.
Kids can�t remember to brush their teeth, but they know the school calendar by heart for the next ten months. Maybe I can get around this left-turn lady. I can�t believe they close school for a suspicious death. There has to be more to the story.
There was a ditch. He could have done it in the Colonel�s truck, but the Toyota would probably get stuck.
�So you don�t have school again until when?� Alan asked.
�Until November fourth,� Joe said. He had a big smile. �That�s eleven days.�
Alan picked up his phone. The car was still stopped ahead of them. He texted, �Vacation?� to Liz and then threw the phone down as the car behind him honked. He looked up�the car had turned and the road was clear.
�What time do you need to be home, Pete?� Alan asked.
�Mom will pick me up,� Pete said. �She said so.�
�And do you know when?�
�I don�t know,� Pete said.
Probably takes twenty minutes to get from the mill to our house. She�ll probably be over by 4:30, Alan thought.
�If you boys promise to do your homework as soon as we get to the house, I�ll stop for ice cream on the way home,� Alan said. He couldn�t help himself�he was excited that Pete was finally going to spend some time at the house. He wanted to impress the boy. Pete had friends�kids he�d grown up with�Joe had acquaintances. Joe would probably call Pete his best friend, but Alan doubted that Pete would express the same sentiment.
�Dairy Bar is closed, Dad,� Joe said. �It closed three weeks ago.�
�We could stop at Christy�s then,� Alan said. �We could make our own ice cream sundaes.�
�And we don�t have any homework. We had a math assignment, but then the homeroom teacher said that we could wait and get the assignments when we come back. It�s like summer vacation,� Joe said.
Alan�s phone buzzed. He looked down and saw the reply from Liz. It said �Ur crazy.�
�What about a boat ride then? You boys want to go out in the boat?� Alan asked.
Alan looked in the mirror and saw his son looking at Pete.
�I�m not supposed to out in boats in October,� Pete said. �Dad said so.�
�Really?� Alan asked. He tried to keep his eyes on the road, but he couldn�t help notice the sad look that came over Pete�s face. �Why is that?�
�I don�t know,� Pete said. The boy looked out his window.
�I have an idea, Dad,� Joe said. �Can me and Pete go out back in the woods?�
Alan looked in the mirror. Pete looked over at Joe. He shook his head a tiny bit.
�I don�t think that�s a good idea this time of year,� Alan said. �Remember the hunters, Joe.�
�That�s right,� Joe said to Pete. �There�s hunters in the woods out behind our house.�
�Ours too,� Pete said.
�Dad said he was going to post it next year so they can�t hunt back there,� Joe said to Pete.
�I said I might,� Alan said. �But I don�t want to stop people from doing things that they�ve been doing for generations. We have to talk about it. Does your father hunt, Pete?�
�Yeah,� Pete said.
�What do you do for October vacation?�
�Nothing,� Pete said. �Dad�s out driving. Me and Mom just sit around the house mostly. Mom said she�s going to can the rest of the tomatoes and vegetables.�
�Do you have a big garden?�
�Nope,� Pete said.
�Back to the boat, Pete,� Alan said. �Do you go out on boats other times of the year?�
�Yeah,� Pete said. �We have a boat that we put in at Jenny�s landing. Dad takes me fishing.�
�But you don�t go out in October?�
�Nope.�
�Because of the hunters maybe?�
�I don�t know,� Pete said.
�Because the fishing is no good?�
Pete shrugged. Alan caught the end of the motion in the mirror.
�So, no reason then?� Alan asked.
�Dad says it�s dangerous. He said that you might run across something you don�t want to know about,� Pete said.
Before Alan could follow up on that answer, his son broke in.
�Hey, Dad, can me and Pete watch a movie until his mom comes?�
�Care to rephrase that, Joe?�
�Can Pete and I watch a movie?� Joe asked.
�Sure.�
* * *
Alan swept quickly into the driveway. The rain had just started to fall and he still had laundry out on the line.
�Dad!� Joe yelled from the back seat.
�Yes, Joe, what?� Alan asked.
�I was just going to ask�what�s on the front porch? Did you put out decorations? What happened to the pumpkins?�
�I don�t know, maybe the delivery guy left a package. I didn�t put anything out there,� Alan said.
He pulled into the barn.
When he stopped the car, he turned to Joe. �Go start your movie and I�ll bring popcorn in for you in a minute.�
�Okay,� Joe said.
The boys were off in a flash. Joe was running down the shed hall and Pete ran after him. Alan looked around the barn as he got out of the car. Maybe kids raised out here were different�if he were a kid visiting this house for the first time, he would have been fascinated to explore the barn. All Pete and Joe wanted to do was go watch a movie they�d already seen a dozen times.
The rain picked up as Alan walked through the shed. He grabbed a slicker from the hook and threw it over his head as the cold rain pelted him. The sheets were getting soaked. They looked wetter than they�d been when he�d pulled from the wash. So much for saving energy. Alan gathered them quickly, leaving the clips out on the line�he could fetch them later.
He was just pushing through the door to the warm kitchen when Joe ran back in.
�Dad!� Joe shouted. �There�s something on the porch.�
�Yeah, you said,� Alan said. �Is it a box? Bring it in if it�s going to get wet.�
�It�s not a box. Pete says it�s a bear cub,� Joe said.
�What?� Alan asked.
He dropped the sheets on top of the dryer and shucked his wet coat. Joe ran off. The boys were in the TV room. Alan walked down the hall and found the front door still wide open. The rain was beating against the storm door. Alan couldn�t see much through the streaked glass. He pushed open the door and the bottom of the metal frame scraped across the thing lying there.
Pete was wrong, Alan thought as he saw the flash of white there. Then, as his eyes took in the complete reality, he thought, oh no�he might be right.
The animal had nothing covering its bones. Its legs were splayed to the sides and its belly was down on the granite slab of the step. The puzzle pieces of its spine ran parallel to the front of the house and the ribs stuck out to the sides. Its naked skull rested on the rock and looked off towards the woods. The rain was washing red and brown stains away from the creature.
Alan pulled the storm door shut and then slammed the front door closed. He shot the bolt.
When he poked his head into the TV room, the boys were sitting on the floor and their eyes were glued to the screen.
�You boys stay here and watch your movie,� Alan said.
�Okay,� Joe said. His eyes didn�t leave the TV. They had advanced the movie to the big battle scene.
Alan closed the door. He picked up the phone. While it rang, he walked back to the rear door. He locked that as well.
�Hello?� Bob asked.
�Hey, Bob, it�s Alan.�
�What�s up?�
�I just found a animal on my porch. It doesn�t have skin or muscles or anything. It�s like the thing we saw in the marsh.�
�The purple thing?�
�No, the other thing. After the purple thing was gone? It might have been a bear cub at one point. It�s just chum now,� Alan said.
�Oh,� Bob said. �Have you seen the TV this afternoon?�
�No, I was picking up Joe from school. What�s going on?�
�They�ve found a number of mutilated animals. They didn�t come right out and say it, but I think they�re tying these mutilations to the same thing that got Buster. They had one deputy interviewed who said that people should stay indoors, but then they switched officers. Now they�re only showing the deputy we met. He said there�s nothing to worry about.�
�What should I do? Call the police?�
�Can�t hurt,� Bob said.
Alan walked to the window as he said goodbye and disconnected with Bob. The rain pelted the window. Outside, the light on the front of the barn came on. Alan found the deputy�s card held to the side of the refrigerator with a magnet. He considered the number and even had it typed into his phone when he changed his mind. The number for the game warden�s office was on a card right below. Alan dialed that number. After describing his problem to the man who answered the phone, he sat down at the kitchen table.
�Hey, Dad?� Joe asked.
Alan jumped.
�Are you making us popcorn?�
�Yes, Joe. Go back and watch your movie. I�ll be there in a second.�
�We had to switch to a DVD,� Joe said.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah, the internet went out and the cable went out. DVD is the only thing that works.�
�Okay. You have that movie on DVD, right? Just watch that.�
�That�s what we�re doing,� Joe said. He wandered back through the dining room.
Alan dragged the big pot out from the cabinet under the counter. He kept one eye on the window, while the corn popped. When it was ready, he yelled for Joe to come serve himself. Alan turned on the radio. The reception was never very good in the kitchen, but today it was dismal. He only heard a few snippets of audio between the bursts of static.
The phone rang.
�Hello?� Alan asked.
�Hey, babe,� Liz said.
�Where are you?�
�I�m stuck in traffic. Did you know that the road is closed?�
�Which road?�
�The Old Belgrade Road. I�m going to have to come back on Summerhaven, I guess.�
�Take it slow,� Alan said. �That road is curvy. Oh! I have to go. Someone is pulling in the driveway.�
A dark shape rolled to stop in the middle of the drive. Alan put on his wet slicker as he walked down the hall. He flipped on the hall lights and wrestled with the door to get it open. He waited in the shed. Through the driving rain, he saw a brown truck with an oval white decal on the driver�s door. Finally, a person emerged from the vehicle. The person wore a plastic poncho that came down to knee-level. The hat with the wide brim had a clear plastic shower cap on it to keep it dry.
�Hi,� Alan yelled over the sound of the rain.
The person didn�t reply. They approached at a fast walk.
From the gait and height, Alan decided it must be a man. He couldn�t see the person�s face and their shape was hidden by the poncho. Finally, the brim of the hat tilted back a little and Alan saw the man�s mustache.
�Mr. Harper?� a low voice asked.
Alan had to lean forward to hear him over the rain.
�Yeah. You�re the game warden?�
�Yes, I�m Rick Prescott. So what�s the issue?� Rick�s hands moved under his poncho. Water dripped from the man and formed a damp circle on the floor of the shed.
�Hi Rick. I found something on the porch. I think we met before�didn�t I meet you on the Mill Road?�
�Yes. Why don�t you show me what you found?�
�It�s an animal carcass. I�m a little worried about it,� Alan said, pointing. �It�s this way.�
He led the warden back out into the rain and they walked along the side of the house. Gallons of water were pouring from the metal roof. Alan had to swing wide around it to avoid the splashing cascades. He was relieved when they came around the front of the house and the thing was still on the porch. He�d imagined that the carcass would be gone.
�That�s it,� Alan yelled. A gust blew back his hood. He clamped it down with one hand and pointed with the other.
The warden approached and then knelt next to the porch. His poncho flared out as he crouched and he looked almost like a child wearing a big skirt. He seemed oblivious to the rain.
Alan moved to the side to see. He didn�t appear to be doing anything. The man was just crouched, with his arms resting on his knees, looking at the white bones and organs that were being drenched by the rain.
�What do you think?� Alan asked.
The game warden stood and waved to Alan. His poncho billowed behind him as he led the way up the drive at a brisk pace. Alan splashed through the soggy grass to keep up. The warden reached the back of his truck and lifted the back lid to the cap. It provided a tiny amount of shelter from the rain.
�I�ll bag this up and take it in for pathology, but I assume that it�s a cub that was attacked by a male,� the game warden said.
�A male what?� Alan asked.
�Black bear. The males will kill and eat the cubs.�
�But just the skin? Isn�t that a little weird?�
�They do the same thing with fish this time of year,� the game warden said. �The skin has the most fat, so they focus on that. They get the most energy from that.�
�Why would it leave it on my front porch?�
The game warden shrugged. He leaned under the cap of his truck and came out with a bag.
�I�ll be done in a few minutes. We�ll let you know if there�s anything to worry about. Black bears are pretty shy around people, but if you see one, make lots of noise and then get indoors as quick as you can.�
�Okay,� Alan said. �Do you think it�s safe? Should we go away until you catch this thing?�
The game warden shook out the bag and held it with one hand while he reached into the truck again. This time he brought out a pitchfork.
�We won�t bother to relocate a bear unless he�s a nuisance to residents. You give us a call if he turns up at your house again.�
�So you don�t think we should go away?�
�I�ll let you know if pathology turns up anything different,� the game warden said. He shut the cap lid and Alan got a face full of fresh rain. He held on to his hood again and watched the game warden walk back down the driveway. By the time Alan shook his jacket out in the shed and found his way back to the kitchen, the warden�s truck was backing down the driveway.
Alan was soaked from the waist down. His feet squished in his socks. He went back down the shed hall and locked the door again.
The boys were still sprawled on the floor in front of the TV. The popcorn bowl was on its side between them.
Alan climbed the stairs and pulled his shirt over his head. The bedroom was cold. He stripped down and shivered as he blotted his skin dry with a towel. The rain coming down on the metal roof made a lonely, hollow sound. In the distance, thunder rumbled. Alan tried the radio next to the bed. He found static there as well. Alan shut it off.
Alan dressed quickly. He hopped from one foot to the next to put on fresh socks, and then repeated the performance to put on his pants. He flicked on the lights�that helped to remove some of the gloom from the bedroom. The daylight coming through the big window was gray and heavy, like it was wet from the rain. Alan pulled on a sweatshirt. As his head popped through the hole, he opened his eyes to a gloomy room again. The lights were off.
Alan counted.
When he got to eleven seconds, he heard the generator fire up. A second later, the lights came back on. The light pulsed with the uneven power from the generator. Alan smiled.
�Dad!� Joe called from downstairs. �The video shut off.�
�Turn it on again. The generator is on,� Alan yelled.
He put his wet clothes in the bathtub and went back downstairs. Joe and Pete had started the video again.
�Don�t you guys get sick of watching the same thing over and over?� Alan asked.
The boys didn�t have a chance to answer. They heard a distant honk from outside. Alan walked through the door and then into the den.
�Pete, I think your mom is here,� he said.
Pete was already collecting his backpack and heading for the kitchen. Joe followed behind him.
�Message me if you want to do something next week,� Joe said as they walked.
Alan dug through the hall closet and found an umbrella. He opened it in the shed. Pete was already running through the rain to the car. Alan followed, approaching the driver�s door just as Pete was closing the passenger�s door behind himself. Alan waved at the glass. He could barely see Pete�s mom as the interior light in the car went out. She didn�t turn to him or wave back. The car started rolling backwards.
�Hey,� Alan called. �Hey.�
He stood and watched the car back down the driveway. When it got to the road the car turned and jerked to a stop. It accelerated away quickly.
That�s goddam rude, Alan thought. He retreated to the shed. I�m fucking wet again.
In the kitchen, Joe was sitting at the table.
�What happened to your movie?� Alan asked. He sat down and took off his shoes. He threw them on the tray next to his other wet shoes.
�I�ve seen it,� Joe said. �How long does the generator last?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said. His socks were dry. He removed his jeans and threw them in the dryer. �Depends on how much electricity we use. Days though, at least. I have to change the oil every other day if it�s running continuously.�
Joe looked like he was going to ask something else, but instead he cocked his head.
�What?� Alan asked.
�Don�t you hear that?� Joe asked.
�All I hear is the rain. That metal roof makes so��
Joe shushed him and held his hand up. Alan walked into the dining room and listened.
�I don�t hear anything,� Alan said, but as he finished the statement, he did hear something. It sounded like�
�Is there someone upstairs?� Joe asked. Alan looked back at his son. The boy looked terrified.
What am I supposed to do? Send him outside where there might be a bear lurking around?
�Stay right here, Joe. Don�t move,� Alan said. He moved to the hall and reached to the back of the closet. His hand came back with a broom.
It will have to do.
�Don�t go,� Joe said from the kitchen.
�Just stay there,� Alan said. He hunched down and walked sideways so he could look up towards the stairs as he moved down the hall. Footsteps creaked on the floorboards overheard. A deep voice murmured up there, paused, and then repeated the unintelligible syllables.
�Who�s up there?� Alan called. He thought about how he�d left the boys inside, unattended while he went out and talked to that game warden. Anything could have happened. �I�m coming up. Identify yourself.�
A door rattled shut with a bang. Alan began climbing the steps. He held the broom upside down, with the stick out in front.
�Come on out,� Alan said. His voice echoed in the stairway.
�Dad?� Joe asked.
�Go back to the kitchen, Joe,� Alan whispered. He was halfway up the stairs. He could see the door to the master bedroom and the door to the guest room. Both were closed. Alan reached the top of the stairs and turned towards the master bedroom door. At his back, the hall led to Joe�s room and the guest bath.
I heard a door shut, he thought. The intruder must be behind one these closed doors. What if there�s more than one?
Alan reached forward with the broom handle and tapped on the door to the master bedroom.
�Come on out,� he said. He tried to make his voice sound calm and authoritative. He heard another murmur. It was indistinct. He couldn�t pinpoint which direction it was coming from. Alan braced the broom handle against the door and gave it a good shove. The weird ball-latch popped in and the door swung inwards. Alan sidestepped through the door and turned on the light. Rain pounded against the window�it was coming down nearly sideways now. The lightbulb buzzed and pulsed. He pushed the door with his broom and checked behind it. Next, Alan got on his knees and used the broom handle to lift the bed skirt�nothing but dust under there. He checked the bathroom and closet. Alan stood in front of the little hatch that led to the steep attic stairs.
He heard heavy feet pounding down the stairs�not the attic stairs, the stairs down the first floor where Joe was. Alan dropped the broom and ran. He tore through the bedroom and ran down the stairs.
�DAD!� Joe screamed.
�I�m coming,� Alan yelled. He rounded the newel post and pulled himself down the hall. His socks slipped on the wooden threshold to the dining room and he stumbled, catching himself as he came into the kitchen. Joe wasn�t there.
�Joe?� Alan asked. The dryer stopped and buzzed. �Joe?�
He heard his son�s whimper. The boy was under the table.
Alan pulled out a chair. Joe cringed.
�What are you doing under there?�
Joe didn�t answer. A car came up the drive. Alan saw the barn door go up and Liz�s car pull in.
* * *
In the shed, Liz banged on the entry door.
�Come out from there, Joe,� Alan said. He crouched next to the table and held out a hand for his son. Joe took his hand. �Are you okay?�
They held hands and walked down the hall to open the door. Liz was on the other side, soaked.
�Thank you,� she said. �I thought I was going to have to break a window. What happened to you two?�
�My pants are in the dryer,� Alan said. �Joe had a scare.� He let go of his son�s hand. Joe ran forward and hugged his mother. �Why don�t you guys go get in the car and lock the doors. I�ll look through the house.�
�What? Why?� Liz asked.
�We heard something,� Joe said.
�There might be someone in there,� Alan said.
�We stay together. Strength in numbers,� Liz said. She closed the door behind herself. Alan reached forward and locked it.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �I�d rather not have us all at risk.�
�Too bad,� Liz said. �If something happens, then at least we�ll all be together.�
Alan thought about it for a second and took a deep breath. �You�re right. In fact, let�s just get out of here. Let�s go find a hotel. We can call the police and have them check the place out.�
Liz nodded. �We might have a small wrinkle. The road is washed out completely on the south side, and it�s flooded up near the dump to the north. I had to drive through several inches to get here and they were putting up roadblocks as I was doing it. We�d have better luck in the boat.�
�You�re kidding me,� Alan said. �We�re flooded in?�
Liz shrugged. �I�ve heard of it happening in the spring. It doesn�t happen often, but when we get a lot of water at once��
�Okay, fine,� Alan said. �Let�s just call the police and wait. Stick together.�
Alan led the way towards the kitchen. He ducked into the shop, grabbed a hammer, and then closed the door behind him. Alan pushed open the door to the kitchen with his foot. He looked around and the ushered his family in. Joe had his eyes glued on the doorway leading from the hall to the dining room. Liz took Joe�s hand.
�Land line is out,� Alan said, setting down the handset. �I guess a tree took down a pole and killed both the power and phone.�
He picked up his cell.
�No signal,� Alan said.
�I�ll call,� Liz said. She fiddled with her phone for several seconds and then slammed it down on the table. �Damn it.�
�We�ll go to a neighbor�s house,� Alan said. He opened the dryer and pulled out his pants.
�Yeah? Which one?� Liz said. �Maybe you haven�t noticed, but this road is not very densely populated and we aren�t very popular with the folks who do live nearby. We might have a better rapport with the intruder. Speaking of which�did you get a look at this guy?�
�No,� Alan said. �We just heard him.�
�You heard footsteps from the bedrooms and then heard someone run down the stairs?� Liz asked.
Joe nodded. Alan didn�t respond.
Relief spread across Liz�s face. �Honey, I told you, that�s what the ghost does. Don�t you remember I told you that the Colonel used to tell the story about the first time he heard someone walking around up there? He almost shot out the mirror in the bedroom. Everybody has heard that ghost, that�s why I was so careful to tell you about it.�
�You know I don�t believe in that stuff,� Alan said.
�The ghost doesn�t care if you believe in it or not,� Liz said. �The Colonel was the most skeptical man in the world. Even he eventually accepted the sounds in this house. It�s okay�they don�t hurt anything. Come on, let�s check out the place from top to bottom and make sure nothing is here. All the doors are locked, right?�
�Yes,� Alan said. He was shaking his head, rejecting his wife�s assertion.
�We stick together, start at the top and work our way down,� Liz said. �We�ll close all the doors along the way.�
She tugged at Joe�s hand. Joe used his other arm to hug himself.
�Come on, boys,� she said. �Let�s find out what�s going on around here.�
�It could be dangerous, Liz,� Alan said.
�I understand,� Liz said. �And it could be nothing. Grab your hammer and let�s go.�
�Fine.�
Alan led the way. He flipped on the lights to the dining room and crossed through to the hall. Joe leaned down to look under the table before they approached. Alan paused at the hall. He shot a hand forward and locked the door to the cellar. It was a flimsy old bolt�it looked like it could be snapped with a hard shove.
�Hand me the chair,� Alan said.
�That�s my grandmother�s good Windsor chair,� Liz said.
�Fine, then another one,� Alan said. Liz brought one of the dining room chairs. Alan pushed it under the handle of the door to the cellar.
Alan opened the door to the coat closet and shoved aside the coats and made sure he could see the back of the closet. He nodded to Liz and Joe. They followed him down the hall to the stairs. Alan held his breath as he turned to look up the stairs. He braced himself. They saw nothing. Before they climbed, Alan verified that the front door was shut soundly and locked. He put a finger to his lips and crept up the steps. Liz and Joe followed close.
Upstairs, only the door to the master bedroom was open.
The broom was lying on the floor with the handle disappearing under the bed skirt. Alan knelt next to the broom and snatched it back, almost expecting something under the bed to offer resistance. He lifted the skirt and saw nothing. With a gesture, he asked Liz to close the door and turned his attention to the bathroom. Alan didn�t take any chances. He checked all the cabinets and slid open the glass door to look in the tub. Joe was focused on the door that led to the walk-in closet. Alan closed the door to the bathroom.
�Attic?� Alan whispered.
Liz nodded. Alan felt his heart pounding in his chest as he opened the door to the closet. The hanging garments looked like they could all be crouching evildoers, ready to pounce. Alan stood, waiting for movement with the broom in one hand and the hammer in his other. Liz reached forward and pulled the chain to light the room.
Joe gasped.
Alan and Liz looked at their son.
Joe shrugged. �Sorry. I thought I saw something.�
A smile touched the corner of Liz�s mouth.
Alan pulled the panel from the small door to the attic.
�Let me go first,� Liz said.
Alan shook his head.
�If there�s really someone in the house, they�re not going to know about this door to the attic,� Liz said. �They would be coming from behind us. I�ll go first and you�ll come last, in case there really is someone.�
Alan took a breath and considered her logic.
She�s right, he thought. Except� He didn�t allow his mind to complete the thought.
�Okay,� Alan said.
Liz pushed back her hair and crouched in front of the little door.
�Wait,� Alan said. �Hand me that extension cord.�
Liz reached in and came back with the thick orange cable. She gave it to Alan and he stretched it out to reach the outlet. When he plugged it in, Joe jumped. Upstairs, the compressor for the nail gun buzzed to life. When it finished recharging its canister, the compressor shut off and they heard the distant static from the radio. It was barely audible over the sound of rain thumping against the metal roof.
Liz nodded at Alan and pulled herself through the hatch. After her feet moved, Joe followed. Alan watched his son�s feet turn towards the stairs and then wait. They heard the radio click off.
From above, Liz said, �Oh, no.�
�What?� Alan asked. �Joe, move. Move!�
He pulled himself through and rushed Joe up the narrow steps.
�What is it?� Alan called. His head rose above the level of the floor and he saw Liz standing over near the front window�the rocking-chair window. �What?�
�There�s a little leak,� Liz said.
�Oh,� Alan said. �You scared the shit out of me.�
�I like what you�ve done up here. It�s starting to look nice,� Liz said. �Really cleans�� She stopped because of the noise. They all heard it. It sounded like a muffled conversation at the bottom of the attic stairs.
Alan waved his family together. �This room is empty�everyone agree?�
Liz and Joe nodded.
�Okay. Let�s work our way down. I�m first,� Alan said.
He led them down the stairs. The murmuring voices seemed to keep their distance as the family traveled down the stairs. They never seemed to get any closer. When the three got to the closet, the voices faded away. Alan re-checked the closet and then the bathroom. The master bedroom was empty as well, and the door was still shut. Alan ushered everyone back in the hall. He turned off the lights in the bedroom. The rain beat at the bay window. Alan shut the door. He positioned Joe�s back to the door.
�You yell if you see or hear anything, okay?� Alan asked.
Joe nodded.
�We�re just going to check out this room,� Alan said. He pointed at the guest room.
Aside from the furniture, the guest room was the mirror of Joe�s. It had enough space for two single beds, dressers, and a closet that held a bigger bureau. Alan checked it quickly while Liz stood in the doorway. They exchanged a nod and then turned out the lights and shut that door.
�Okay, this side is clear,� Alan said. �Liz, I want you to guard the top of the steps while Joe and I check his room and the guest bath.�
When they returned, Liz circled her thumb and index finger�everything was okay. The family stood at the top of the steps.
�Keep going?� Liz asked.
Alan nodded. �They must be downstairs.�
Alan gave the broom to Liz and they all joined hands. Alan went first, Joe was in the middle, and Liz brought up the rear. Alan held the hammer out in front of them to ward off whatever they might face. They made quick work of checking the den and TV room, shutting the all the doors behind themselves. Outside, the rain came in bursts and spatters. The wind picked up and whistled and rumbled against the side of the house.
They were halfway down the hall next to the stairs when the front door flew open. It banged against its stop. Alan whirled and put his arms back, protecting his family. The storm door was bent back on its hinges and the heavy wooden door rattled with each gust. The noise of the generator added to the din of the storm.
�What is that?� Liz yelled over the shriek of the wind. She was pointing at the knocker. From it was hung the bear carcass that Alan had found on the porch. Alan pulled away from Liz�s grip. He leaned into the wind and gripped the heavy door. He slammed it shut against another burst of wind.
�Alan, what was that thing?� Liz asked.
�Come help me, Liz,� he said.
The latch on the door wasn�t catching right. Alan pressed his back against the wood to hold it shut. The wood floor was slick with rain. Liz ran over and added her weight to the door.
�Joe, give me a hand,� Alan said. He opened the door to the den and led his son through. Together, they lifted a small filing cabinet and walked it back into the hall. �Move, babe,� Alan said to Liz. He turned the cabinet sideways, wedging it between the door and stairs. It held the big door shut.
�Come on,� Alan said. He led his family through the rest of the first floor at a frantic pace. They checked every closet and behind the furniture. They ended their sweep of the first floor at the door.
�See?� Liz asked. �It was either a ghost or they got away when we weren�t looking.�
�They couldn�t have gone through this door,� Alan said. �You have to unlock it to open it, even from the inside.�
�Then through the front door,� Liz said. �Maybe that�s why it blew open.�
Joe looked hopeful at Liz�s suggestion.
�You can hear that door close all over the house, Liz,� Alan said. �It would be easier to sneak out by crashing through a window.�
�So it was a ghost, or the wind,� Liz said. �Whatever it was, the house is empty. We just checked.�
Alan considered this for a moment.
�The cellar,� he said. �What if we just locked the intruder in the cellar.�
�Then let him rot there,� Liz said.
�The gas lines go through there. The oil tanks are down there. Electrical, phone, cable, everything goes through that space. We�ll be at his mercy if he decides to mess with any of it.�
Liz sighed. She pulled Alan a few feet away from their son and whispered to him.
�Alan, I don�t like going down in that cellar. We�ve got it locked. Isn�t that enough?� Liz asked.
�No,� Alan said. �I don�t like the idea that we don�t know if anyone�s down there, and I want to check to make sure the bulkhead is locked from the inside.�
�Fine,� Liz said. �But you�re going first and you�re going to make sure there are no snakes.�
Alan nodded. He opened the door to the shop and pulled three flashlights from the shelf. They were old and the beams were weak and yellow. He handed one to Liz and one to Joe.
�It will only take a minute,� Alan said.
They walked in silence to the cellar door. Joe twisted the head of his flashlight, trying to focus the beam. Alan pulled the chair to the side, unlocked the bolt, and put his hand on the knob. He held his flashlight out and had the hammer tucked under his arm. He glanced at both Liz and Joe. They nodded back. Alan pulled open the door. The stairway to the cellar was a dark hole cut into the center of the house. A metal conduit ran up the left wall and ended at a circular metal box with a switch mounted on the faceplate. Alan flipped the switch. Down in the cellar, a couple of bulbs throbbed with the generator�s power.
A few feet down, the plaster on the walls ended and they could see the bare lath covering the studs. Alan took his first step down. The worn board sagged under his weight.
Liz grabbed Alan�s arm.
�Look between the steps,� she whispered.
Alan shot her a questioning look.
Liz pointed. The stairs had no risers�they were open to the back. She wanted Alan to hunch over to be sure no hand�or perhaps snake�was going to come through the back of the stairs and grab his ankle.
�Okay,� Alan said.
He crouched and looked between the steps as he descended. The bulbs left deep shadows in the corners of the cellar. Alan pointed his weak beam towards possible hiding places. He waved to Liz and Joe to follow him. Enormous granite blocks defined the walls of the cellar. They had been dragged by �ox strength and ignorance,� as the Colonel said, eleven miles from the quarry. The floor was crushed stone. Overhead, the big beams that held up the floor were criss-crossed with wires and pipes. They provided a sturdy scaffolding for the spiderwebs and dust.
Alan�s family formed a tight knot at the bottom of the stairs. The stone walls masked the sound of the storm, but the generator�s hum buzzed through the air.
Even with its primitive materials, the cellar felt orderly. It held little more than the electrical panel, furnace, water heater, and oil tank.
Alan headed for the first corner. Their feet crunched across the gravel. As they passed beyond the naked lightbulb hanging from a joist, their shadows darkened the corner even more. Alan squeezed his flashlight, as if that might coax more light from the old batteries.
�How long since you�ve been down here?� Liz asked, her voice hushed with fear.
�A few weeks,� Alan said. �When we had the generator installed. Why?�
�I don�t know,� Liz said. Her light darted around the cellar. She had dropped her broom upstairs and her free hand was clamped to Alan�s shoulder. Her fingers dug into his muscles.
Alan raised his voice. �If you�re down here, you might as well come out.� He maneuvered over to the oil tank and cast his light behind it. There were few places to hide in the cellar, and this was the most obvious. Liz squeezed his shoulder even harder.
�Liz, you�re killing me,� Alan said.
�I�m sorry. It�s just�there used to be a big snake that lived under there. I saw it one time when the oil man was here.�
�You told me,� Alan said. �And it was thirty years ago. You also said that the oil guy killed the snake with his shovel.�
�He did,� she whispered. �But what if that snake had babies.�
�Then I�m sure they�re long dead too,� Alan said. �I put out mouse poison. If the snake eats a poisoned mouse, it will die too.�
�Can we go upstairs now?� Liz asked.
�I want to check behind the furnace and water heater.�
�What could hide behind there?� Liz asked.
�Nothing, if we check,� Alan said.
Liz kept her hand on Alan�s shoulder. He could feel his son pressed against his hip, keeping pace as they shuffled towards the appliances. All was clear behind the furnace and water heater. They pointed all three of their lights into the dark space and saw nothing but the cement pad that the machines were mounted on. Alan turned back towards the stairs. Outside, the wind picked up and they heard it howling through the cracks between the foundation stones. The house above them creaked and moaned.
�Dad?� Joe asked.
They stopped.
�Yes?� Alan asked.
�There�s something in the rocks?�
�Are you asking, or did you see something?� Alan asked.
�I think I saw something,� Joe said.
�Where?� Alan asked. He was looking where his son�s flashlight pointed, but there was nothing there. It was just an oval of the gravel floor, lit up by Joe�s weak beam. �Joe, I don�t see anything.� Alan started to move forward again, but Liz�s hand on his shoulder pulled him back.
�No, Alan, he�s right,� Liz said. �I see it too.�
�Some animal or something?� Alan asked. His question trailed off. The thing on the floor shifted towards them. It still looked like the gravel floor of the cellar, but somehow the gravel felt like it got closer.
�What the hell?� Alan whispered.
�Alan!� Liz exclaimed. She tugged at his shoulder. He turned to see her beam pointing towards the wooden steps. The shadow under the bottom stair was sliding. The oily darkness moved to the right and then stopped. Liz�s light was able to chase away all the shadows except that one. Her beam disappeared into that puddle of darkness.
�It�s coming closer, Dad,� Joe said.
�Just calm down, Joe. Maybe our eyes are playing tricks on us. Maybe it�s the�� Alan started.
He jerked his foot back. His big toe felt like it had been stung by a wasp, repeatedly injecting hot fire under the nail.
�Come on,� Alan said. He coughed out the words. Alan dropped his hammer and grabbed Joe�s arm.
Alan bolted for the stairs. Liz cried out as she lost her grip on Alan�s shoulder. He heard her scrambling to keep up. Joe got to the stairs first and pulled himself up over the side. Alan turned to pull Liz ahead. His grip on his wife�s arm switched from pulling her to leaning on her as his toe hit the floor. A new wave of hot pain flared and Alan�s leg buckled. Liz supported his weight and they lunged for the stairs.
The shadow under the bottom step flattened. Alan saw the movement and heard the clatter of gravel.
Liz made the stairs. She pulled herself up the first few steps and Joe reached down to help her. Alan leaped over the shadow. It was stretching towards his feet. The lightbulbs exploded. After the flash, Alan�s light carved a sweeping beam through the cellar.
Joe screamed.
Alan got his injured foot up over the side of the stairs, and Liz and Joe reached for his hand. As he pushed up, fresh pain shot up from his trailing leg. Something was tugging him back down. Liz caught his hand. Joe grabbed around his wrist. Alan pulled on both of them and pushed up with the foot planted on the stairs, but the thing clutching his other leg was like an anchor.
Alan swung back with his flashlight.
As the beam cut across the cellar, Alan saw a dozen faceless dark shapes. They were closing on his position. The flashlight connected with something and the impact broke Alan�s grip on the metal. The flashlight bounced from his hand and flipped as it fell away. The light flickered and then extinguished. Alan felt the grip on his leg soften and he pulled with all his force.
Liz and Joe pulled. The family clawed their way up the steps. They fell through the doorway to the hall and Alan spun on his knees. He slammed the door behind them and shot the bolt. He dragged the chair over to the door and jammed it savagely under the handle. The wooden legs creaked as Alan slapped it into place with his palms.
The overhead light flared and then winked out.
Liz and Joe were on their feet. They turned and helped Alan up.
�We have to leave,� Joe said.
�Alan, your foot,� Liz said.
�Forget it. Joe�s right.�
They moved fast. Alan brought up the rear and tried to ignore the pain in his foot. Each time he tried to push off with the bad foot, the leg wanted to buckle under his weight. The other leg wasn�t much better. He felt a burn where the thing had been pulling him down, and when he brought the leg forward, he felt new pain.
Joe and Liz led the way down the shed hall. Joe stopped at the locked door. He couldn�t turn the handle. Alan�s arm shot between Joe and Liz and he unlocked it. Alan heard a snap from behind them and he turned to see the kitchen lights snuff out. The darkness was following them.
They ran down the long shed. The shed door was banging against the side of the building. The rain was blowing through the opening. Joe and Liz pulled away as Alan limped after. He finally turned the corner and saw his wife pulling open the door of her little BMW.
�Liz�farm truck,� Alan shouted.
She nodded and ran for the big green truck. Joe followed. They piled through the passenger�s door as Alan pulled himself up into the driver�s seat. He gunned the engine as he turned the key. The giant truck roared to life. Liz pressed the button to open the barn door and spun to watch its slow ascent. Joe locked his door.
Alan mashed in the clutch with a foot that felt both numb and on fire. He jerked the shift lever over to reverse and started the truck rolling. The lights in the shed went dark.
�Come on,� Liz said.
The door wasn�t high enough, but Alan popped the clutch anyway. The truck lurched on the dirt floor of the barn and sped towards the opening. The top of the cab clipped the barn door and they burst out into the evening. Rain, wind, and blowing leaves hit the windows from all sides. Alan jerked the front end of the truck around and they paused in the dark. They saw no lights on in the house. Alan flipped on the truck�s headlights and the shadows fled. He jammed the truck into first gear. It bucked and protested as Alan fed it too much gas. Finally, the wheels spun and the truck darted down the drive.
Joe was pressed against his window. Liz looked out the back. Alan followed the path of the headlights and swung them right on the road. Liz had said the road was flooded to the north, but he intended to challenge that assertion.
* * *
The windshield wipers slapped back and forth. The high beams showed a foamy brown river cutting through the middle of the road.
�This was just a few inches of water when I came through,� Liz said.
�Well, it�s a washout now,� Alan said.
The truck will never make it. A tank would never make it.
�Can�t we go around, Dad?� Joe asked.
�There is no around. There�s the Broken Bridge Road, and our road,� Alan said.
�We have to try the neighbors then,� Liz said.
Alan put the truck into reverse and pulled away from the flood. As the headlights swept across the side of the road he saw the barricades. The water had taken them downstream. �None of the neighbors had lights on, and I don�t know what we�d find if we went there. Whatever is in our cellar might be in their houses as well.�
�What do we do then? We can�t go home,� Liz said.
�I�ve got an idea,� Alan said.
He didn�t slow as they passed their house. Liz watched the white house go by in the darkness. Down the road, Alan turned on the old forest road that led out back to the pine trees. The truck bounced and whined and tore at the muddy tracks. Joe�s seatbelt held him down. Liz grabbed at the seat and tried to keep herself from banging off the ceiling. Lightning flashed, lighting up the clouds overhead.
The muddy road ended.
�What�s your plan?� Liz asked.
�We hike across the marsh to Bob�s. He�s up the hill from all the flooding. We can borrow his car.�
�What if he�s not home? What if we can�t get there in the dark?�
�I think I can find it,� Alan said. �And even if he�s not home, at least his house isn�t on the path of those things.�
�How do you know?� Liz asked. �What were they?�
�They were� I don�t think we should talk about it,� Alan said. �If we can�t make it to Bob�s house, then we can come back to the truck.�
�Let me see your foot first,� Liz said. He flipped on the interior lights and pulled his foot out from under the dash. �Alan, you can�t walk on that.�
Normally, he�d be inclined to agree. His right leg was bad enough. His jeans were torn and his calf muscle had a cut that spiraled down from his knee down to his ankle. The skin was split and the gash was nearly a half-inch wide. His other foot hurt more. On his left foot, the toes of his shoe were gone. The leather and rubber was severed clean to reveal four naked toes. His big toe was only half there. Just beyond the knuckle, where the nail started, the toe was gone and angry red flesh surrounded the exposed bone. It was a constantly burning fire at the end of his foot.
�We don�t have a choice.�
�Yes we do. We can stay here and ride out the storm. It�s cramped, but it�s dry.�
The interior light dimmed and then came back on.
�We have to go,� Alan said. �They might be coming for us.�
He turned off the interior light and pulled the key. The lights came back on briefly as they exited. When they closed the doors, they were in the dark. It took Alan�s eyes a second to adjust. The rain had slowed, but the wind picked up even stronger. It tossed the trees, and pelted the trio with sticks and leaves. They had a short distance to cover between the rows of pines. Alan dragged his left foot behind him. Joe took the lead. From all their brush clearing over the summer, Joe knew the woods almost as well as Alan.
The clouds above flashed again with lightning. No thunder followed.
Alan focused on the ground, trying to find a clear path. He glanced up frequently to keep tabs on the progress of Joe and Liz. With the next flash, he saw Joe at the end of the pines, waiting near where the stand ended and the snowmobile trail cut through their property. Alan saw Liz pull out her phone and check for signal. She stuffed it back in her pocket.
A gust of wind hit Alan in the back, driving him to his knees. He clawed at the pine needles, pulling himself forward and trying to find his feet again. Liz caught up with Joe and the two hugged each other tight and endured the gale. Alan clenched his teeth against the waves of pain radiating up his legs as he stood. He limped over and joined Liz and Joe.
Behind them, off in the distance in the direction of the truck, they heard a slow creaking pop. It built to a crescendo of snapping limbs as a tree came down. Wind whipped down the row of trees, hitting the family and making them shield their faces from the blowing debris.
Alan pushed them ahead. There was a small bank that led down to the trail. Joe went first. Liz propped herself under Alan�s arm and helped him down the bank. His injured foot seemed to hit every rock and weed down the slope and their descent turned into a barely-controlled fall. When they arrived at the trail, Joe ran ahead. Liz helped Alan take some of the weight off of his bad foot.
The trail ran down the gentle slope of the hill into the marsh. The scrubby weeds along the sides of the trail had lost their leaves and the grass was dried out since the last time Alan had walked the path. A small stream of runoff followed them down the hill. Another tree crashed to ground behind them.
The clouds collected the moonlight and starlight and distributed it into an even glow across the sky. Down at the edge of the marsh, Alan could see the rough outline of the trees against the horizon and he could sense, rather than see, the trail ahead. The grass under their feet squished with each step. Alan�s ravaged shoe filled with water. The cold brought some relief from the pain. Joe kept his lead, staying a few paces ahead of his parents.
They caught up with him about halfway across the marsh.
�What�s wrong, Joe?� Liz asked.
Joe didn�t answer�he pointed down the trail. Alan heard Liz gasp. It was a tiny sound under the noise of the wind. Her arm, looped under his and propping him up, tensed as she saw. It took Alan a few more seconds for his eyes to draw in the dim light. Several paces away, a line of hunched shapes moved across the trail. They appeared from the tall grass to the left and disappeared into the grass on the right. They were spaced evenly and marched in lockstep. Alan felt a shiver run down his back. There was something unnatural about the way the things moved. The long legs and short arms moved in a sweeping, organic rhythm, but they were too synchronized. They moved like one organism, like a centipede.
The last figure moved across the trail and its shape became a blur in the tall grass.
Joe was still paralyzed.
Alan leaned forward and whispered, �Go, Joe. Quickly.�
Alan clamped his teeth again and willed his feet into motion. They shuffled across the place where the dark figures had crossed their path. Alan kept his eyes glued on the tall grass beside the trail. Joe stayed close across the rest of the marsh. He came to a stop again when the grass underfoot was submerged in water. They�d reached the edge of the beaver pond, which had flooded the marsh.
�Keep going until that tree if you can,� Alan said. �We�ll get wet, but the beaver dam is just past there.�
They sloshed through the water. It was ankle-deep and then rose as high as their knees by the time they got to the tree. The water rushing over the banks of the pond was louder than the shrieking wind.
Alan went first. He inched along through the flowing water, holding his arms out to keep his balance. The water tugged at his feet as he felt for the right direction. Joe reached out and took his hand. It helped him balance. The three formed a chain, sidestepping along the edge of the overwhelmed beaver dam. A tree branch washed over the banks and tangled between Alan�s legs. Pain stabbed his toe as he tried to free himself without losing his balance. He had a horrible vision of being swept downstream and dragging his son and wife with him. The water got even deeper and Alan felt Joe�s grip tugging at his arm. His son and wife didn�t have enough mass to keep themselves stable in the current. Alan found higher ground and moved quickly to pull his family up.
Alan paused to catch his breath. The water was only about calf-deep here, but its constant tug sapped the strength from Alan�s injured legs. They started moving again. Alan found the edge of the beaver dam. It was holding up admirably against the onslaught of water. The current quickened as they neared the center of the dam. In the very middle, the stream had cut a notch in the top of the dam.
�Brace yourself,� Alan said to Joe and Liz. They held each other tight and Alan leaned out, gripping Joe�s hand for leverage. At the edge of his foot�s reach, he found the other side of the notch. He pulled himself back upright.
�It�s a long step over the stream,� Alan said. �I�ll get to the other side and then pull you guys across.�
Liz nodded. He couldn�t see her eyes, but he saw the outline of her head.
�We�re almost there. Bob�s house is right up that hill,� Alan said. �Hold tight, but if you feel like I�m pulling you down, you let go of me,� he said to Joe.
Liz and Joe braced themselves. Alan gripped his son�s hand and stretched his foot through the rushing water. The bank on the other side was soft and crumbled beneath his shoe. He found a sturdy spot and put his weight on that leg. His tendons ached�stretched to their limits�and his muscles began to shake with the exertion. Alan let go of his son�s hand and shifted his weight forward. The ground under his foot gave way. Alan used the last of his strength to push off with his bad foot and he plunged into the water.
�Alan!� Liz yelled behind him.
He thrust his hands into the water and gripped at the branches the beavers had woven to form their dam. His legs were washed downstream and he pulled desperately while trying to keep his head above the water. His shoulders burned with the effort. Alan got his good foot under him and tried to push himself up. The current wanted to hold him down. He fought to get his other foot under him. It kept slipping.
Alan looked downstream.
I�ll just let go. I�ll let go and get to shore where the current isn�t as strong. I can�t hold on much longer, he thought.
With his head just above the level of the water, Alan saw something upstream. Bobbing up and down over the surface of the pond, he saw the silhouettes of dark shapes approaching. He jammed his injured foot into the dam and cried out as he pushed himself upright. He braced himself at the edge and leaned an across the gap towards his son.
Liz helped Joe lean across to reach Alan�s grip. He pulled his son across. Joe found his feet on the other side. Joe held on to his father�s arm as Alan leaned ever farther for Liz. She threw herself across and Alan pulled her out of the air. They fell upstream, into the current, and it held them up. The branches of the dam began to give way under Alan�s feet. He felt the mud and leaves that the beavers had packed between the limbs to chink their dam rushing past his legs.
�Go, Joe,� Alan yelled. With each step the dam disintegrated beneath his feet. The water swelled into the void and tore the dam apart.
He looked upstream. He saw the bobbing figures being swept into the rushing current.
Alan pushed at Liz and Joe. They sloshed through the water and it became more and more shallow as they neared the woods on the far side. Finally, Alan found the bank. Joe and Liz pulled him from the water. The pond was receding as the water swept the dam downstream, taking the dark bobbing shapes with it.
They crashed through the brush. Alan steered them north so they could find the trail again. Joe reached it first. They made a tight line as they ran up the hill. Alan�s lungs burned and his soaked clothes pulled at him.
�Is that it?� Joe asked.
�What?� Alan asked.
Joe pointed and Alan saw the flickering light through the trees.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �Probably.�
The veered off the trail and headed through the forest.
�Yes,� Alan said, as they approached. The flickering light was coming from Bob�s family room at the back of the house. They broke through the underbrush and came through to the back of Bob�s yard. Alan moved to the head of the group and found his way under the dark deck. He tried the handle�locked�and then pounded on the glass door. After a second, they saw a light coming down the stairs. Alan leaned against the house and exhaled.
�Holy hell,� Bob said as he pulled the door open. He swept his flashlight over the soaked family. �What happened?�
�Long story,� Alan said.
�Come in,� Bob said. �I�ll get you some towels and clothes.�
Alan herded his family through the door. He shut it and locked it behind them. Bob ran towards the stairs.
�Wait!� Alan called. �Can we have the light?�
�Sure,� Bob said. He jogged over and handed the light to Alan. Alan kept it trained on the stairs while Bob ascended, then he swept it around the half-finished basement. He put his arm around Liz and Joe and then pointed the light through the glass door to the back yard. He moved the beam from tree to tree, trying to see into the forest.
�Maybe you shouldn�t do that,� Liz said.
Alan nodded. He pointed the light at the floor.
Bob rushed down the stairs with a stack of towels.
�I�m sorry, I don�t know where my manners are,� Bob said. �Please, come upstairs. I�ve got a fire going�it�s nice and warm.�
�That�s okay, Bob,� Alan said. �We don�t want to get mud all over your carpets. If you�ve got some old clothes you can spare, I�d just as soon change down here.�
�Of course,� Bob said. �Be right back.�
Alan set the flashlight down on the floor and began to peel off his clothes. Joe wrapped a towel around himself and shivered. Liz helped Joe as Alan sat on the floor so he could try to get his shoes off. Bob came back down with clothes and then gave them some privacy. After a few minutes, the family made their way in borrowed clothes to the stairs. Alan limped in the rear. They found their way to the family room. Bob came in with a tray of mugs. Joe ran to the side of the fire.
The fire put off a lot of heat and Joe seemed intent on absorbing it all.
�Thanks,� Liz said, taking a mug of hot tea from Bob. She wore a flannel shirt and sweatpants cinched at her waist and rolled up at her ankles. Joe had a similar outfit. Alan wore a baggy sweatshirt and gym shorts. He limped over to the fire and sat down to examine his foot.
�I�ll get you some peroxide,� Bob said.
Liz brought Alan a mug of tea.
She took his foot gently in her hands.
�How did this happen?� she asked.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �Those things in the cellar.�
Bob returned with a first aid kit. Liz took it and opened it. She examined the contents in the firelight. She folded an old towel and put his bare foot on top of it.
�Does your phone work, Bob?� Alan asked.
Bob shook his head. �I don�t have a landline, and I think maybe the storm took out the cell tower. I�ve had no cell reception for about an hour.�
�Honey, I don�t know where to start with this,� Liz said. �We need to get you to the hospital.�
�That might be difficult,� Bob said.
�Why?� Alan asked.
�When the power went out, I figured I would go out for dinner. The Mill Road your way is flooded, and they have the bridge closed on the Manchester Road. I couldn�t find a way out of here.�
�What about the Old Belgrade Road? That was closed when I was coming home, but it might be back open now,� Liz said.
Bob shook his head.
�The radio said that there were so many road closures, that people should stay indoors,� Bob said. �We can try though. I�m happy to give it a shot.�
�I think we have to,� Alan said. �And not because of my foot.�
Alan screamed and gripped his knee.
Liz put the cap back on the bottle of hydrogen peroxide.
�Oh, Christ, that hurts,� Alan said.
�I�m sorry,� Liz said. �You always say you hate to know when pain is coming, and I wanted to at least clean away some of the dirt.�
Alan nodded and squeezed his eyes shut. The peroxide foamed on the bare flesh that ended where the top half of his toe used to be.
�Hand me that gauze,� Alan said. He pulled his foot up closer to to his face. He used the flashlight to examine the injury.
The flesh on the inside of his big toe was gone, but the bone remained. He�d lost about half the toenail and the skin and muscle down to the knuckle. The exposed bone was bleached white. It wasn�t bleeding. As the white foam of the peroxide wiped away, he saw seared flesh. The pain pulsed up his leg with each heartbeat. With the gauze and peroxide, he cleaned up the best he could before he bandaged his foot.
�We�re about the same size�can I borrow your steel toes?� Alan asked Bob.
�Sure,� Bob said. He went off to get his boots.
Alan turned his attention to his other leg. He found a salve in the first aid kit. He dabbed that on the spiral laceration that wound around his calf. Compared to the toe, his calf injury was only a scratch. Bob returned and handed his boots to Alan.
�You�re both okay, right?� Alan asked Liz and Joe.
�Yes,� Liz said. �Joe?� She put a hand on his arm. Joe was staring into the fire. �Joe are you okay?�
�Huh? Yeah�I�m fine,� Joe said.
�No injuries?� Liz asked.
�No.�
�Okay,� Alan said. He unlaced a boot and angled it to fit over his pointed foot. �Bob, with your permission we�re going to take your SUV. We�ll try to find a way into town. If the roads are all blocked then we�ll come back here. For safety sake, you might want to consider coming with us. You also might want to consider the possibility that we�re being hunted.�
�You haven�t really told me what happened,� Bob said.
�And we won�t,� Alan said. �Call me superstitious if you�d like, but I suppose I can�t rule out the possibility that talking about it is a bad idea.�
�Sometimes superstitions are based in fact,� Bob said.
�Exactly,� Alan said. He got up slowly, putting his weight on his good leg before testing the bad one. He walked a few steps. �Good enough. So can we borrow your car, Bob?�
�Only if I can come,� Bob said.
�Deal,� Alan said.
* * *
Bob pulled up to the barricade.
Alan opened his door.
�What are you doing?� Liz asked.
�I�m going to move that sign so we can go around. Maybe the road is flooded and maybe its not. I want to see it with my own eyes,� Alan said.
He was careful with his foot, but the boot was tight and provided good protection. He lifted one of the sawhorses and dragged the barricade over to the side. They�d seen similar signs on all the roads, but all the others were positioned near flooded sections. This barricade was positioned on a flat stretch of road that was on a little hill. Sure, the road dipped a hundred yards or so farther on, but why would the barricade be there?
And how did they get the barricade here? Alan thought. If we�re isolated here, on a little island surrounded by floods, who set up these signs and where were they stored?
Alan walked back to the car.
Bob maneuvered around the sawhorses and continued down the road. The rain was just a drizzle now. The wipers flipped by every few seconds. Bob drove slowly and leaned forward, peering into the cone of light projected by his headlights. They descended a little hill. Bob stopped just before the little stream that passed under the road. Two white and brown police cars were parked across the road, blocking it completely.
�There�s no way around them,� Bob said. �But the road isn�t flooded.�
�Maybe the road�s not structurally sound,� Liz said. �Maybe that culvert that passes under the road was compromised.�
�Stay here,� Alan said. He got out and walked down the road. The little stream that passed under the road was definitely swollen, but it looked well contained by the culvert. He approached slowly, testing each step and ready for the road to give out underfoot. It seemed fine. He walked to the police cars. They were white with a gold star below a brown stripe. Each said �SHERIFF� in swept-back brown letters. Alan tried the door handles�locked. The rear ends of the cars hung over the road to where the shoulder sloped away, so he climbed carefully over the bumpers, between the vehicles. Alan walked up the hill to where the road flattened out. In the distance, he saw lights burning in a house near the curve. They�d seen no other electric lights while looking for a road into town.
Alan scratched the side of his face and made his decision. He walked back to Bob�s car and got in.
Alan turned towards the back seat where Liz and Joe sat squeezed together in the center.
�Down the road a bit there�s a house with lights on. You guys will go down there and knock on the door. If they have a phone, then you call for a taxi and get a ride into town. Once you�re safe, you can call the sheriff and tell them where I am,� Alan said. �Bob, will you go with them?�
Alan looked at Bob�he was looking through the windshield out into the night.
�What are you going to do?� Liz asked Alan. Her voice had a tone. It was her �not to be fucked with� tone that meant there was a struggle coming whether she got her way or not.
�I�m going back to the house,� Alan said.
�What?� Liz asked. �What in the hell are you talking about? You�ve got half a damn foot. You�re hardly in any condition to be trying to get back to the house.�
�Go, Liz,� Alan said. �You and Joe get to safety. I need to figure this thing out and I have to do it now, while it�s happening.�
�You can�t flash your press credentials at a flood, Alan. This isn�t an assignment, and you said you�d stop chasing danger for the good of our family, remember?�
�This danger came to our house, Liz. I have to make sure that it�s not going to follow us,� Alan said.
�That�s crazy,� Liz said.
�Trust me,� Alan said. �I have to do this.�
She sat there, deliberating for several seconds as she looked into Alan�s eyes.
�Put on your wet shoes, Joe. We�re going to meet the people up the road,� Liz said. �How exactly am I supposed to get in touch with you, Alan, since you dunked your cell phone in the pond back there?�
�If they ever get the tower working again, you can call my cell,� Bob said. �I�m going with him.�
�Bob, that�s crazy,� Alan said. �I can�t ask you to do that.�
�You didn�t ask,� Bob said. �It�s my car, so we play by my rules. If you don�t like it, then you can walk.�
Alan nodded. He got out and hugged Liz and Joe as they joined in Bob�s headlights.
�Are you sure?� Liz asked.
Alan kissed her. He hugged his son.
�Take care of each other for me. I�ll see you guys shortly,� Alan said.
* * *
�Turn here,� Alan said.
�That road is flooded,� Bob said. �I thought we were going to walk back to your house the way you came.�
�We can�t,� Alan said. �The beaver dam disintegrated when we crossed. But I think that�s going to help us. Since the beaver dam collapsed, the West Road shouldn�t be flooded anymore.�
�What if the road was torn out?�
�Then we walk. Quid pro quo,� Alan said.
Bob�s hollow laugh stopped quickly.
�So what happened at your house?� Bob asked.
�Not yet,� Alan said. �I�ll tell you when we�re closer. That ground is already poisoned.�
Bob drove fast. Aside from scattered wet leaves and the occasional downed limb, the roads were clear. Before long, they reached the spot on the West Road upstream from the beaver dam. Alan was right�the water level had dropped fast after the beaver dam gave way. There was just a trickle across the road. Alan got out and moved the warning sign. With a big step, he cleared the little stream that crossed the road. He moved the sign on the other side and then waved Bob across.
Bob didn�t take any chance on the structural integrity of the road. He back backed up several car lengths and then accelerated fast towards the low point of the road. The pavement held and Bob screeched to a stop on the other side.
�No problem. See?� Alan asked.
�So far,� Bob said.
They drove in silence until they took a left on Alan�s road. As they passed the dump, Alan began to tell his story. He began with picking up Joe from school, and ended with climbing the hill to Bob�s house.
Bob considered the story as they climbed the north side of Hazard�s hill. Overhead the clouds had begun to break up and the moon peeked through.
�So you think it was migrators in your cellar?� Bob asked.
�I�m sure of it,� Alan said. �And I found out first hand what it feels like to have your flesh peeled off your bones. But I don�t think the migrators are the only thing we�re up against.�
�What?�
Alan nodded. �And if you want to change your mind about helping me, I�ll understand.�
�What are you talking about?� Bob asked.
�You remember the name of the deputy sheriff that came out to investigate when we first saw that thing?�
�No,� Bob said. �It was the same guy on TV later, but I don�t remember his name.�
�His last name was Prescott,� Alan said.
�Like Buster.�
�Yes,� Alan said. �He didn�t introduce himself and he wasn�t wearing a name tag or anything, but his name was on the card he handed me. The game warden who showed up, he was a Prescott as well.�
�It�s probably a common enough name around here. After all, Buster lived on the Prescott Road.�
�I think it�s common because four of the six Prescott boys grew up to take wives and have bunches of kids.�
�And you think they have something to do with this?�
�The deputy seemed to have some weird agenda, and the game warden said he was going to take the carcass off my porch, but instead he hung it from my front door.�
�Weird,� Bob said.
�And that girl that Joe had the conflict with at school. Pauline McDougall was born to Violet�� Alan started.
�Prescott,� Bob finished. �I heard the story. She was dating Mack McDougall when she was diagnosed with cancer. He adopted her kids because it was her dying wish. Everyone talks about what a great guy he is.�
�They�re Prescotts too. Just for shits and grins, I went through the Colonel�s files the other day. Guess who he bought our house from?�
�One of Buster�s brothers?�
�Quid pro quo,� Alan said with a small smile. �You win the prize�it was Paul, the worker of woodlots. He�s the one who planted all the pines out back.�
�So what�s the connection? I don�t understand,� Bob said.
�Neither do I, but I suspect that some of the drama tonight was orchestrated.�
�The Prescotts caused the flooding?�
Alan laughed. �No, but they might have had a hand in making sure I was home for it. The school closed so I had to pick up Joe and then for the first time ever, Pete comes over? I had to stay home to wait for Pete�s mom. She shows up right as they�re closing all the roads. I think they wanted me at home.�
�No offense, but you sound paranoid,� Bob said.
�Maybe,� Alan said. �Slow down and kill the lights, would you?�
Bob complied. They rolled up to the house slow and dark. The inside of the house was black and the front door was open, inviting them into the darkness of the hallway. The storm door hung to the side from one hinge. Bob slowed to a stop.
�I�m thinking that maybe they wanted my family here. I just don�t know why,� Alan said. �I�m going to check out the house.�
�Is that wise?� Bob asked.
�Probably not,� Alan said.
He slipped through the car door and walked across the road. His foot throbbed, but the pain was manageable. Alan climbed the hill and heard Bob kill the engine and get out of the SUV behind him. Alan stepped through the door and let his eyes adjust to the interior of the house. The floor was wet and littered with leaves and sticks. The filing cabinet they�d used to wedge the door shut was cast to the side. The door to the den was closed. Alan walked up the stairs. He paused halfway up. Divided squares of moonlight came through the window over the stairs and lit up the steps ahead of Alan. He heard that same low murmur from somewhere on the second floor. Alan turned. Bob had come through the door and was crouched. He had a stick in his hand. Bob was looking up the stairs.
�Did you hear that?� Alan asked.
Bob nodded.
Alan continued climbing. The carpet squished under his feet. Alan knelt and felt the runner�it was wet. When he got to the top, he saw that door to the master bedroom was open. Alan continued on. Bob caught up as Alan walked through the door. They both looked up at the ceiling as the murmuring began again.
Alan led the way to the dark closet. The hatch to the attic was open. A little moonlight filtered through the opening. Alan sat down and pulled himself through to the landing of the stairs. His hands hit a patch of dampness on the closet floor. The murmuring upstairs stopped. Alan took care not to bump his toe when pulling his foot through the hatch. He pushed up on narrow walls to stand. Wind blew down in his face as he climbed. Behind him, Bob grunted as he pulled himself through.
Alan touched a stair in front of him as he climbed. It felt damp. When he reached the top step, Alan�s breath caught in his chest. Below the open window, the old rocking chair sat. He had broken the chair into small pieces before throwing it out to the lawn below. He had taken those pieces out to the back field�the old fire pit�and burned them until the chair was nothing more than ashes.
He took a step forward. A cloud passed in front of the moon and the shadows shifted on the floor. When he blinked, the chair wasn�t there�the vision had been a trick of the light.
Alan jumped and grunted when Bob put a hand on his shoulder.
�Something left a trail,� Bob said. He was pointing to the floor.
Alan saw what his friend meant�the wet trail came from the stairs and went over to the window where he�d seen the phantom rocker. The wood planks were damp.
�Hand me that pry bar,� Alan said.
Bob reached and handed the long bar to Alan, who walked it over to the window. With both hands, he drove the narrow end of the pry bar between the floorboards. They creaked in protest as he levered a board until the nails popped out. Bob got his fingers under the board and pulled. When they had the first board up, they moved on to the next. The insulation beneath the floor had settled, leaving several inches of airspace between the floorboards and the loose tufts of insulation. In the dim light, the insulation looked like dirty cotton. There was something else beneath the floor.
�What is it?� Bob asked.
�I don�t know,� Alan said. He closed the attic window and dusted off his hands on his borrowed pants. �But I think those things wanted it.�
Alan and Bob pulled up several more boards and crouched on either side of the hole they�d made in the floor. Between two joists, a container several feet long sat atop the compressed insulation. Bob reached out his hand and touched the white surface.
�It�s wet,� Bob said.
Alan reached out and touched the thing. It was rectangular and several inches deep. The corners were rounded and the white surface was shiny in the moonlight, and not just because of the dampness. It was a shiny white enamel or ceramic.
�Help me lift it,� Alan said.
Bob nodded and slipped his hands under it. On his side of the hole, Alan did the same. They balanced the object as they pulled it from the hole. They sidestepped past the stack of floorboards and set it down in the middle of the attic.
�Hinges,� Bob said.
When he saw the seam that ran around the edge of the box, Alan had a flash of recognition. The thing was the same size and shape as a fancy guitar case�the kind of hard case a seasoned road musician would use because of its durability. This wasn�t black plastic though. This was white and felt like it was made of the same material as an old sink or a toilet.
Alan moved to the side opposite the hinges and found the latch. It was a simple mechanism with no lock. He flipped it up.
�Maybe we shouldn�t,� Bob said.
�Why?�
Bob shrugged.
Alan frowned and pushed open the lid. It tilted up silently and revealed an interior of plush purple velvet. The material looked almost black in the dim light. Bob moved around the side and gasped when he saw the inside of the box. Alan didn�t make a sound. He felt a cold spike in the center of his chest.
Laid out inside the box�not in anatomically correct positions, the box wasn�t long enough for that�were human bones. The skull had been snapped into several fragments. The pieces were grouped near one end of the box with a collection of loose teeth. Most of the bones looked intact, with the exception of the skull, collarbone, and pelvis. Alan closed the lid.
�Who do you think it is?� Bob asked. �And why is it up here?�
�I think it�s the woman from the stairs,� Alan said. He rubbed the center of his chest, trying to warm up the cold spot there before it spread. �I�m guessing though. Help me carry it.�
They angled the box down the stairs and had to maneuver it carefully to fit through the small door at the bottom. Alan walked backwards down the main stairs and out through the front door. For its size, the box was heavy.
�Where are we going with this?� Bob asked.
�To your car,� Alan said.
Alan walked down the hill and then pulled to the side so Bob could open the back hatch to his SUV. The light in the back came on and Alan slid his end onto the upholstered interior. Alan ran up the hill and closed the front door of the house. When he returned to the SUV, Bob was still at the back, tracing his fingers over the surface of the porcelain box.
Bob knelt and scratched at the ground at the side of the road. He came back up with a handful of mud. He slapped it down on the lid of the box.
�What are you doing?� Alan asked.
�There�s something here,� Bob said. He wiped the mud over the surface and it settled into tiny scratches on the lid. As he wiped away the excess mud, he revealed engraved letters.
Bob read aloud the writing on the top of the box.
�Sophia Helen Prescott, 1933-1963. In aeternum.�
Alan reached forward and took the remaining mud. He spread it across the rest of the cover, looking for more words. He didn�t find any.
�I thought Sophia Helen died when she was a baby. Must be a different one,� Bob said.
�It�s the exact same name, and the years are right for Buster�s sister. I think the old guy lied to us,� Alan said.
�But why? And why was she in your attic?�
�I bet Paul put here there. The Colonel bought the house from Paul in either �63 or �64, I don�t remember which.�
�What are we going to do with her?�
Alan leaned against the back of the vehicle and thought. He ran his finger along the side of the box, feeling the seam. With the latch secured, the box was tight. He could barely catch the edge with his thumbnail.
�Buster said those things exist to decompose spirits,� Alan said. �If she�s the woman who has been hanging out on my stairs, then I�d say that those migrators aren�t doing their job.�
�Maybe they can�t get inside this box,� Bob said.
�I wonder if I can kill two birds with one stone. What if I give these bones to the migrators and get rid of them and the ghost at the same time?�
�I thought you didn�t believe in that stuff?� Bob asked.
�So I won�t be disappointed if it doesn�t work,� Alan said. �Want to go on a hike?�

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Ceremony

BOB WAS IN THE lead. He was reaching back and holding the box at waist-level. Alan brought up the rear. They marched through the woods.
�What makes you think they�ll be at the pond again?� Bob asked over his shoulder.
�It�s as good a place as any,� Alan said. �It�s on the way between the lake and river, and we�ve seen them there before. I say we just give these bones a Viking funeral in the pond and then see what happens.�
Alan�s legs ached as they shuffled through the woods. He had been pointing his left foot upwards as they walked in an effort to keep the pressure off his toe, but his muscles cramped and then gave in. Now with each step, he felt the grind of his bone against the shoe. The feeling sent a weird itch up his spine. It was somewhere between excruciating pain and a weird tickle that he prayed would stop. Still, he walked. He tried to focus on his breathing, which whistled in through his mouth.
Bob stopped and Alan ran into the back of the box.
�What?� Alan asked.
�Lights,� Bob said.
Alan moved to the side so he could see past Bob. In the distance, uphill from their position, he saw firelight. Alan lowered his end of the box to the ground. Bob felt the movement and did the same. The two stared through the woods. The firelight was coming from inside the cabin at the top of the hill.
�What the hell is that?� Bob whispered.
�I�m going to check it out,� Alan said. �If something happens to me, run and get the real police. Get a state trooper if you can.�
Bob nodded.
Alan circled to the west of the cabin so he wouldn�t be approaching in the light coming through the window of the cabin. He paused every few paces to listen. When he looked back, Bob had moved behind a tree. Alan stepped as lightly as he could and pressed his back to the side of the log cabin. He made his way to the corner and peered around. Next, he slid along the north wall until he reached the window.
Someone inside the cabin walked in front of the window and Alan pulled back.
Barely audible above the cracking and popping of the fire, he heard a low conversation. He couldn�t make out any of the words.
Alan held his breath as he moved his head around the corner to see inside.
The light in the room was coming from a fire, burning in a stone-lined circle. Pillars of brick around the fire held up the chimney that carried away the smoke. On the other side of the fire, Alan saw two small figures holding hands. They weren�t the source of the conversation. The voices were coming from somewhere towards the front of the cabin.
Alan blinked at the figures through the fire. There was something unusual about the one on the right. The flames died down and Alan got a better look�one of the figures was a little girl, but the other wasn�t a person at all. It was a scarecrow, dressed in jeans and a jacket and a red baseball cap. The girl wore similar clothes�jeans and a jacket over her shirt. She was holding the scarecrow�s straw hand.
Alan ducked back as another person passed in front of the window. He heard the man�s voice.
�Just start,� the man said. �They�ll be here.�
�I won�t make it another year,� a second voice said. �If we don�t get it right this time, then I�m finished.�
�It will work,� the first man said. �It takes more coaxing with a dummy, but it will work. We got new blood and the brood has done more tonight than they have in��
Alan couldn�t hear the rest. The man moved away from the window and the volume of the conversation dropped.
As Alan looked off into the woods and struggled to hear the words being spoken, he realized that he knew the scarecrow. Rather, he realized that he knew the clothes the scarecrow was dressed in�they belonged to his son. Over the course of a couple weeks, Joe had lost all of those articles of clothes at school. Alan had chalked it up to carelessness.
He chanced another glance through the window and confirmed his other suspicion. He recognized that girl�it was Pauline McDougall, n�e Pauline Prescott.
She said she wanted to marry him, Alan thought. No, she said she had to marry him.
Alan ducked under the edge of the window and moved towards the front of the building. He glanced back towards Bob�s position. The man remained hidden.
At the front corner of the cabin, Alan crouched down before looking around the edge. There was nobody on the front porch of the place. Alan slid around the corner and looked up through the window there. Pauline was swinging her arm, dragging the stuffed arm of the scarecrow back and forth near the edge of the fire. The two men he�d heard talking were positioned across the fire from the girl. They conferred over a book that one of the men held.
In the flickering light, Alan saw that the corner of the dirt floor of the cabin had been dug up. A metal box sat near the fresh hole.
�I�ll start the process, but if they don�t come soon, I don�t know what I�ll do,� the man holding the book said.
�Don�t worry,� the other man said. Alan finally recognized the second man by his uniform. It was the game warden�Rick Prescott.
Rick began to read from the book, mumbling the words to himself.
Alan thought about his years as a photographer. He thought about his career of entering towns and cities besieged by violence, and the variety of reactions people exhibited. When he�d traveled to Qalat, Afghanistan in 2004, he�d found people who understood the threats around them. They�d been living amidst violence�it was a part of their daily existence. When something started to go down, there was little screaming and only isolated panic. Mostly, people just tried to protect their family and their own lives.
Kano, in northern Nigeria, was a different story in 2009. Alan visited just as various groups were rising to power and only beginning to bring their violence to the streets. The people were stunned. They were too shocked to act decisively, and too often paid a heavy price for not responding quickly to the approaching threats. Hell, a person from El Paso, Texas would know enough to get off the street if they heard gunfire when they were visiting Mexico. Put that gunfire back in Texas, and people would just stand there, looking around and maybe pulling out their phone to call the police.
You can�t ignore a threat, no matter how far outside your realm of experience. That was the lesson that Alan had learned while traveling and photographing armed conflicts. The people who will do evil don�t care whether you understand or believe in them. They�ll hurt you or your family either way. You can run or fight, but you can�t ignore them.
They�ve got Joe�s clothes, Alan thought. I don�t know what kind of weird shit they�re doing here, but they�re not going to involve Joe.
Alan stood and stepped onto the porch.
* * *
Alan ducked in through the low door. He stepped over a line of white powder and circled the fire to where Pauline McDougall was holding the junior scarecrow�s hand. The girl didn�t move from her spot, but her eyes followed Alan. The men stood near the window. There was a woman there, too. Alan hadn�t seen her since she was sitting on the floor below the window opening. She looked tired. She was roughly Liz�s age and looked exhausted. A dirty white dress ended mid-calf and her bare legs and feet poked out from under it.
Alan plucked the hat from the scarecrow and tucked it under his arm. He unzipped Joe�s jacket from the bare straw.
�Let go,� he said to Pauline. He pulled the straw from her grip so he could pull the scarecrow�s arm through the sleeve.
�Ow!� Pauline said. She put her finger in her mouth.
�We need those clothes,� Rick Prescott said. He didn�t take his eyes off of Alan as he set the book down on the floor.
�Sorry,� Alan said. �They belong to my son and he needs them back.�
�We�re not going to let you take them,� the other man said.
�Listen, buddy, it�s not up to you,� Alan said. He lifted the scarecrow and unsnapped the pants. The men weren�t making any movement to stop him, so he kept working at undressing the figure. As he got the pants off the scarecrow, Alan saw the men exchange a glance. Rick moved towards the door and the other guy began to circle the fire. Alan didn�t have any intention of letting either get close enough for a scuffle. There were four windows and the door, and only two men. Alan dropped the scarecrow and picked up Joe�s old gym shoes.
�Do you have anything else that belongs to my son?� Alan asked Pauline.
The little girl looked up at Alan and nodded slowly. Alan had Joe�s clothes all bunched together and held them to his chest with one arm. He held the other hand out to Pauline. He looked up. Rick stood in the doorway. The other man was moving slowly but picking up speed to circle the fire. The men didn�t seem to know what to do with Alan.
�Mommy?� Pauline asked.
�Yes, honey,� the woman sitting on the floor under the window spoke. �Yes, they�re almost here.�
The other guy�the one circling the fire�stopped when the woman spoke. He backed up towards the wall behind him.
�Do you have anything else of Joe�s?� Alan repeated.
Pauline turned to look up at Alan. Her eyes reflected the fire�they seemed to glow orange and red.
�I�ll give it back when he�s my husband, you devil,� Pauline said.
Alan took a small step backwards.
How silly of me to think that I was demonstrating authority, he thought.
�Whatever you have,� Alan said, �give it to me.�
�You�re not my father,� the girl said. �They are.� She pointed towards Rick. He looked as confused as Alan felt. Rick looked around. He looked everywhere except at Pauline�s pointing finger.
Rick�s shadow from the firelight, dancing through the doorway on the front porch, began to grow. Alan couldn�t take his eyes from it. Rick�s shadow swelled and bulged until it filled the whole trapezoid of light projected out from the cabin. The shadow reached dark hands around Rick�s midsection. Rick began to scream.
Alan clutched Joe�s clothes to his chest. He watched Rick try to move out of the way, but shadowy arms held him in place. They held him up as other shadows consumed him. Beginning at his hips, the shadows dissolved Rick�s uniform pants and his shirt. They ate into his skin and Rick turned his shouting face upwards.
Alan looked to the windows. At each one, darkness spilled over the sills. Pools of darkness settled to the floor and spread around the perimeter of the room. At the back wall, the other man slid down to a seat and hugged his knees to his chest. He put his hands over his ears to block out the sound of Rick�s screams.
The screaming stopped soon enough. Rick�s ribs were visible where his shirt used to be and a shadow slipped over his face. For a second, Rick looked somewhat like the faceless creature that Alan had seen in the marsh. His head was a smooth, dark shape. Seconds later, a pile of bones and organs collapsed in the threshold of the door. With the echoes of Rick�s screams fading away, a new sound filled the air. It was the sound of whipping wind and low murmurs.
The shadows passing through the window parted around the woman. She stood up and walked towards the fire. Alan looked down and saw the shadows swirling around her feet.
�I�ve never seen them like this,� the woman said. She was nearly shouting to be heard over the sound of gusting air. Despite the sound, the air inside the cabin looked still. She pushed a dirty tangle of hair away from her eyes.
Alan glanced to the other man who had been sitting against the back wall. All that was left was another pile of bones and organs. The man hadn�t made a single sound as the phantoms consumed him.
�I don�t want any part of this,� Alan said. His eyes darted around, looking for an escape route. �And I don�t want you using any of my son�s things either.�
�He�s been promised to my daughter,� the woman said.
�No,� Alan said. �By whom?�
She raised her arms in an exasperated shrug. The little girl�Pauline�raised her arms and dropped them, mimicking her mom�s gesture. When her jacket lifted, Alan saw a folded piece of paper sticking from her back pocket. He was still close enough that he might reach that paper, but then what? Where could he go with these flesh-eating shadows spilling in through the windows and door?
�I thought Pauline�s mother was dead,� Alan said.
The wind sound rose to a crescendo and the murmurs sounded like shouts. The woman rubbed her tired eyes. The sound was still there, but it faded enough that Alan could hear what the woman said next.
�That�s just what they tell people. It�s a good enough explanation for why I don�t have time to take care of my kids anymore,� she said. She sighed. �Look�you�re still pretty young. Just put down the clothes and move along. We don�t need your cooperation, and there�s nothing you can do to stop what�s about to happen.�
Alan dove forward and plucked the piece of paper from Pauline�s back pocket. It unfolded as he pulled it back to the bundle of clothes�it was Joe�s apology letter. The shock on the face of Pauline�s haggard mother brought Alan a tiny smile.
Alan inched towards the window. The shadows were still spilling over the sill, but he thought maybe he could dive over them. He glanced back at the woman. She just stood there, looking shocked and tired and increasingly angry. Pauline stared up at her mother�s face. Alan looked back to the window and prepared himself for the leap.
�Alan,� she said. Alan glanced up. Her eyes were white with blinding light. She held her arms out, away from her body. Her fingertips were dissolving into white light. He couldn�t tell if she was rising up, or if it was just an illusion created by the light erupting from her toes. Her shoulder-length hair lifted from her head and stood out to the sides.
The shadows were driven up the walls. Alan looked back to the window�his escape route�and saw that a veil of shadow covered the opening.
�Drop the clothes, Alan,� the woman�s voice said. Her face was lost in the glare of the white light. Her dirty dress looked like it was lit from within. She grew brighter by the second. The light of the fire was dwarfed by her glow.
Pauline was entranced by the sight of her mother as she walked right through the edge of the fire to stand at her mother�s feet. She stared right into the bright light. Alan raised his arm to shield his eyes. He looked to the door. Above the pile of bones in the doorway, another dim screen of shadow blocked the exit. Overhead, even the top of chimney swirled with the odd shadows.
Alan took a step towards the glowing woman so he could move closer to the fire.
If I can�t escape, at least I can burn Joe�s clothes, he thought.
Movement caught Alan�s eye at the window behind the woman. A white object slid through the opening�it was the porcelain box from his own attic. The murmurs and sound of wind returned to their earlier strength.
�Go get help!� Alan screamed, hoping Bob could hear him.
The box bounced to the floor behind the woman. She didn�t seem to notice. She rose higher.
�Prepare yourself, Polly,� she screamed.
The little girl wasn�t paying attention. She saw the box and was moving towards it. Alan watched as Pauline crouched next to the box and touched the lid. She glanced up at her mother, but the woman was focused on Alan. Pauline fingered the latch and began to lift the lid. Her mother finally looked down.
�Prepare yourself,� the woman said as she looked. When she saw what her daughter was doing, her tone changed. Fear and anger flew from her mouth��No, Polly! NO!�
It was too late. Pauline had opened the lid and was looking at the old bones nestled in their purple velvet. She fell back on her butt as a new shape rose from the bones. It was the woman in the pink hoop dress. As soon as she took shape, hovering over the old bones, she erupted in a white light a thousand times more dazzling than that of the other woman. Alan backed towards the wall, forgetting the hungry shadows that lurked there. The woman in the hoop dress burned so bright that it took the light from the other woman. She lowered to the dirt floor as her glow faded. Pauline�s mother fell to her knees and reached for her daughter.
The shadows gathered. They flooded into the white porcelain case on the floor and rattled the bones. The murmuring fell away. It sounded like all the wind was being sucked out of the room through a small hole. The sound whistled and swirled. The shadows rose to meet the bottom of the apparition. Alan saw their shapes, outlined in white light. Their faceless heads turned up towards the light and their stubby arms reached towards it. They seemed to consume the light, pulling it down with their greedy, fingerless hands.
The light began to wane, absorbed from underneath by the creatures. On the floor, the woman gripped Pauline to her breast. Her light had gone out�the two looked up and watched the apparition.
Alan�s back found the wall. His eyes were burned from the light. As it faded, he was left looking at purple images of the woman in the hoop dress. He slid along the wall and tripped. He felt air rushing into the little cabin and he pulled himself into the wind, hoping to find the door. He still clutched Joe�s clothes and the letter with one hand. The other hand felt the way. It found wet bones and soft organs.
Alan heard a laughing behind him. He looked back and behind the purple blobs burned into his eyes, he saw the fire swell. He felt the heat on his back. Alan crawled farther. His hand found the book. He pulled that to his chest and gathered it in with the clothes. The wet ribs of Rick Prescott crunched under his knee and Alan spilled out onto the porch. He found his feet and ran. Behind him, he heard an explosion of fire.
A dark shape loomed in front of Alan. He tried to turn, but he crashed directly into the trunk of a maple tree. Alan fell backwards and the world spiraled to black.
* * *
Alan woke. He couldn�t tell if his eyes were open or closed. The world was a purple blob. Both of his arms were wrapped around Joe�s clothes and the book. His toe throbbed. He was being dragged.
Alan twisted and fought his way out of the grip of whatever was dragging him through the forest.
�Are you okay? Get up,� Bob said.
�I can�t see,� Alan said.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Hotel

OCTOBER 24

�ARE YOU awake?� Liz asked.
Alan opened his eyes and blinked against the light.
�Too bright,� he croaked. His throat felt like he�d swallowed broken glass. A loose sheet and a blanket were draped over him.
�Sorry,� Liz said.
He heard curtains being drawn and the world on the other side of his eyelids dimmed. Alan tried his eyes again. Despite the ache, he could see shapes and shadows. His arms were gripped tight around his torso. Liz pulled at his hand and Alan fought her.
�It�s okay, Alan. You�re okay,� she said.
He let her unwrap his arms and pull him into a hug. He held her tight. She was sitting on the bed next to him. He saw the flickering light of the TV over her shoulder.
�Where are we? Where�s Joe?� Alan asked.
�We�re at the Kingston Village Inn. You always said you wondered what it would be like to stay here. Joe�s got the adjoining room.�
�I don�t remember.�
�You were pretty out of it. Speaking of which, it�s time for your pills. How�s your pain?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said. �Fine. It hurts. What did they do?�
Liz handed Alan a cluster of pills. He tossed them back and then she helped him lean forward so he could take a sip of water.
�They took off a chunk of your toe and then sewed it up. You�ve got painkillers, this anti-swelling stuff, and antibiotics,� Liz said. She pulled back the blanket. Alan�s foot had a loose bandage around the toe. �You�re supposed to use those until the stitches come out.� She pointed at crutches leaning against the wall.
�And eye drops,� Liz said.
Alan tilted his head back while Liz squeezed a couple drops in each of his eyes. He tasted salt and iodine in the back of his throat.
�Bob! Is Bob okay?�
�Yes, he�s fine,� Liz said. �You don�t remember your trip to the hospital? Bob drove.�
�No,� Alan said. He swallowed.
�I have to go into work for a few hours to take a couple of meetings. I�ll open the door to Joe�s room. You can yell if you need anything,� Liz said.
�Okay.�
�You�re going to be okay?�
Alan nodded.
�When I get back, I want to hear what happened,� Liz said. �Bob told me some of it, but he didn�t know all of the details.�
Alan nodded. He closed his eyes. They felt better closed. There was still a purple dot in the center of his vision and a frustrating itch that originated somewhere within his skull. Liz kissed him on the cheek.
* * *
A knock woke him up.
Alan pushed back the blankets. He felt sticky and hot under the covers. He pulled himself up to more of a sitting position.
�Joe?�
Alan blinked. He heard his son jogging up to the bedside.
�Yeah Dad?�
�The door,� Alan said. He reached for the water. It felt like there was a cricket trapped in his throat and it struggled to get free whenever he talked. He gulped at the water, hoping to drown the insect. The water helped.
�Who is it?� Joe asked. He stood on his tiptoes to see through the peep hole.
Alan couldn�t hear the answer. Joe opened the door and Bob was standing on the other side.
Joe turned to Alan. �Can he come in?�
Alan waved Bob in. Joe closed the door and set the chain again. Joe lingered by the foot of the bed for a second and then went back through the door to his adjoining room. Alan heard Joe�s TV come on.
Bob set his bag down and pulled up a chair.
�How are you doing?�
�Okay,� Alan said. He drank the rest of his water.
Bob took the glass over to the sink and refilled it.
�You were pretty out of it after you came out of the cabin,� Bob said. He kept his voice low. �I got you back to my car and then you passed out again.�
�How did�� Alan began. He cleared his throat. �How did you get out?�
�Manchester Road,� Bob said. �The flooding had gone down so I went around the barricade. No big deal. My cell started working again as soon as we got out of Kingston proper. Your wife met us at the hospital. Look, I hope I didn�t screw everything up. When I saw all those things going in through the windows of the cabin, I figured you might want the box in there. After I pushed it through the window, the place exploded. I hope that wasn�t my fault.�
�It was,� Alan said, �I think. But it was a good thing.�
�Huh,� Bob said. He sat back.
�Dad?� Joe called from the doorway. �Are we going to get some dinner soon?�
�In a bit,� Alan said. �Where�s my cell?�
�Your phone is toast,� Bob said. �You soaked it. Your wife said she was going to try to pick up a replacement at some point.�
�Oh,� Alan said.
�What happened in that cabin?� Bob asked.
Alan tried to piece together all the strange events. He tried to order them in his head so he could convey them efficiently to Bob. Nothing made sense.
�I�m having trouble�� Alan said.
Remembering.
�Talking? Yeah�your voice sounds terrible. It�s okay. I can tell you what I figured out. Or, at least what I think I�ve figured out,� Bob said.
Alan raised his eyebrows.
Bob reached down into his bag. He pulled up the book that Rick Prescott had read from in the cabin. Alan pushed himself away from Bob. The sheet dragged across his bandage and pain flared from his foot. Alan shook his head violently. He put a finger to his lips.
�No?� Bob asked.
�No,� Alan said.
�Okay, I understand,� Bob said. �Definitely some weird thing going on. I�ve got a bunch of clothes here also. You were hanging on to them for dear life when we walked through the woods. I guess I should have given them to your wife last night, but I didn�t think of it. They look a little small for you.�
Bob pulled Joe�s hat, jacket, shoes, and pants from the bag. Folded in with the clothes, he saw the apology letter that Joe had written to Polly. Alan took them all from Bob and tucked them under the blanket next to himself.
�Thank you,� Alan said.
�No problem.�
�I should let you get some rest,� Bob said. �You have my number in case there�s anything you need.�
�No�it was in my phone,� Alan said.
�Oh, right,� Bob said. �Your wife has it. I�ll write it down.� He turned and wrote the digits on the notepad sitting on the little desk.
�You want me to take this with me?� Bob asked. He held up the book.
�Leave it,� Alan said.
Bob set it on the desk.
�Call me when you can talk, okay?� Bob said.
�Yes,� Alan said. �Thank you for everything. I mean it.� His emotion welled.
�No big deal. Hope you feel better. Joe? You want to see me out?�
Alan pulled Joe�s clothes in tighter to his body and watched as his son came in. Bob stood back as Joe unchained the door. Bob gave a wave as he left and Joe chained and locked the door behind him.
�You okay, Dad?�
�Yeah,� Alan said. He inched his way over to the edge of the bed.
�You need some help?�
�No. Thanks,� Alan said. Joe watched him as he swung his legs to the floor. He winced at the new throbbing from his foot. He pushed to his feet. �Hand me that crutch, please.�
Joe gave him the crutch. Alan took it and realized he was still holding Joe�s clothes.
�Put these somewhere safe, okay?�
He handed the clothes to Joe. His son looked puzzled and then took them to the other room. Alan crutched his way to the bathroom and looked at his pajamas. His shirt was embroidered with �Kingston Village Inn.� He used the facilities and then crutched his way back to the bed and sat down on the edge with the last of his energy. His head swam. Alan found his way under the sheet and drifted back to sleep.
He woke again to another knock at the door. This was the light, insistent knock of his wife�he would know it anywhere.
�Joe?� Alan asked. His son was already headed for the door.
Liz came in with two big bags.
�Who wants Indian food?�
�Did you get me gaboosh?� Joe asked.
Liz smiled. �It�s not called that.�
�I know,� Joe said. He took the bags to the desk and started pulling cartons from inside.
�You can eat in bed, Alan,� Liz said.
�No, thanks,� Alan said. He made his way from bed to the table next to the window. He pushed open the curtains and looked down on a strip of grass next to the lake. The view was beautiful. Technically, this wasn�t the same lake that emptied into the stream near their house. This was the next lake up in the chain. Somewhere near the southwest corner of this body of water, a little stream spilled over a dam into their lake. Alan sat down. He propped his leg up on the edge of the bed to relieve some of the throbbing from his foot.
Liz brought over a plastic container and set it in front of Alan. The spices smelled wonderful.
�I�ve got a bag down in the car with clothes for us.�
�What?� Alan asked.
Liz took a seat. Joe was still working on dishing out his food�picking out all his favorites.
�Your friend Bob called me after he left here and offered to come pick me up. The two of us went to the house so I could get my car. I figured while we were there, I might as well get us some clothes.�
�Liz, I wish,� Alan started.
�Look, I know you think it�s dangerous, but I didn�t go alone. I had Bob with me. The house is a bit of mess, but everything seems to be in order. They�ve got most of the roads open again except for the big washout. They said on the news that it might take a couple of weeks before that road opens again.�
�I don�t want you going there,� Alan said.
�What? Forever?� Liz asked. She lifted a forkful of rice to her mouth and caught some of it in her hand as it fell.
�It could be dangerous,� Alan said.
�I know. I understand, Alan. That�s why I was careful. Bob and I agreed�it looks like whatever was there is gone.�
Alan sighed. �How can we know? We didn�t know anything was there to begin with.�
Liz frowned and tilted her head a little.
�What are you saying, Alan?�
�Just that it�s dangerous. Maybe.�
�Understood�that�s why I was careful. I didn�t go alone. I went with your friend�the same thing you did last night, right?�
�That was an emergency.�
�Today I had to wear borrowed sweatpants into Sears so I could buy this lovely pantsuit you see on me right now. Your son is currently wearing someone else�s clothes, and you�re wearing hotel pajamas. I think having something to wear was a bit of an emergency as well,� Liz said. She abandoned her fork and picked at her food with delicate fingers.
�Fine,� Alan said. �But can we agree that we will go together next time?�
�Yes,� Liz said.
�And that we won�t move back until after Halloween?�
�I don�t know, honey. We�ve got off-season rates here, but this place is a bit pricey for a whole week, don�t you think?�
�Then somewhere else. We can go to that hotel near the highway,� Alan said. �That�s cheap, right?�
�Okay,� Liz said. �I�ll check into it tomorrow. The convention center is right down the street from there, so it might be full depending on whether there�s a show, but I�ll find out.�
�Is that the one next to the movies?� Joe asked.
�Yes,� Alan said. �We could walk over and see a movie while your mom is at work.�
�Minh has my schedule down to almost nothing next week, so maybe I can come too,� Liz said.
�Even better,� Alan said.
* * *
Alan got into bed when Liz turned out the lights, but he couldn�t sleep. It felt like he�d been asleep for a week. He stared at the glowing numbers on the clock. Almost a whole day had passed since his trip to the hospital, and his body felt better already. His eyes didn�t sting or itch. The pills kept his foot to a dull throb. When Liz�s breathing evened out, Alan slipped out of bed. He hopped over to the desk and sat on the rigid chair.
Alan turned on the desk lamp. It had two settings. He chose �Dim.�
He pulled Rick�s book under the small circle of light. Liz stirred and Alan froze. Her slow breathing resumed and Alan turned his attention back to the book. The cover was worn and dirty. There was no title on the cover or spine. It crackled as he open the cover and turned to the title page. In ornate letters, a single word decorated the page��Diary.�
Alan turned the page.
The text was faded and difficult to read. After squinting at it for several seconds, Alan puzzled out the first line.
�July 7th.�
What year?
�Father has been gone for two weeks. Mother didn�t hoist the pig properly when she bled it. We ate as much as we could, but most of the meat went bad.�
What does this have to do with anything?
Alan flipped through the pages.
�December 13th. It�s so warm out today�we played in the yard after dinner. Branny made a song about a field mouse. He asked me to write it down, but I forgot.�
Alan set the book up on its spine and let it open to where it would. The book opened to a spot about halfway through.
�October 25th. Mother said she�ll bring them to us tonight. She said I would do the same for my daughter, so I should write down the words. Mother�s writing is indecipherable. She said that Father would recite a verse, and then she would speak, and then it will be my turn.�
Under the Father heading, there was a short verse.
We open the night and call with a flame.
The darkness, the wind, the water, and pain.
We welcome collectors of wisp and air.
We discard our virtue, our pride, and shame.

The mothers and fathers of spite, beware.
No longer are drawn or desire to pair.
These cousins will bring and then take our name.
So come to our light and grant us your care.


Alan read the verse twice. He searched his confused memory, trying to recall if he�d heard those words the night before.
�What are you doing?� Liz asked, her voice thick with sleep.
�Nothing, honey,� Alan said. �Just reading.�

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Bob's

OCTOBER 26

WHEN ALAN pulled up, Bob was outside, working in the yard.
�Hey, how�s the cripple?� Bob asked as Alan got out of the car. �I thought you were supposed to be on crutches.�
�I ditched them,� Alan said. He leaned against the door of his Toyota.
�I see you�ve been back to the house?� Bob asked, gesturing at Alan�s car.
�Yeah, just for a couple of things.�
Bob nodded.
�We�re down at American Suites now,� Alan said. �We moved there today. The Inn was working our budget pretty hard.�
�How long are you staying there?�
�Until the end of the month at least. I don�t know. Joe goes back to school a week from Monday. So maybe we�ll move back next weekend. Still not sure.�
�You think something might happen?� Bob asked. �More trouble?�
Alan looked at the sky. It was a nice afternoon�blue skies with a few puffy white clouds for decoration. The day had warmed into the sixties even though they�d seen frost on the grass that morning.
�You want to take a walk?� Alan asked.
�I�d be happy to. Are you sure you�re up to it?�
�As long as we don�t get too crazy,� Alan said. He motioned towards the path that led to the snowmobile trail.
In a few months, Alan thought, this place might not seem so secluded.
The snowmobile trail looked like it was going to be a major thoroughfare once the snow hit. Another team of eager trail riders had been through with chainsaws and widened the trail even more. Alan and Bob walked down the hill, smelling the scent of freshly trimmed pines. Alan rolled his left foot around the edge with each step to minimize the pressure on his toe. Even with care, the stitches throbbed. He�d skipped his painkillers that morning�he didn�t like the idea of driving while doped up.
�I want to see how the beaver pond looks since the storm,� Alan said.
Bob nodded and stuffed his hands in his pockets as they walked.
�So how much of that book did you read?� Alan asked.
�All of it,� Bob said. �I was waiting around in the hospital to find out how your surgery went, and then when I got home I couldn�t get to sleep. I read it twice, actually.�
�Did you make sense of it?�
�Sophia�s entries were tough to decipher. Marie made a little more sense. I didn�t have any problems at all reading Violet�s entries, except for those little hearts she put over each J.�
Alan laughed.
They reached the bottom of the hill. As they turned left, Alan saw the devastation from the flooding and destruction of the beaver dam. What used to be a pond was now a muddy mess. The water was only a thin stream between two wide banks of spongy dirt. The beaver lodge was in ruins as well. Alan wondered if the beavers had drowned in the rain.
�What did you think of it?� Bob asked.
�I�d rather hear your perspective first,� Alan said. �I think my judgement might be a little clouded.�
�Okay,� Bob said. �Want to sit?�
He motioned at a couple of big rocks that sat near what used to be the pond�s shoreline. Alan followed him over there.
�I think Sophia started the diary because her mother couldn�t write. I don�t know if the father could. Buster said his father used to read books all the time, so if he wasn�t lying about that, then I guess the father could. Anyway, it looked to me like Sophia was given the task of documenting the processes, so they could move them from an oral tradition to something a little more rigorous.�
�Rigorous,� Alan said with a smirk.
�But Sophia used the diary for more than just documentation. She wrote down quite a bit about her life�she talked about getting married so young, healing people, and then eventually about having a daughter and when her daughter was taken away from her,� Bob said.
�What else did you notice about Sophia?�
�What do you mean?�
�Mental illness?� Alan asked. �Her rants about suicide, and how she talked about amputating her own fingers?�
�Yeah,� Bob said. �But those things happened after they took Marie away from her. It was pretty clear that she was devastated by losing her daughter. I really wasn�t surprised by the change in her mental state. They never told her it was coming and then one day they just took her daughter away to be raised by someone else. I think that would unbalance most mothers.�
�What about her healing?�
�Yeah, I don�t know exactly what to think about the healing. It�s difficult�she didn�t really know what was wrong with the people they brought to her, except in the couple of cases she wrote about where they were physically deformed. I liked the description one of them had. Was it Marie or Violet who suggested that tumors have their own souls?�
�Marie,� Alan said, nodding.
�She said that one of her patients who had a brain tumor was having conversations with it.�
�Perkins,� Alan said. �Dudley Perkins.�
�Yes,� Bob said. �When Marie called the migrators to come take away Dudley�s brain tumor, he sang a song to bid farewell to his friend. That�s an interesting idea�the soul of a tumor. I wonder if anyone�s done a movie about something like that.�
�Cancer�s not a very sympathetic character,� Alan said.
�Despicable characters sometimes lead to good cinema,� Bob said.
�So do you believe any of that stuff from the book?� Alan asked.
�Well�� Bob said. He looked off across the ruins of the pond and thought for a minute before speaking again. �When I was reading it for the second time, I kept thinking how well it all fit. Buster described them as phantoms that fed on the remnants of human spirit. The book said that they would normally stay underground, but a woman with the right training could bring them to the surface to remove demons from human hosts. If you assume that by demons they mean cancer or illness, then it�s like using leeches to suck impurities from a person�s blood, right? One woman of each generation is trained to coax those creatures to the surface to cure people.�
�So you believe that whatever those things were, they perform some kind of psychic surgery?� Alan asked.
�No, not psychic. Maybe they excrete some acid or flesh-eating bacteria or something. Whatever it is, it can be used as a weapon, like on your foot. Or it can be used more precisely. The woman tames those things and makes them behave.�
�Welcome to Kingston Lakes, where logic and reason don�t apply,� Alan said.
�And then one day a giant squid washes up on the beach and science has to revise its thinking. It happens all the time�just less often than it did a thousand years ago,� Bob said. �Maybe they built this whole mythology around a little nugget of a perfectly natural phenomenon. Once you strip away all that other window dressing, maybe the phenomenon isn�t that hard to believe. I�m curious to know what happened in that cabin.�
�I suppose it was the passing down ceremony,� Alan said. �It seemed like the same ceremony described in the book. The one that transferred the knowledge from Sophia to Marie, and Marie to Violet. When they passed the knowledge they had a wedding at the same time. They were there to transfer from Violet to Pauline, but I interrupted the process.�
�So they didn�t finish?� Bob asked.
�I don�t know. I guess not. You read the part about the bones?� Alan asked.
�Yes. It said that the bones of a practitioner must be kept safe from the migrators. I assume that�s why we found Sophia�s bones in that ceramic case.�
�Exactly,� Alan said. �It was like the ceramic acted as an insulator that they couldn�t get past.�
�But it didn�t say why it was important,� Bob said.
�Well, it was implied,� Alan said. �In the Mother�s Verse it said something like, �Keep safe the bones, away from migration. Keep safe the soul to aid the temptation.� I don�t remember exactly. But, if I was reading it right, there was a part that suggested that if those phantoms fed on the soul of a practitioner, that the bones would lose their potency to bring the migrators to the surface again. That means that somewhere around here Buster�s mom must be in one of those porcelain boxes.�
�And Marie,� Bob said. �Don�t forget her. So your instincts were right�those things wanted to get at Sophia�s skeleton. You think that giving her remains to the migrators broke the cycle.�
�It�s a thought,� Alan said. �It certainly seemed to disrupt whatever they were doing. But it�s impossible to separate superstition from fact without more information.�
�Tell me what you saw in there,� Bob said.
Alan took a deep breath. He put his left foot up on his right knee. Even that small change in elevation helped the throbbing.
He told Bob the whole story, beginning with when he walked through the door and ending with his blind escape.
�I wonder if anyone else made it out alive,� Bob said when Alan was finished. �That whole cabin exploded in flame right after you stumbled out.�
�I�m not going back to find out,� Alan said. �Probably get arrested for murder.�
�Our fingerprints are all over that box,� Bob said. �Do fingerprints survive fire?�
�I don�t know,� Alan said.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Discovery

OCTOBER 30

ALAN OPENED his eyes. The monster was still there. Behind him, Liz and Joe were pressed against the sink. The only thing between his family and the monster�s snapping jaws was Alan�s camera. He was swinging it, keeping the monster at bay with the bulky camera body. He had an idea�maybe the flash on the camera would blind the monster and he could sneak his family out the window or something.
Alan stopped swinging and brought the camera�s familiar weight to his hands. He flipped the switch with his thumb.
The monster inched forward. It looked like a giant dog crossed with a lizard. It growled and snapped its jaws. The monster�s rotting breath washed over Alan.
He triggered the flash. Nothing happened. Alan looked down at the camera and saw the crack in the display. His camera was mortally injured.
The monster opened its jaws impossibly wide, like a hippo. A hundred sharp teeth gleamed with white enamel.
The jaws closed on Alan�s hands.
�Alan, wake up,� Liz said. She shook his shoulder.
�What?� Alan asked.
�You have to stop reading that book every night. It always gives you nightmares.�
�I know,� Alan said. He flipped the pillow over and turned away from his wife. This hotel had puffy pillows. He couldn�t get comfortable with them.
�You might as well get up,� Liz said. �You said you�d take Joe to that breakfast place and I�m sure he�s already up.�
�Yeah,� Alan said. He drifted back to sleep.
�Alan!� Liz said. She laughed and hit him with her own puffy pillow.
�Okay, okay.� Alan said.
He slipped out of bed and lurched to the bathroom. The Kingston Village Inn was definitely more luxurious, but the American Suites room was nice and generic. There was no character and no history. It could have been anywhere in the country. Alan liked it much better. He brushed his teeth with one hand while he reached around to scratch his back with the other.
�Hey, Dad,� Joe said.
�Whuh?� Alan asked through his toothpaste.
�Look.�
Alan looked at his son. Joe smiled, revealing fangs.
�I�m going to be a vampire. Mom got me a cape, and I�m going to put some blood in the corner of my mouth.�
Alan leaned down to spit in the sink.
�I thought you were too old for costumes.�
�I�m not too old for scary costumes that get me candy,� Joe said. �Mom said she would take me to the neighborhood near her office tomorrow night. There�s a lot of houses there.�
�You�re going too,� Liz called from the other room.
�I don�t have a costume.�
�He said he doesn�t have a costume,� Joe relayed to his mom.
�That�s okay,� Liz said. �He doesn�t need candy.�
�Why don�t you go get dressed,� Alan said to Joe. �We�ll go out to that breakfast place you found.�
Joe gave him one more fang-smile and then retreated to his own hotel room.
On the other side of their hotel bed, Liz was doing her morning back stretches next to the window.
�I�m going to talk to him about changing schools,� Alan said.
�You want me to come too?� Liz asked.
�No, that�s okay. I�ll just broach it today and then we can discuss it as a family later.�
�You think it�s okay to leave the choice to him?� Liz asked.
�I think it�s unfair to not give him a voice. That doesn�t mean we can�t influence the decision.�
�But if we think it�s dangerous for him to be at the old school, I don�t know why we would give him a choice at all.�
�I wouldn�t say it�s dangerous.�
�When are you going to tell me everything that happened the other night?� Liz asked.
�I don�t know that I should,� Alan said.
�I don�t understand,� Liz said.
�I know,� Alan said. �Give me a little while to think about it, okay?�
* * *
�You don�t like your pancakes?� Alan asked.
�I guess,� Joe said. �I mean they�re good, but I�m not hungry.�
�Are you feeling okay? When we left the hotel you said you could eat a horse.�
�I have a little headache I guess.�
Alan pushed his empty coffee cup to the edge of the table, hoping for a refill. This was another nice thing about American Suites�there was lots of stuff you could walk to. Sure, you had to walk alongside major roads without sidewalks, but there was a whole development full of big stores and right next door to that a cluster of small businesses. Joe had spotted the little breakfast place on one of their outings.
It was just the kind of place that Alan and Joe liked to go. It was a little one-story building, the size of a small house, that had been gutted at some point and filled with a cozy little diner. Joe and Alan shared a tiny booth where the benches were painted plywood covered with handmade cushions. The table was a chunk of recycled countertop and was bolted to the wall so securely, you could have set a car engine down on top.
�Can I warm that up for you?� the waitress asked.
�Please,� Alan said.
Joe rubbed his forehead.
�I want to talk to you about school, Joe,� Alan said.
Joe looked up briefly and then his eyes found the table again.
�We know you�ve had some problems adjusting, and some conflicts with some of the kids.�
�Only a couple,� Joe said.
�Sure,� Alan said, �but significant conflicts, especially with Polly.�
Joe nodded.
�We�re wondering maybe if that school isn�t the right fit for you.� Alan paused. He expected a big fight. �You have a couple of other options. We could try homeschool for a little while.�
Alan let that statement sit for a second.
�You could still do sports with the other kids. We could pull you out at Christmas break or even in November if we want�we only have to give them ten days notice.�
�You would teach me?� Joe asked.
�Yes. I would teach you when I could. There are lots of online resources. We can learn some of the stuff together. I�ve forgotten more than I remember about history, so a lot of it would be new for me as well. Your progress is measured by standardized tests, so we�ll know if you start to fall behind.�
Joe nodded. He used both hands to take a big sip of his water.
�There�s another option, of course. If we wait until the new year, we could enroll you in private school. There are a couple of excellent ones close to the house. I would drop you off in the morning and pick you up in the afternoon. They would definitely offer you an opportunity to excel. Small classes and individual learning plans make sure that you�re challenged.�
Joe nodded.
�Joe? Are you okay?� Alan asked.
�Can we go, Dad? I don�t feel good.�
�Sure,� Alan said.
He dropped a twenty on the bill, grabbed their jackets, and herded his son to the door. In the tiny parking lot, Joe hunched over and stared at the asphalt for several seconds before he could walk.
�I�m going to call your mom to come pick us up,� Alan said.
�Okay.�
Alan patted his son on the back and they stood while Alan waited for Liz to answer her phone.
�You didn�t eat anything else this morning, did you? We had the same thing for breakfast. I wonder if you�re coming down the flu or something. That�s why they have these breaks in October, I guess. They have to break the flu cycle somehow. But you had your shot, didn�t you?�
�What�s up?� Liz asked over the phone.
�Can you pick us up? Joe�s not feeling well,� Alan said.
�Dad, I can�t see right,� Joe said.
Alan rubbed his son�s back. �He says he can�t see right.�
�Where is that place? Behind the movie theater?� Liz asked.
�Yeah,� Alan said. �Just take a left immediately before the parking lot and then take your first right. You�ll see us. I�m the tall one, and Joe is the green one.�
Alan smiled and coaxed Joe over to a little patch of grass. If he was going to throw up, it might as well not be on the asphalt.
�Okay,� Liz said, �I�m at the gas station now, so I�ll be��
�Dad?� Joe asked.
�Hold on,� Alan said into the phone.
Joe collapsed.
* * *
�Joe, if you take a left at that desk, you�ll find a couch and a TV and an Xbox. Is he allowed Xbox?� the doctor turned to Liz.
She nodded.
�We�ve got at least three or four games out there. I�ll be done with your parents in a moment.�
�Okay,� Joe said.
Alan watched his son walk down the hall. Joe was looking better, but not by much. The doctor had introduced himself, but Alan couldn�t remember the name. It was on the outside of the building as well.
Something like Ambroccia, or Andoccia? Are those names?
As he closed the door behind Joe, the doctor�s face changed. He lost his don�t-scare-the-child face and dropped right into his straight-talk-to-adults face. His mustache and frown made him look like Wilford Brimley.
�You want to have a seat?� Dr. Wilford asked.
Liz sat on the rolling exam stool. Alan sat in the chair with the wooden arms. Dr. Wilford leaned back against the counter.
�So no listlessness, nausea, or vision problems before today?� Dr. Wilford asked.
�No, not that I can think of,� Alan said. �He�s been going to school and hasn�t complained of any of those things.�
�What is it?� Liz asked. �You clearly have something in mind.�
�What I have in mind is a trip down to Portland on Friday and a contingency plan,� Dr. Wilford said.
�How do you mean?� Liz asked.
�Well,� the doctor said. He paused before he continued. �I�d like to get an MRI. There�s a chance that it will come up clear and you�ll come home. Then we�ll start looking for another explanation.�
�But you think you know what the MRI will show. Just tell us,� Liz said. �What�s the contingency plan?�
Dr. Wilford nodded at Liz for a second.
�There�s a chance that the MRI will show us a medulloblastoma, producing intracranial pressure. That means that there may be a tumor that is blocking his fourth ventricle and causing fluid to put pressure on his brain.�
�A tumor,� Alan said. �Cancer?�
�If we see that tumor, then we�ll want him in surgery before the end of the weekend.�
�Then we�ll take him right now,� Liz said. �Why would we wait? Let�s get this over with so we can eliminate this possibility.�
Dr. Wilford shook his head at the idea.
�When I stepped out earlier, I was checking on the schedules of Portland, Boston, Manchester, and even down in Connecticut. Friday is our day.�
Liz turned to Alan. She took his hand in hers.
�What are the odds that this medullo-thing is the problem?� Liz asked.
Dr. Wilford looked down for just an instant and then locked eyes with her. �Given all his symptoms, I�d say it�s a definite possibility.�
�Give me a percentage,� Liz said. �Give me a number.�
The doctor didn�t flinch. �More than fifty percent.�
Liz turned to Alan. �We need to take him south. We�ll go to Virginia or New York, Alan. What�s the best hospital there?�
�The surgeons will come to us,� the doctor said. �After the MRI in Portland, if necessary, the surgeons who specialize in this type of surgery will join us in Boston for the procedure. We don�t take any chances with this kind of procedure. These are elite surgeons.�
Liz squeezed Alan�s hand.
The doctor pushed away from his counter. �I know the urge to act is overwhelming, but trust me, the course of action I�m suggesting is lightning-fast. We will have done well to catch Joe�s problem this early.�
�Have you ever seen this type of problem before?� Alan asked.
Dr. Wilford nodded. �Unfortunately, yes.�
�And the patient?�
Dr. Wilford shook his head. �We didn�t act fast enough. That�s not going to happen this time. Take him home, keep an eye on him, and check his temperature every four hours. Let me know if you see any change. My staff will give you a number you can call day or night.�
* * *
Liz held her tongue all the way back to the hotel and let Alan do the talking. He calmly told Joe that they would be going to Portland for more tests on Friday, and hopefully the doctors would figure everything out. Meanwhile, they had half of Wednesday and all of Thursday to kill. Alan put Joe to bed and sat in the chair, looking at his son sleep.
Alan heard Liz pacing in the adjoining room. He wondered if they had downstairs neighbors. He wondered if anyone had complained to the front desk about the crazy stomping coming from room 220.
When Joe�s breathing evened out�even asleep he still looked troubled�Alan limped to the door and shut it most of the way behind himself.
�Liz, you have to stop pacing,� Alan said.
She was walking a tight line, back and forth, between the bed and the TV.
�I can�t, Alan.�
�I know how you feel. Why don�t you go down to the gym and use the elliptical or something? Don�t they have an indoor pool there? Maybe you can do some laps.�
�One, I don�t have gym clothes or a bathing suit. Two, I put my head in there the other day�the chlorine would kill me. You know my eyes can�t deal with that.�
�Then go for a run. Do anything except fill up this room with your nervous energy, please?�
�Fine,� she said. She picked up her key card and walked to the door. �But didn�t I suggest he had a tumor weeks ago?�
�Liz,� Alan said. �What good does it do us��
Liz cut him off by closing the door quietly. It was clear that she wanted to slam it.
Alan stretched out on the bed. He turned the TV on but muted the sound. The announcer talked while charts flipped by over her shoulder. The market was up. Somehow the people of the world kept moving through their irrelevant lives while something might be growing inside Joe�s head. Alan couldn�t fathom it. He couldn�t wrap his brain around the concept.
It felt like cancer kept coming up. It was October�s recurring theme.
Alan set a timer on his phone for four hours. He would need to check Joe�s temperature again then. With that done, he drifted off to fitful sleep. The day they�d spent at the doctor�s office had been exhausting, but his mind wouldn�t stopping spinning. Alan spent the night in a endless pattern of napping, taking Joe�s temperature, and staring at Liz. Ever since she�d returned, she�d done nothing but sit at the little desk and read information about Joe�s possible illness. Alan knew that she would be an expert on the subject by the time Friday finally arrived, but she would insufferable for most of Thursday.
He drifted back to sleep.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
Halloween

OCTOBER 31

ALAN WOKE on Thursday morning when Liz came in to the room holding a tray of food.
�Is it time to take his temperature?� Alan asked.
�No,� Liz said. �But I thought he might be hungry when he wakes up, so I got us some food from the breakfast buffet.�
Alan nodded. He rubbed his eyes. He�d spent the night on top of the covers. Liz had spent the night at the desk, but she looked better rested than he felt. She moved to the door to Joe�s room and pulled it open enough to look through.
�Don�t wake him up,� Alan said. He looked at his timer. �We have to check his temp again in ninety minutes.�
Liz winked at him. She went into Joe�s room and closed the door.
Alan swung his feet to the floor.
Inspiration came to him in flashes of bright white light exploding in his brain. He closed his eyes. Alan reached for his phone.
�Hello?� Bob answered the phone.
�Bob, you remember that book we read?�
There was silence on the line.
�Bob?�
�Yeah?�
�In that book�did you get the sense that anyone could do that process, or that it had to be done by one of the women in that lineage?�
�Well,� Bob said, �one of them thought it could be anyone. I think it was Marie. She seemed to think that with the right process anyone could tame the� you know.�
�So why not anyone?� Alan asked.
�What do you mean?�
�What did Sophie call cancer?� Alan asked.
�Sophie�well all of them in the book�called cancer �demons.� If someone had cancer they would say they had demons in their blood. If the women of that family had any inherent skill above their training, it was the ability to spot cancer. They�re like cancer-sniffing dogs. What are you working on, Alan? Why all these questions about the book?�
�Bob, Joe has cancer,� Alan said.
�What?�
�It�s not one-hundred percent, but we�re pretty sure he has brain cancer. At the beginning of the school year, Polly told him that he had demons in him. I think she knew it back then. He�s supposed to go to Portland on Friday for an MRI.�
�Oh, shit, Alan. I�m sorry to hear that,� Bob said. �If there�s anything I can do.�
�Do you mean it?� Alan asked.
�Of course, why? Can I help with something?� Bob asked.
�Yes,� Alan said. �Come to my hotel and help me teach my wife the process. If the Prescott clan can do it, then Liz can. She can learn anything. We�ll give her a crash course and then she can perform the process tonight.�
* * *
In the generic hotel room of American Suites, with Joe watching TV in the adjoining room, Bob and Liz sat in the chairs. Alan sat on the edge of the bed.
They�d been talking for the better part of an hour. To tell the story, Alan started all the way back with Joe�s first school confrontation with Polly. He condensed six weeks down into a brief outline. Liz simply listened. Bob told the parts of the story he�d witnessed, and he described what he understood from the diary. Liz crossed her legs and bounced her foot. Alan finished with his proposal�they would perform the procedure the Prescott women had documented. If it worked as described, the process would draw the migrators to remove Joe�s cancer.
Liz looked between Alan and Bob.
�Do you two want some time to discuss?� Bob asked.
�No,� Liz said. She turned to her husband. �This is quite the leap, Alan. It�s not like you.�
�I won�t deny it�I�m grasping at straws. I�m looking for a miracle,� Alan said.
�You think this has a chance?� Liz asked.
Alan nodded. �Yes.�
�Let me see the book,� Liz said.
* * *
Alan went back to the farmhouse first. He drove his little Toyota into the barn and parked it. Under his jacket, he was sweating with nervous energy. He walked out through the barn door and regarded the house. The sun had set over the trees and the light was soft and thick in the dooryard. The house was dark. It was a nice evening for trick or treating, but they wouldn�t get any kids in this neighborhood. As long as they left the house dark, they shouldn�t need to worry about unexpected visitors.
Bob pulled up the drive. He parked his SUV to the side, in front of the Cook House.
Alan walked around to the passenger�s door.
�You want to give me a ride down the road? I want to retrieve the truck from the woods,� Alan said.
�Hop in,� Bob said. �I heard a rumor over at Christy�s this morning.�
Bob turned around and then turned left at the end of the driveway.
�What did you hear?� Alan asked.
�Apparently there are a lot of Prescotts missing from town lately,� Bob said.
�Really?�
�Seems like they�ve found compelling reasons to move away.�
�Huh. That�s interesting. I�ll get the truck, then use that to move wood for the fire,� Alan said.
�What do you want me to do?� Bob asked.
�After I get the truck, we�ll meet back here and then we�ll stick together. We have a lot to do. Pull over here. The truck�s up that road.�
Alan got out and limped up the logging road. The muddy trail of the big green truck was still visible. He stepped over a tree that had fallen down in the storm.
The truck will probably be smashed, he thought.
He was wrong. The truck stood at a weird angle�its left wheels were higher than the right�but it looked fine. Alan climbed into the cab and it started right up. He backed up to the tree and then jumped out to hook up a rope between the tree and the rear bumper. The truck pulled the tree out of the way easily. Alan backed down the trail to the road. Bob was waiting to make sure he was okay. Alan waved and then led the way back to the house.
Bob parked out of the way and Alan waved him to the truck.
�I want to collect the wood for the fire before it gets too dark,� Alan said. Bob climbed into the cab.
Out back, across the bumpy field, Alan and Joe had stacked a bunch of wood. The tarp looked tattered, but the wood underneath was mostly dry. Alan and Bob loaded it into the truck.
�Are you concerned about next year?� Bob asked.
�What do you mean?�
�Well, if you do this process this year, do you think that those things will seek out Liz next fall also?�
Alan stopped with a big chunk of wood in his hands.
�I hadn�t thought about it,� Alan said. �I�m pretty focused on getting Joe fixed up.�
�Understandable,� Bob said.
�The diary strongly suggested that the migrators were called by the bones of the old practitioners. I�m going to tear up the floor of the attic and get rid of any bones I find.�
�Huh,� Bob said. He picked up another log and loaded it into the truck.
�What?�
�Nothing.�
�No�please tell me what you�re thinking.�
�Well,� Bob said, �there�s a lot of missing details here. The Prescott women passed this process down from generation to generation through that ceremony that you witnessed. And then, when it went from mother to daughter, the mother died. Can Liz survive without the passing down ceremony?�
�You remember your idea about this whole thing?� Alan asked.
�Which?�
�You said that maybe they built all the ceremonies as window dressing around a hard nugget of fact. Well maybe the process itself works without all that craziness about passing it down from mother to daughter in an elaborate ceremony. In fact, that�s why I�m willing to give this a try at all. If it doesn�t work�nothing shows up and Joe is still sick�then we haven�t lost anything but some effort. There�s no danger to Liz because she�s not part of the Prescott clan and she didn�t have the elaborate ceremony to move the power to her. But, if that�s all window dressing, then maybe all we need is the science behind calling the creatures. The fire, the blood, the borax, the water�if those things work, then we have a chance at a miracle.�
By the time Alan finished, Bob was nodding.
�I get it,� Bob said. �You�re picking the low-risk parts of the legend � la carte. You�re hoping to find the root of the mechanism.�
�Exactly,� Alan said. �Let�s head back. The bed is almost riding on the tires.�
Alan drove the truck slowly across the field. Unloading next to the Cook House took only a fraction of the time compared to loading. They stacked the wood on top of a bunch of kindling wood that Alan pulled from the shed. When they finished, Alan led the way back to Bob�s SUV.
�Let�s get that borax spread,� Alan said.
They had boxes of the white powder. Alan had signed up for a membership at the warehouse store just so he could buy the quantity he needed. They each grabbed several boxes and started making a line around the house and barn.
�Leave a gap right along here,� Alan said. He indicated a path from the bulkhead to the Cook House.
Around the back side of the barn, they had already used more than half of the boxes.
�We need to go lighter,� Alan said. �I have to spread some on the stairs from the cellar.�
When they�d finished, the borax powder formed a nearly unbroken line around the perimeter of the house and barn. The only gap was where the lines tucked into the house on either side of the bulkhead. From the cellar bulkhead, you could only move in a straight path directly to the bonfire without crossing the line of borax. With the last box, Alan dusted the inside stairs that led up to the first floor. Just looking at the damp treads made his foot ache.
�There�s a little left in this box,� Bob said. �You want me to add it to the cellar stairs?�
�No,� Alan said. �Do me a favor and dust the front porch, just in case.�
�No problem,� Bob said.
We have fire and mineral, Alan thought. Now I need blood.
Alan pulled the cooler from the back of Bob�s SUV. He set it down in the borax path where it crossed the driveway. After talking with Liz that morning, Alan and Bob had left her to study as they�d gone around to collect the materials they needed for the process. The blood was the hardest thing to find. They�d called butcher shops only to find that most only stocked blood for special orders. People would call weeks ahead before they were going to make blood pudding or blood sausage, but the stuff coagulated too readily for the shops to keep any on hand. They�d finally gotten lucky�one shop had just butchered a cow and and the blood wasn�t spoken for. Alan and Bob drove over there to collect the fetid bags. They�d sealed them in the cooler to keep the smell from invading Bob�s SUV.
Alan opened the cooler.
The odor was deep and ripe. Alan pulled one of the bags. The blood was already beginning to clot up. Alan cut the corner and began drizzling a path from the cellar to the bonfire.
In the book, the women described butchering a live animal and dragging it from the water to the fire. Alan hoped that the blood would serve the same purpose. They needed to draw the migrators down the path to where they would use them.
Bob returned from the front porch.
�Shit!� Alan said. �I forgot�we need more borax to close the circle, once they�re in. We should have saved some aside.�
�Can we sweep some up from the ground and reuse it?�
�We barely have enough for the perimeter as it is,� Alan said. �Can you look in the shop? There might be a box on those pantry shelves in there.�
�No problem,� Bob said.
Alan returned his attention to the blood. He used the second bag to draw another line of blood from the cellar to the fire. The clots stayed in the bag and Alan squeezed them, trying to get more liquid to spread.
�You�re in luck,� Bob said. He came out of the shed with a box in each hand.
�Do you think they�re still good?�
The boxes looked old enough to predate the house.
�They�re still powder,� Bob said. He walked them over to near the fire and set them down on the brown grass.
�Do me a favor,� Alan said. �Use half of one of them to put a circle around that little well. I don�t want to get surprised.�
Bob nodded. Alan finished with the blood and then walked over to Bob.
�Okay, we got the blood, the borax, and the fire. What am I forgetting.�
�You decided not to do the dried flower petals, right?�
�Right. Seems like window-dressing and I don�t know where we�d even get them,� Alan said.
�You have a pitchfork, a shovel, walnut leaves, and a small box?�
�Everything but the leaves. I almost forgot those. There�s a walnut tree out back. I�ll go rake some up.�
�That�s all I can think of,� Bob said.
�Can you dig the hole while I�m getting the leaves?�
�Sure. Where do you want it?� Bob asked.
�Right here,� Alan said. He pointed to a spot a few feet past the wood they�d laid for the fire.
* * *
As instructed, Liz parked at the side of the road. If something went wrong, they would use Bob�s SUV to make the run to the hospital. Liz and Joe walked hand in hand up the dark drive towards the barn light and stopped at the edge of the white powder that made a line across the driveway.
�What�s happening, Mom?� Joe asked. His voice sounded tired and slurred.
�We�re going to do a Halloween play, Joe,� Liz said. �Your dad set it up. It�s going to be very spooky, but it�s all for fun, okay?�
�Is that real blood?� Joe asked. He was looking down at the burgundy streak across the driveway. It looked shiny in the glow from the light mounted to the front of the huge barn.
�You have to ask your father,� Liz said.
They heard footsteps coming down the shed hall. Alan appeared, looking very serious.
�You guys ready?� Alan asked.
�I was just telling Joe about the play,� Liz said.
�Do we get candy at the end?� Joe asked.
Alan pasted a big smile on his face before he answered. �Yes, lots of candy when we�re done.� Alan realized that they�d discussed everything except what to tell Joe about the evening�s events. �Joe, you come with me to the Cook House. Your mom is going to start everything and we�ll join in later.�
Alan put out his hand. Joe was reluctant to let go of his mom�s grip, but she nudged him towards Alan.
�Are we going to have a bonfire?� Joe asked as they walked towards the Cook House. The roof of the Cook House blocked the barn light�the interior was a deep shadow. Alan flipped on the light. The bulb hanging in the fixture seemed weak and yellow. The lower half of each wall was wood, but the tops were panels of screen. It was pleasant in the summer, but this time of year it almost felt colder in the little building than out in the driveway.
�Yup,� Alan said. He glanced back at his wife. She stepped gingerly over the line of borax and walked along the trail of blood towards the house. �Are you warm enough?�
�Yeah,� Joe said. �It�s nice out tonight. Mom said we have to go to Portland tomorrow. Is it because I�m sick?�
�Yup,� Alan said. �They want to run some tests on you and the best machine is down in Portland. It�s one of those big MRI machines.� Alan held open the door and Joe walked in. They�d already put away the folding chairs, but the picnic benches were still inside. Joe sat down on one end and Alan took the other. �For the MRI, you have to lie down on this long table and then they slide you in to this big ring. It makes a lot of noise, but you don�t feel anything. The machine just sends out tiny magnetic waves that jiggle the water molecules in your body and then use the response to produce an image.�
�Have you had it done?�
�Yes. You remember when I had my appendix out?�
�Kinda.�
�They did an MRI on me to make sure that it needed to come out. You really don�t feel anything.�
�I think I�ve seen it on TV,� Joe said. �What�s mom doing?�
�She�s starting the play,� Alan said. �It�s a big Halloween tradition around here, so we thought we�d give it a try. I�m not sure how scary it will be, but I guess we�ll all find out together. Just remember�I�m right here, so there�s nothing to worry about.�
�I don�t get scared very easily, Dad,� Joe said. �You and Mom jump more than I do when we watch movies.�
�This isn�t happening on TV, bud,� Alan said. He tried to smile.
Across the driveway, over near the bulkhead, Bob was standing just outside the line of borax, watching Liz work. She was crouched near the doors. Folded back like that, the doors looked like arms that wanted to gather Liz down the granite steps into the cellar to hold her in the dark. Liz chanted the strange syllables from the book. The sound swept over to Alan and Joe on the wind.
�Mom read that old book all day,� Joe said.
�Yeah?� Alan asked. His eyes were locked on the black hole that led down to the house�s cellar. The book said that the migrators would be visible during the process. Alan didn�t see anything.
�I slept a lot,� Joe said. �I�ve been so tired ever since those pancakes. Do you think there was something in them?�
�No,� Alan said. �I had the pancakes too.�
�What�s she doing?�
�The play�I told you,� Alan said.
�Yeah, but what is she doing?�
Liz backed away from the bulkhead. She held her hands in front of her and they were white�dusted with the borax. Her feet slid carelessly through the path of blood as she backed up. Her attention was focused on dead grass in front of her. The pace of her chants increased. The wind blew hard and shifted direction. It rattled the windows in the barn.
�When Liz was about fifteen feet from the bulkhead, still backing up, she waved to Bob. He scattered some borax across the path leading from the bulkhead and� then swung the doors shut. They banged closed with a metal finality. Liz stepped up to the asphalt.
Alan and Joe could hear the chanting clearly now. It sounded guttural and strange.
�Zy-enn al chook schoon deez oom khaloon,� Liz said.
I wonder if it matters what she�s saying, Alan wondered. Could those things really understand any language, or are they just animals?
Alan stood and leaned close to the screen wall. The things Liz was backing away from were invisible to him, but she certainly seemed to be focused on something.
�I�ll be right back, Joe,� Alan said. �You stay in here until I come get you, okay?�
�Sure,� Joe said.
The door squeaked as Alan pushed his way out. Liz continued her slow march backwards along the line of blood and between the boundaries of borax powder.
Bob approached. He had a box of Borax in his hand. It was one of the old boxes from the shop.
�Is it working?� Alan whispered to Bob.
Bob nodded.
�Come here,� Bob said. He pulled Alan right next to the borax path, so his toes were almost touching the line of powder across the asphalt. A gust of wind blew so strong that it almost shoved him over the line. Alan caught his balance. The borax didn�t seem perturbed by the wind at all.
�Now lean over and look down towards your wife,� Bob said.
Liz was still backing slowly towards the bonfire, chanting the phrases over and over. She was a few paces away from Alan and Bob.
Alan leaned over the borax, as Bob instructed. When his head crossed the plane of the powder line, he saw. He couldn�t imagine how Liz kept her sanity in the face of what she was staring at. Just inches from her outstretched hands, three of the migrators crept forward as she inched backwards. Their purple and yellow bruised bodies seemed to glow in the light from the barn. If they were to stand, they�d probably be as tall as a man, but they didn�t stand. They crawled across the ground on their hands and feet. Their elbows and shoulder blades made sharp points and the naked muscles of their buttocks were clenched. As they crept, they would raise a foot and silently swing it forward, even with their hands before putting it back down.
Liz kept chanting but glanced up at Alan. Her eyes were filled with terror.
At her glance, one of the creatures turned its faceless head back. Its body pivoted in an instant and it sprang towards Alan.
He jerked himself back. As soon as his face crossed the plane of borax, the creature was invisible again. He imagined its bruised body just on the other side of the line and he took a step backwards.
�Did you see them?� Bob asked.
Alan nodded.
�Why three?� Alan asked.
�They all came at once. We couldn�t separate off just one,� Bob said.
Down the path of blood, Liz backed through the circle of borax that surrounded the bonfire.
�We have to get ready to close the circle,� Bob said. He handed the box to Alan.
Alan wondered about the creature that had lunged at him�whether it had returned to its brothers. He wanted to ask Liz, but suspected that interrupting her concentration could lead to disaster.
�You ready with the fire?� Alan asked.
�Yes,� Bob said.
Bob moved quickly to the outside of the circle�s perimeter. When Liz reached the far side of the pile of wood�that�s when they were supposed to act. Alan got as close as he dared to the line of borax where the straight path ended and the circle around the bonfire began. He tore the top from the box. There was no need to conserve the powder once he drew this final line. The wind was blowing steadily from east to west. He would have to keep the top of the box very close to the ground to make an unbroken line.
Liz was almost in place.
Bob lit his torch. It was a long stick with an old shirt tied to the end. They�d soaked the shirt in kerosene. It lit fast. The flame sputtered in the wind.
Liz found the other side of the pile of wood and backed up to it. The wind was in their favor. When the fire caught, the flames would blow away from her position. Still, with all the kerosene, she�d have to be careful.
�Go,� Bob said to Alan.
Alan clenched his teeth as he reached the box over the line of borax. It was his job to cut off access to the borax path and complete the circle of powder. This was the only way to contain the migrators. Without this line, they would just flee back down the path when Bob lit the fire. He began to shake the box. The powder blew in the wind. The gusts didn�t seem to disturb the lines on the ground, but between the box and the ground, the wind dispersed Alan�s effort. He reached his whole arm over the line to move the box even closer to the ground.
It was finally working. The powder was completing the circle. When the borax touched the line and extended it, it seemed to lock in. The borax locked in.
�Alan!� Liz yelled.
He looked up to see his wife looking over her shoulder. He didn�t see anything. He kept pouring.
The pain hit his pinky and his elbow at the same time. Every instinct told him to jerk his hand back. He didn�t. He kept pouring the powder out of the box, clenching his hand harder as the pain intensified. The circle was almost closed. Six inches, five inches, four inches.
Alan saw the bones of his own right hand. He saw the skin disappear from the back of his hand where it covered a bulging vein. Blood squirted out into the wind and blew back a fine mist before the vein was sealed by the searing venom of the creature. At his elbow, a tendon sprang from the joint. Alan�s bladder released.
The box fell from his ruined arm.
The circle was closed.
Alan fell backwards, clutching his arm to his chest. The thing tugged at his finger bones as they crossed the line of borax, but it released and Alan fell onto his back.
Bob reached his torch over the circle. Alan watched through the tears flooding down his face. The fire at the end of the stick went out. Bob kept threading the torch towards the fire, careful to keep his hands on the right side of the borax circle. As soon as the rag was sheltered from the wind behind the pile of wood, the flame sprang back to life. It had barely touched the pile when the bonfire lit.
Flames shot up from the pile.
Liz shouted her chants over the popping of the fire.
She moved away from the heat. She kept her pace even and controlled, but her head swiveled back and forth as she looked at the creatures that Alan and Bob couldn�t see. She turned to face the fire and stepped backwards over the line, out of the circle.
�Yes,� Alan whispered. His tears gushed with his relief.
Liz was at his side in an instant.
�Alan. Oh my god, what have we done?� Liz asked.
Bob came to his other side.
Alan squeezed the tears from his eyes and he turned to look back at Joe. His son�s jaw hung down in horror and his hands were pressed against the screen. The boy looked past the adults to the bonfire. Alan turned to follow Joe�s gaze. The flames reached high into the night.
If he unfocused his eyes and let the dancing flames blur, Alan could see what his son saw. There were shadows moving in front of the flames. They were thrown by the migrators, and they were frantic. The migrators were trying to flee the fire, but the circle of borax gave them nowhere to hide. They moved so fast, but when Alan blinked he saw still-frames of their movement. It was the panicked hands-and-feet gallop of a frightened ape. They ran counterclockwise around the fire.
�We have to call this off, Alan,� Liz said. �You need a hospital immediately. I�m going to call for an ambulance.�
She dug in her pocket for her phone.
�That won�t work,� Alan said.
�What?�
�Your phone,� Alan said.
She looked at it and stabbed the face with her finger. Her hand fell to her side when she realized that Alan was right.
�We�ll drive then,� she said.
�No,� Alan said. He rose to his feet. He wrapped his good arm around his bad. One of the blood vessels near his elbow hadn�t been cauterized completely and blood oozed down the front of his jacket. Urine soaked the front of Alan�s pants.
�You�ll lose the hand, Alan,� Liz said. �It�s a hundred times worse than your foot. And your arm! Oh my god.�
Alan looked to Bob. The man was still holding the long torch. His gaze shifted between Alan and the fire.
�How long do we have to wait, Bob?� Alan asked.
�Until they reverse their direction,� Bob said. �The book said it�s too dangerous to go in until they start running clockwise and they slow down. Of course, the book only talked about trapping one at a time.�
�No,� Liz said. �Sophia caught two one time. She didn�t have any problems. And in the passing ceremony, they used as many as would come.�
Bob nodded.
�Alan,� Liz said. �You need help for your hand and arm.�
�We�ve come this far,� Alan said. �It�s working. I don�t want to turn back.�
�Guys,� Bob said. He was pointing.
Alan had to blur his eyes again and let them get lost in the fire to see what Bob referred to. The shadows were moving from right to left now. They were circling the fire clockwise and moving slower. Alan stepped forward before Liz could protest. He took a deep breath and stepped over the line. Alan stumbled. It was like stepping into a fast-moving current. The air was heavy and swirling with the movement of the migrators. As Alan�s head crossed the plane into the circle, he saw them.
The three of them ran on all fours with their faceless heads low to the ground. They circled the fire, weaving between Alan�s legs as they ran past him.
Alan struggled to remember the word. Sophia had written that the word was a command meaning �cure,� but Marie�s entry suggested that the word just meant �come to me.�
He remembered.
�Grush-sh-tep!� Alan shouted.
The things stopped moving.
�Grush-sh-tep,� he said again. Their faceless heads turned towards him. Alan felt a fresh squirt of urine release in his pants. Their attention was nothing less than terrifying.
�What�s happening, Alan?� Liz shouted. He could barely hear her over the crackling of the fire. He realized how hot the flames were.
The things approached and Alan�s fear rose. They had tasted him twice and now they were coming to eat the rest of his flesh. One of the creatures quickly flanked Alan, moving to the space between Alan and the borax line. He was trapped between the three migrators and the hot fire. They slinked forward with their faceless heads turned up to him and their torsos pressed close to the ground.
�Alan!� Liz called.
He was too frightened to reply. He could barely breath in the smokey air. One of the creatures tucked its arms to its sides and began to rear up on its legs. Alan took a step backwards and nearly stepped on another migrator. He looked down to see it spinning in place and gathering its limbs beneath itself. He considered a leap. He could try to jump the one near the line of borax. It was still on the ground. Or, he could try to jump over the fire.
Just past the migrator, he saw Liz move to the edge of the borax. He had to do something before she did something stupid, trying to save him.
Suddenly, it was too late. The migrator that had reared up in front of Alan reached out with its ugly short arms and fused hands. He couldn�t back away more, the one behind him was closing in also. They reached forward and grabbed Alan. He dropped to his knees.
He expected pain. What he felt was a deep numbing cold. It was almost a relief from the heat of the fire. He lost track of the migrators. They moved around him. Alan turned his confused eyes to the sky and wondered how long he had to live. Something jabbed him in the side. Alan saw the charred end of Bob�s torch. The burning rag had been removed. Alan grabbed at the stick and it pulled him away from the fire. He pulled himself upright, expecting the migrators to descend on him again. Alan stumbled over the borax line, into the arms of his wife.
�Alan, thank god,� Liz said.
Alan shook his head, trying to clear his eyes. The smoke still stung them and he couldn�t see clearly. He felt Bob�s hands on his foot.
�What are you doing?� Alan asked.
�Alan, stop,� Liz said. She gently pulled his arms away from his chest.
He realized that his jacket and flannel shirt were gone. He was standing there in a t-shirt. His injured foot was bare as well.
�Your foot, too!� Liz said.
�What? What�s happening?� Alan asked.
�It worked,� Bob said. �You were right.�
�What worked? I don�t remember what I was doing,� Alan said.
�Your arm and your foot. Do you remember that you lost a toe and most of your right hand?� Liz asked.
�And your elbow,� Bob said.
�Yes,� Alan said.
�Look,� Liz said.
Alan blinked again. He opened his eyes wide and let himself see. His left foot was bare and standing on the cold ground. The shoe, sock, and bandage were all gone. Instead of the nub left from the amputation of his big toe, he saw a perfectly normal digit on the end of his foot. He turned his hands to his face. They were both there�all ten fingers, no visible bones. He turned his left wrist to his eyes. He still had the scar from when he was twelve�there was apparently a limit to how much the migrators would heal.
�Joe,� he said.
�Is it safe?� Liz asked.
�They�re moving clockwise again,� Bob said. �The diary said they used them multiple times in one session.�
�He�s just a child,� Liz said, moving in close to confer with Alan. �We have options. We have western medicine.�
�Liz,� Alan whispered, �you�ve read all the information. Even after a year or so of terrible treatment, he could be stunted, uncoordinated, and have a shorter life expectancy. That�s if he survives.�
�It�s too much,� Liz said.
�You can�t hold them for too long without using them,� Bob said. �It�s not safe. What do you want to do.�
�You decide,� Liz said to Alan.
Alan blinked and then turned for the Cook House. He walked to the door of the screened building. The dead grass was cold away from the fire, but it felt good on his newly-repaired foot. Alan felt a tiny spark of hope for his son�s future.
�Joe,� Alan said as he entered the Cook House and sat down, �we need to talk.�
�That�s real, isn�t it,� Joe said, pointing at the bonfire. Bob was talking to Liz near the fire. Alan and Joe saw their backs surrounded in a halo of flame.
�Yeah, bud, it is.�
�What are those things? Are they the things from the cellar?�
�Yes, but that�s just how they got in. I want you to understand�they�re not always going to be in our cellar. We�re going to turn them loose in a minute. They�re only here because we called them here.�
�Why would you do that?�
�For this,� Alan said. He lifted his bare foot up so Joe could see it in the light from the fire.
�Your toe is back,� Joe said.
Alan nodded.
�Aren�t they the things that took your toe? Now they brought it back?�
�In a way, yes. We found instructions on how to use those things to heal people. I went in there just to test it out and make sure it was safe. I needed to know it would be safe to take you in there.�
Joe shrank from Alan�s words. He pulled away from his father and Alan felt a stab of sorrow replace the hope in his chest.
�Joe, come with me. We�ll go together.�
Joe shook his head. When he was a little boy, Joe never wanted to admit that he was afraid. He would either come up with an excuse to get himself out of uncomfortable situations, or he would just withdraw. Alan preferred the excuses. Excuses could be reasoned with. Withdrawal didn�t leave any room for negotiation.
�Joe, it�s okay. I was just in there�you saw me�and now my foot is better, see? You have to trust me.�
Joe slid back on the bench.
�Alan,� Bob called, �you don�t have a lot of time.�
Liz came over towards the screen. Alan held up his finger to ask for another moment.
�Joe, I know it�s scary, but we have to go.�
�Listen to your father, Joe,� Liz said.
Joe pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around his shins.
Alan put out his hand. Joe slowly shook his head back and forth.
�No kidding around here, bud,� Alan said. He moved his hand closer to Joe.
Joe took his hand.
* * *
At the edge of the borax circle, Alan stood behind his son with his hands on Joe�s shoulders. He could feel his boy trembling beneath his hands. Alan gave Joe�s shoulder a squeeze with his healed right hand. The hand felt better than new�it felt strong and capable.
�We�ll go in on three, okay?� Alan asked.
When he blurred his eyes, Alan could see the migrators passing in front of the flame. One had a hitch in its stride. Its shadow limped by every couple of seconds. Another was slower than the rest. Even the limping one passed it every few rotations.
�One. Two,� Alan said. He felt Joe�s shoulders tense under his hands. �Three.�
He stepped with Joe and pushed him into the circle. The creatures ran past, weaving by their legs. The limping one squeezed between Alan and Joe. Alan felt its cold touch on his bare foot.
�Say the word I just taught you,� Alan whispered in Joe�s ear.
�Grush-sh-tep,� Joe said.
�Again.�
�Grush-sh-tep.�
�Again.�
�Grush-sh-tep.�
The limping one stopped and regarded the father and son. Alan felt the vibration of Joe�s moan before he heard it.
�It�s okay, Joe. They�re going to help you. I�m right here.�
The second and third migrators stopped, forming a triangle with the limping one. Joe tried to run. Alan pushed down on his shoulders, holding him in place.
�No,� Joe said in a long moan.
�Hold still,� Alan said.
The migrators pounced. All three came for his son and Alan held him out, offering his son�s body to the creatures. Alan couldn�t look. He turned away as one of the bruised-looking phantoms gripped Joe�s head with its unnatural arms.
From outside the circle, Liz screamed. It sounded like she was a mile away.
Something�s gone wrong. Horribly wrong.
Alan�s cold hands could barely feel the fabric of Joe�s jacket. He clamped down even harder and pulled. He pulled his son and the migrators back and tried to angle towards the edge of the circle. Their tug was strong. Alan closed his fists around the jacket and leaned back, using all his weight to tear his son from the grip of the migrators. One of the creatures fell away and Alan felt some give.
His legs burned. Alan couldn�t even feel his hands. He had managed to turn enough that the edge of the circle was at his back and the fire was at his face.
�Alan, do something!� Liz screamed.
Alan had a burst of desperate inspiration. He shifted his weight and pushed his beloved Joe towards the fire.
Joe screamed.
The migrators fled. Suddenly, it was only Joe�s weight in his hands. Alan kicked his legs and drove himself backwards, away from the fire, and across the line of borax. He collapsed to the ground. Joe landed on top of him. Alan pulled his son into a tight hug.
Liz ran to their side.
�Are you okay, Joe? Joe?�
�Yeah,� Joe�s muffled voice said. His face was pressed to Alan�s shirt. �Dad? You�re squeezing me too tight.�
Bob approached and tapped Liz on the shoulder.
�We have to turn them loose, Liz,� Bob said. �You have to do it.�
Alan watched his wife stand up. She moved with Bob to the top of the circle�farthest away from the house. Liz closed her eyes and paused. She began speaking the words she�d memorized from the book. The closing passages of the process were the most complex, but Liz didn�t hesitate once she started. As she spoke, Bob picked up the bucket of water and splashed it on the borax line, breaking the circle near the hole they�d dug.
Alan held his breath, wondering if the creatures would behave.
The shadows dancing in front of the fire picked up speed and headed for the top of the circle. Liz finished her recitation and fell backwards. Her hair and clothes were blown back by a fierce wind. The fire flared and sparks rose up into the night sky.
�Dad�too tight,� Joe said.
�Sorry.�
Liz picked up the pitchfork and used it to hurl walnut leaves towards the fire. Bob splashed water down into the hole and then started refilling it with the dirt they�d excavated.
Alan held Joe tight.

CHAPTER TWENTY
Prognosis

NOVEMBER 1

ACCORDING TO the man behind the counter, it normally took hours and hours between having the MRI and getting a doctor to review the results. The man suggested that they should consider themselves lucky that they were getting immediate attention. For the hour that they had to wait for the results, Alan didn�t feel lucky at all. His left knee bounced with nervous energy. Liz put her hand on his thigh to quiet his leg, but he paid no mind.
Finally, after seventy minutes, a woman wearing a purple top came through the door and tapped on her tablet. She smiled at Joe and waved. Liz and Alan collected their son and followed her down a corridor. The doors on either side had lights next to the handles�green or yellow. She led them through the fourth door on the left. The outer room had games and books and toys for little kids. The doorway at the back led to a smaller room with a table.
The doctor�an older woman with glasses on a chain�came in a few minutes later. She had a laptop tucked under her arm. Her name tag said �Dr. Chandrell.�
Thank god for name tags, Alan thought. I can barely remember my own name.
�Joe, would you like to stay here for a minute while I talk to your folks? There are some good books on the middle shelf you might like.�
�Here,� Liz said. She handed Joe her phone. �Don�t kill my battery, and don�t install anything.�
Alan kissed Joe on the forehead before he followed the women into the back room. Once the door was closed, the doctor got right to business.
The doctor opened her laptop and clicked on a file. The screen was filled with a black and white cross section of a brain. The doctor moved a control and the patterns of tissue spun and swirled as she moved through the layers.
�We�ve got nothing but great news,� Dr. Chandrell said.
�Pardon?� Liz asked.
�I see just a tiny amount of swelling here,� Dr. Chandrell said, spinning her cursor over a gray location, �but really nothing to be worried about.�
�Doctor,� Alan said, �I know you�re all very careful here and I�m not trying to impugn anyone�s professionalism, but are you sure you have the correct scan there?�
�Joseph Harper, son of Alan and Elizabeth?� the doctor asked.
Liz took Alan�s hand.
Alan nodded. �Yes, that�s us. It�s just that Doctor� what�s-his-name said he was pretty sure we�d find a tumor.�
�Prewalski,� Liz said. �His pediatrician�s name is Prewalski.�
�Yes, that�s what we were looking for. I�m happy to tell you that we found no evidence of a tumor. You�ll want to consult again with your pediatrician to discuss other possibilities and look for other potential causes. How�s he feeling today?�
�No complaints this morning,� Alan said. In fact, Joe had gotten up before Liz or Alan and woke them up with a big smile on his face. He didn�t even seem troubled by the scary events of the night before. His mood had been so good that Alan didn�t want probe. Once the migrators were freed, the family had fled quickly in Liz�s car. Alan hadn�t even stopped to change his pants before they headed back for the hotel.
�So what do we do?� Liz asked.
�Keep an eye on him for any symptoms. Especially watch his temperature. An infection could explain some of the symptoms, and if it flares you�ll see it in his body temp. Your pediatrician will have the results of Joe�s blood tests�that will be another good indicator of other potential causes.�
�So we make another appointment with Prewalski?� Alan asked.
The doctor nodded. �Yes. Any other questions?�
�Is it really this easy?� Liz asked. �We were so tensed for bad news.�
The doctor smiled. �Then that makes today a particularly good day.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Moving

NOVEMBER 2

�I�M ALL set,� Joe said.
�Do me a favor,� Liz said. �Go back in there and check every drawer, look under the bed, look through the bathroom, and behind the dresser. I want you to leave no stone unturned. When you�re done, leave this on the nightstand.�
She handed Joe a folded twenty-dollar bill.
�And lock this door behind yourself.�
Liz shut the door that joined the two rooms and turned to Alan.
�Are we doing the right thing?�
�Yeah,� Alan said. �I think so. We can�t live out of a hotel forever, and since Joe�s going back to school on Monday, it makes sense. If something goes wrong tonight or tomorrow, we�ll just get in the car and drive. We won�t stop until we hit San Diego.�
Liz smiled. �We really dodged a bullet with him.�
�No,� Alan said, �we didn�t. That bullet hit us right in the chest. We found a miracle cure. Let�s not revise the past or deny what happened.�
�Something happened. We�ll never know for sure if Joe had cancer or��
Alan cut her off. �Let�s not argue that again. Please?�
�Fine,� Liz said. �Do we have everything?�
She bent down and lifted the bedspread.
�We have the important stuff,� Alan said. �Who cares about the rest?�
Liz stood and turned to Alan. They embraced.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Spring

APRIL 27

�DYLAN SAYS there are only two seasons up here�winter and mud season,� Joe said.
It was a warm spring day. Alan was sweating a little beneath his flannel shirt and it felt wonderful. He�d felt woefully unprepared for the deep snow, short days, and bitter cold of winter, but a beautiful day like this made him feel like he�d accomplished something in the act of surviving the snow. They�d planned this hike for a week. Joe and Alan wanted to go check up on the beavers out back. The beaver dam had been washed out last fall, but Alan thought they might still find a souvenir of the builders.
�That�s because he goes back to New York every summer. He doesn�t get to enjoy the full Maine summer like we do. You know, there�s a reason why so many people choose to vacation up here,� Alan said.
�Because it�s cheap?� Joe asked.
Alan laughed.
�Exactly.�
Alan stopped and unbuttoned his cuffs so he could roll up his sleeves. Joe picked a long piece of yellow grass and chewed on the end. They were almost to the bottom of the hill. They already had cold mud up to their shins and they weren�t even halfway to their destination.
�Do you mostly hang out with boarders at your school?� Alan asked. Joe had switched in January to a private school. His new school was about seventy percent boarders�kids who lived at the school from September to June�and thirty percent locals. Joe mostly talked about his friend Dylan, who spent the summer months at his real home down in New York City.
�No,� Joe said. �Not really. Most of them complain too much. They�re always talking about how much better it is where they�re from. But most of the day students do that too.�
�Really? What do the day students have to complain about?�
�Most of them are like us. Their families just moved here in the past few years. So a lot of them just talk about where they used to live.�
�Oh,� Alan said. He had hoped that private school would bring more of Joe�s focus to learning, and less to the politics of classmates. It seemed to have the opposite effect.
�But I like Dylan,� Joe said. �He talks about New York, but he doesn�t always say bad stuff about Maine.�
�That�s good,� Alan said.
The marsh trail was actually easier than slogging through the woods. The grass gave a solid platform to walk on, and they didn�t sink down with each step. The beavers had restored order to their little pond. Alan stopped at the edge and looked down at the cold water. Joe hunted around and then found a rock to skip across the surface. His first throw cleared the pond in three hops.
�Good one,� Alan said.
�Isn�t that Mr. Franz?�
�Where?� Alan asked. He shielded his eyes with his hand.
�Hey there,� Bob called from across the pond.
Alan watched as his friend picked his way across the new beaver dam and came around to their position.
�Hi, Bob,� Alan said. �Nice day, huh?�
�Beautiful,� Bob said. �I called your cell. Liz picked up and said you�d be down here.�
Alan patted his pockets. �I knew I forgot something.� He smiled.
�I was hoping you could pick up my mail for a few days. I have to go take a meeting.�
�Of course,� Alan said. �No problem. I�ll just leave it on your counter?�
�Perfect,� Bob said.
�Good meeting or bad meeting?�
�Good. Could be very good, actually. One of my projects might start production this fall. It�s something I�ve been waiting on for awhile, so I�m excited. We�re meeting with the money guys down in Boston. I should be back by Thursday at the latest.�
�Congratulations, and good luck,� Alan said. �Hey, Joe, I bet you didn�t realize that Bob is a famous director.�
�Really?� Joe asked. He straightened up and paused his search for another flat rock.
�Not famous enough that I don�t have to beg for money to make a movie,� Bob said, laughing. �But I guess that�s most of us.�
�Cool,� Joe said.
�You have any prospective buyers coming in this week? Do you need me to let anyone in?�
�No,� Bob said. �Actually, I�ve decided to take the place off the market. The more I thought about it, the winter up here wasn�t so bad. I never thought I would enjoy that much snow, but I really did.�
�So you�re staying?� Alan asked. A smile spread across his face. At the end of October, Alan felt that he owed Bob more than he could ever express. After only knowing his family for a couple of months, Bob had risked his own life to help Alan and Liz care for their son, and he had done it without question. But, even more than that, over the winter Bob had become a close friend. He came over on Wednesday nights for dinner, and when they could find a sitter, Bob sometimes went out with Liz and Alan to the movies. In a few short months, Alan began to think of Bob as his first real friend as an adult. He wasn�t a friend through work, or someone he only saw at holiday parties, or an old friend from college. Alan was thrilled that his friend wasn�t moving away quite so soon.
�Yeah, I�m going to keep that house,� Bob said. �I�ve got a lot of work in it. Obviously, my job will take me away for months at a time, but this will be my home base.�
�That�s great,� Alan said.
�What did you guys decide?� Bob asked, lowering his voice.
�Hey, Joe,� Alan said. �That�s the beaver dam over there. Why don�t you see if there�s a short stick with chew marks on it.�
�Okay,� Joe said.
Alan waited for Joe to move out of earshot before he answered.
�You know how stressful the holidays were for Liz. Of the relatives who did show up, half of them seemed resentful and the other half seemed like they were trying to loot the place. I swear, after Christmas I thought she was going to burn the place down and collect the insurance,� Alan said.
Bob nodded.
�But she�s really turned the corner in the past month or so. All of the living Prescotts seem to have moved away, and we�ve accounted for all the bones mentioned in the book. As for the house�I love the place, now that I�m allowed to make changes. After I get everything done this summer, that house is going to be really livable. Joe�s doing great in his new school, and Liz is really starting to make strides at work. I think that house is really going to work for us. I never would have believed it last November, but I think I really understand why Liz loves that place so much. It feels like home.�
Bob smiled.
�I guess we�ll be neighbors for awhile then,� Bob said.
Joe ran up with a short length of wood. It was a little more than a foot long and three or four inches in diameter.
�They chewed this one at both ends. Do you think we could cut it off?� Joe asked Alan.
�Sure,� Alan said. �Maybe we don�t need to though.� Alan turned to Bob. �Joe�s doing an oral report on nature�s architects. He�s looking for a visual aid.�
�Nice,� Bob said. �I�ve got to get going. Thanks for picking up my mail.�
�No problem,� Alan said. �Good luck with your meeting.�
�Thanks,� Bob said. �Good luck with your report, Joe.� He began the process of finding a dry path back across the beaver dam.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Fall

SEPTEMBER 27

�AGAIN,� BOB said. �You�re welcome to my place. I won�t be back until the middle of December. Actually, you�d be doing me a favor. I�m just going to worry about that new roof on the garage.�
�If you didn�t let Alan help you with these things, you wouldn�t have to worry about them so much,� Liz said.
Bob laughed. They were sitting at the little kitchen table of the old farmhouse. Liz was waiting for Alan and Joe to finish packing. Bob was there to say goodbye.
Alan poked his head around the corner from the dining room. �I can hear you, you know,� Alan said.
Liz waved and smiled.
�We really appreciate the offer Bob, but honestly, your place isn�t quite far enough away. I have no plans to be in this zip code again until after Halloween.�
�That�s understandable,� Bob said.
�Maybe some day,� Liz said. �Maybe some day when Joe is grown up and has moved away, I�ll take the chance that those things aren�t coming back. For now, I�ll just assume that this place is off-limits in October.�
�The book suggested that the bones of the ancestors were crucial. Alan got rid of all those bones in the attic, right? It might be safe to stay.�
�Nope,� Liz said. �We had a long talk about it. Alan and I decided that we have enough money to rent a nice place for the month, so we might as well do it. We�re actually going to be living just a mile from one of Joe�s classmates. Alan will drop him off at his friend�s house and then Joe will get to ride to school in a Bentley every day, if you can believe that. Alan offered to alternate days on taking the boys to school. The mom took one look at Alan�s Toyota and I thought her heart would stop. It was priceless.�
Alan walked in with a bag slung over his shoulder and a big bag in each hand.
�This is the last of it, I think,� Alan said.
�Is there anything left upstairs?� Liz asked. �Or did you gut the place and stuff it into bags?�
�Darling, I�ll remind you that one of these bags is filled entirely with hair products and shoes,� Alan said. �Care to guess how much of that stuff is mine?�
Bob laughed and Liz quickly changed the subject.
�Joe! Let�s go,� Liz said.
�You should see this place we�re renting, Bob,� Alan said.
�I wish I could,� Bob said. �Actually, I should head out now. I have to get some equipment through airport security. It could take extra time.�
�I�ll check up on your place whenever I can, and we will see you soon,� Alan said. He put out his hand for Bob to shake.
* * *
�Wait, hold on for a second,� Alan said.
Liz stopped the car near the mailbox. The house looked small and cute and clean. Nothing about the place, even the ornamental tree sitting in the center of a little mound of mulch, looked more than ten years old. Joe had his face pressed against the back window, trying to see the neighbor�s house through the bushes. Alan�s old Toyota was parked off to the side, leaving enough room for Liz to squeeze into the garage.
�What are you doing?� Liz asked.
�Just hold on a second,� Alan said. He was fiddling with his phone.
�Can we rent this place in the winter so we can be closer to the ski slopes?�
�No,� Liz said. �This place costs a fortune in the winter, Joe. The only reason we can afford it now is because we�re after summer and before ski season. We�re staying here for October and that�s it.�
�Okay, ready?� Alan asked.
�Yes!� Liz and Joe said at the same time.
�Ta-da!� Alan said. He hit a button on his phone. The lights in the house came on.
�Wow,� Liz said. �Isn�t that cool, Joe?�
�I guess,� Joe said.
�We�ve lost him,� Liz said. �Used to be he would think that kind of thing was cool.� She pulled the car towards the garage. �Can you use that app to open the garage door?�
�Yes,� Alan said. �Ta-da!� he said again. The door rumbled up.
Liz pulled in. The garage was spotless. There was an empty rack for skis and snowboards on the wall. On the right, a bin held two big garbage cans that looked like they�d never been used.
�Clean, new, and no history,� Alan said.
Liz smiled and turned to Alan. �Perfect.�
* * *
Ike Hamill
October 31st, 2013
Topsham, Maine


ABOUT MIGRATORS

THANK YOU for reading Migrators. If you enjoyed it, I hope you�ll take a second (and it really only takes a second) to leave a review on Amazon. I grew up looking forward to vacations at the Colonel�s house described in this story. The house and the area always fascinated me, and there always seemed to be something beyond understanding out in those woods. This book grew out of that fascination. Please drop me a line at ikehamill@gmail.com if you have questions, comments, or complaints. Sign up for the newsletter at ikehamill.com and I�ll send you a free copy of my next book when it�s published. Happy reading!

More by Ike Hamill

The Vivisectionist
The boys have the perfect summer planned. They�ll camp out in the back yard for their last vacation before high school. There�s only one problem � even though they're just a hundred feet from the safety of the house, they�re being hunted by a serial killer.

Join Jack, Ben, and Stephen as they strap on their backpacks and go out looking for adventure. The woods behind Jack�s house contain endless trails to explore, and the boys have weeks to investigate them all. Their neighborhood finally seems at peace again, now that the man who snatched the kid from down the street has been caught. But there�s still danger in those woods, and the boys are about to stumble into it...
Lies of the Prophet
Gregory was the first to rise from the grave. With no organs and no pulse he burst from his coffin demanding to know why he�d been buried. His subsequent book made him a billionaire and encouraged others to follow in his footsteps. Unfortunately, the decayed, mindless undead who rose after him were nothing like him.

Lynne, Carol, and Marta are on a collision course with the same goal: they must stop Gregory. Join these three women as they battle supernatural forces and discover their own paranormal powers. They each have their own reasons for fighting Gregory, but the fate of the world rests in their hands.
The Hunting Tree
For thousands of years a supernatural killer has slept in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. An amateur ghost hunter has just woken him up. Now that he stalks the night once more, he's traveling east. Although the monster's actions are pure evil, he may be the only thing that can save humanity from extinction.
Extinct
Channel Two predicted a blanket of snow for Thanksgiving weekend � unusual, but not alarming for the little Maine island. What comes is a blinding blizzard, and a mass disappearance of nearly every person Robby Pierce knows. He and his family flee, trying to escape the snow and the invisible forces stealing people right from the street.

Miles away, Brad Jenkins battles the same storm. Alone, he attempts to survive as snow envelops his house. When the storm breaks, Brad makes his way south to where the snow ends and the world lies empty. Join Brad, Robby, and the other survivors as they fight to find the truth about the apocalypse and discover how to live in their new world.
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