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Part I
 

“The Beast at the Ending of the Woods”
 

“Good things of day begin to droop and drowse, Whiles night’s black agents to their preys do rouse.”
 

(Macbeth, III, ii, 52-53.)








HOLLAND, MAINE, DAILY NEWS, WEDNESDAY, JUNE 8, 1949 LOUISE M. LOGAN
 

HOLLAND—Louise (Mulcahy) Logan, 33, of Little River Road, drowned Tuesday evening while swimming with friends in the Saco River.

Born in Portland, she was the only daughter of Edwin and Ida Mulcahy, and was the wife of Stewart R. Logan.

She was an active member of St. Ignatius Church, taking part in many of the church’s charitable activities.

Survivors include her husband and one son, David, 5.

Police and volunteers are still searching for her body. Prayers will be said at 9 A.M. Sunday at St. Ignatius.







Prologue
 

One Year Before
 

I
 

“It’s gonna’ be dark soon,” Kenny called out to his friend, Susie. A worried wrinkle creased his forehead as he looked at the surrounding woods. “Come on. It’s gonna be dark soon. We oughtta’ get going!” He held his hands cupped to his mouth and bounced on his sneakered toes. What had, moments before, been Sherwood Forest now darkened with threatening shadows. Evening seeped like an inkstain into the woods around Holland Bog.

“Susie!” he yelled. “If you think this is funny. . . . He let his voice trail off in a nervous quaver and, through the sounds of spring peepers, tried to hear Susie’s response. Nothing . . . nothing but the rising swell of spring frogs singing in the murky water. The afternoon was warm, but a shiver ran along Kenny’s shoulders. His nostrils widened with fear, taking in the thick, decayed aroma of the Bog.

“Susie.”

No answer except for the sharp call of a thrush. “Susie. Com’on!”

Kenny started along the trail that ran along the edge of the Bog. He knew better than to walk onto the spongy green moss of the dead lake. He had had enough warnings about how deceptive the ground could be; what would look solid enough to bear the weight of even a twelve-year-old boy could suddenly give way and plunge him neck deep—or deeper—into thick, fetid water.

Kenny took a deep breath to relieve his twisting nerves and edged along the trail, now growing dimmer in the fading light. All the threats and fears he had about the Bog gathered like a thunder storm on the horizon, threatening to crash over him as he searched for his friend.

“We never should’ve come out here,” he whispered to himself as he glanced nervously about. He vowed never to play near the Bog again, but for now, he had to be brave . . . just a little longer . . . until he found Susie and they got out of the woods.

The ground was soggy underfoot, making soft, squishy sounds that suggested ideas Kenny tried to push away. The trees and bushes along the path lost their definition in the darkening, and they began to take shapes that made Kenny’s voice ragged and burning in his throat.

“Susie,” he said, with more of a whine in his voice. “Come on.”

“What do you want?” a gravelly voice suddenly beside him shouted. Kenny screamed with shock as the bushes lining the path shook violently.

Kenny started to back away, his eyes widened with fright. He suddenly lost the ability to. swallow, and he felt a pressure threatening to burst his bladder.

“I . . . I . . .” he stammered, cringing backwards.

“I’m the ghost of the Bog, and I’ve come to get you!” the voice rasped. But this time Kenny recognized, or hoped he recognized, Susie’s voice.

“Hey!” he said, taking a small step forward. “Come on. Not funny.” He was biting his lower lip as he kept his gaze fixed on the shadowed hump of the bush where the voice issued.

Suddenly Susie’s laughter rang out, cutting through the rising sounds of the spring peepers. “Oh yes it is funny,” she said as she stood and walked toward him, her hands holding her stomach. “You were scared as a rabbit, you were,” she said between gales of laughter. “Admit it. You were petrified.”

“I was not,” Kenny snapped. “I knew it was you all the time. ‘N I knew you were there, too. I was just playing along.” He was glad that he had found her, but a new fear began to rise when he thought she might tell his friends that she had scared him; then what would they think?

“You were too scared,” Susie said. She reached out and gave him a gentle, joshing shove. “You can admit it.”

“I was not!” Kenny yelled. Maybe it was the sudden release of finding Susie safe that made him act without thinking, but whatever it was that motivated him, he reached for Susie’s prized Yankees baseball hat and, with a quick spin, sent it sailing out like a Frisbee over the Bog.

“You twerp!” Susie shouted as, squinting, she peered at the hat, hanging on the branch of a swamp maple. It was suspended over a small smooth, mirror-like patch of water on the spagnum carpet. “You’re gonna go get it, too.”

“No, I’m not,” Kenny said in a childish sing-song voice meant to irritate Susie all the more for giving him a scare.

“My father’ll kill me if I don’t come home with that hat.”

Kenny shrugged and took a cautious step back, out of arm’s reach. “So go get it.”

Susie huffed and stood stock still for a moment, her eyes shifting from the hat hanging over the brackish water to Kenny and then back to the hat. Finally, with a deep breath, she started toward the tree.

“You be careful,” Kenny said. There was tension in his voice as he registered that his action had created a truly dangerous situation.

Susie looked at him with a steel-like glance and then made her way through the thick brush to the edge of the Bog. The sky overhead was the color of soot, and the thick mat of spagnum moss looked like velvet. Small, mounded humps dotted the smooth surface of what had long ago been a lake. The tree Susie was slowly making her way toward was on one such mound, about twenty feet from solid ground.

Kenny stood in the path, watching Susie’s slow, careful progress. He found himself tensing as he watched. “Be careful,” he called.

“Shuddup.”

“Maybe you should leave it ‘til tomorrow when the light’s better,” Kenny called.

Susie waved him quiet and then put all of her concentration on her slow progress over the mossy ground. Her stomach twisted whenever she placed her foot and she felt the ground shift with a thick, jellylike motion. She was biting her lower lip, and sweat formed on her forehead and between her shoulder blades.

She was about half-way to the tree when her foot suddenly sank through. She got wet up to the knee, and as she pulled away, for a panic-filled second, it was like slimy, invisible hands were trying to hold her there, to drag her down.

“You okay?” Kenny shouted.

Susie, flooded with fear, didn’t answer, but she grabbed onto one of the moss-covered mounds and was relieved to find that it was a stone—something solid. Wiping the muck from her knees, she looked at the vague form of Kenny and shouted, “I’ll never forgive you for this.”

Kenny almost yelled back that he was sorry, but until she had her hat back, he knew nothing he said would help.

After surveying the distance still to be covered, Susie put all of her concentration on her slow progress. She thought, with a little bit of stretching, she could make it from one mound to another and from there to the tree that held her hat. She looked at it, hanging there in the darkness. The white letters NY seemed almost to glow with an eerie phosphorescence.

She made it to the next rock but not without another soaking. She was glad that at least it was the same foot that got drenched. Then, from the mound nearest the tree, she reached up to grab her hat.

“Goddamnit!” she shouted suddenly, and her voice rang out across the Bog. Her fingers grasped more than two feet short of their prize. A faint breeze stirred and made the hat twist slowly.

Coiling back, Susie planted her feet firmly on the rock where she stood and then, with a deep, belly-grunt, she shot out into the air. She slammed into the tree and clamped her hands around it, hanging there like a monkey for a moment as she caught her breath. Her feet rested lightly on the soggy mound where the tree grew.

“Susie!”

Gritting her teeth, Susie shimmied up the trunk of the maple. The tree was small, almost strangled, trying to grow with the thick collar of the Bog around its base; it swayed back and forth with Susie’s weight and, as she neared the hat and her hand reached out, the shaking of the tree made the hat drop to the surface of the Bog with a dull plop.

“Now look!” Susie shouted with frustration.

“Be careful!” Kenny yelled. To him, Susie was merely a dark blot against the darker line of the distant horizon.

Susie let herself down from the tree and touched the ground with the tips of her toes. The ground gave but seemed solid enough, so she lowered herself all the way down. Kneeling, with warm water soaking through her pants legs, Susie reached for her hat. Her fingers danced, close to their goal, but not close enough. She wanted to keep one hand reassuringly on the thin trunk of the maple, but if she did, she knew there was no way she’d get her hat—and after coming this close, she wasn’t about to leave it. She leaned out over the slimy water. The aroma of thick decay made her stomach churn. She reached . . . reached. Her finger shook, with the effort.

And then it happened. In the split second between when she slipped and she hit the water, she knew she should have left the hat where it was . . . until the next day, if not forever. She hit the water with a dull thud, sank through the thick carpet of spagnum, and then seemed to be sucked down into the slimy water.

Kenny knew almost immediately that something was wrong. The sound of Susie’s body hitting the water hit his ears like a cannon shot. His throat burned as a scream ripped from his lungs. “Susie! No!”

He took off through the brush toward where she had been, but as soon as he realized that he was wet up to the knees, he drew to a halt. From where he stood, he could barely make out the hump of ground where the maple tree grew. What made his stomach clench into a freezing ball was the gaping black hole in the carpet of spagnum. It looked like a crater on the moon, but in its center, the brackish water churned with the violent struggle that was going on below the surface.

In her panic, Susie lost her sense of direction. The thick water of the Bog surrounded her like a heavy, wet blanket. Strong invisible hands made her motions thick, as though she was swimming in honey, but the blackness that engulfed her was not sweet; it filled her lungs with decay.

Kenny continued to scream as he watched the black water churn. Panic ripped through him, keeping him there, frozen as he watched. Then, when he saw a hand claw up out of the ooze and seem to reach imploringly toward him, he turned and ran.

He lost the path and tore through the woods, not knowing even which direction he ran. He had to find someone . . . someone. Susie was drowning, and he needed help. As the night sounds of the Bog hushed around him, he let his screams tear the night air.

“Help! Help! Somebody, please, help!”

He ran with everything he had. Branches whipped his face, and arms, and tears, hot and salty, streaked his face. At last he broke out into the open, and across the field, he saw a house outlined against the dark sky. He didn’t recognize the house in his whirlwind of terror, but as he made his way toward it, he saw someone standing at the edge of the field beneath a tree. Kenny started toward the dark shape, not even knowing who it was as he screamed his repeated appeals for help. Drawing to a halt in front of the man, Kenny almost collapsed as he sputtered a garbled account of what had happened.

“You’ve got to come! You’ve got to help!” he screamed, unashamed of the tears that coursed down his face.

Suddenly, with a swiftness Kenny didn’t even notice until the fingers clutched his throat, the man grabbed him and, turning him around, held him in an iron-bound grasp.

Kenny opened his mouth to cry out, but the steely fingers clamped his throat off. Holding him from behind, the man jerked him into the air until his feet kicked wildly. The man’s other arm crushed Kenny’s chest until the exhausted air in his lungs felt like fire.

“You just keep your mouth shut, you understand?” the man said thickly.

Kenny felt the pressure relieve as the man took his hand away from his throat. Behind him, Kenny heard a faint click. He didn’t know what it was until, looking down, he saw the knife blade poised less than an inch from his stomach. The scream that ripped from his throat was his last as Kenny felt the blade slice through his shirt and into his intestines.







Chapter One
 

I
 

It had been warm all day, pulsing with the promise of early summer and downtown, there was even a hint of what August was going to be like in New York City. Right after work, David Logan met Allison at her apartment. Neither of them wore a coat or even a sweater as they loaded their luggage into the back of David’s VW Rabbit. They headed out of the City and up Interstate 95-North to Maine. Now, seven hours later, the knife edge of wind that blew in David’s window hit his neck with a numbing chill. Allison took her coat from the back seat and drew it tightly around her shoulders. She sighed with exasperation.

“Huh?” David grunted, casting a quick glance at her. She had been quiet for at least fifteen minutes; that, to David, meant she was either asleep or angry. A second sigh told him that she was not asleep.

“Well, you didn’t tell me it was going to be Christly winter up here!” She sighed again and snuggled deeper into the folds of her coat.

“Sorry,” David mumbled, easing the window up until there was just a crack left open. Allison reached over and snapped the heater on. The car filled almost instantly with hot air.

“How much further is it anyway?” Allison asked. She made a point of keeping her gaze fixed on the road ahead, as if that would shorten the miles. The headlights reached down the narrow road, illuminating the parallel walls of unbroken pine trees on either side.

“Oh, we passed Portland about a half hour, forty-five minutes ago.”

“I never saw a city.”

David smiled. “That was Portland, where we got off the Interstate.”

Allison made a soft sound to register her total lack of concern for the existence of Portland.

“So,” David continued, mostly just to keep up some kind of conversation so he wouldn’t get sleepy, “we got off 95 at exit 8, and got onto Route 302 in Westbrook. Now we’re traveling north.”

“As if I couldn’t guess,” Allison snapped. “I mean, I wouldn’t be all that surprised to see Santa Claus go zinging by on his sled.”

David almost laughed, but then he realized that she hadn’t intended her comment to be funny. He reached out and snapped off the heater. “Too much heat. Makes me sleepy.”

“Christ,” Allison muttered, but David let it pass. “Anyway, as I was saying: we’re heading north on Route 302. We’ve been through North Windham.”

“You mean that blinking yellow light?”

“Yeah. I’d say it’ll be just about sixteen minutes and twenty-seven seconds and we’ll see the beautiful hamlet of Holland, Maine.”

“Approximately, that is,” Allison said, still with no trace of humor in her voice.

“Yeah, well, I’ve driven these roads quite a few times, you know.”

Outside, the wall of pines broke on the left, giving a beautiful, expansive view of Sebago Lake, stretching out like a huge spot of ink to the darkened mountains on the horizon. David knew that, in another few minutes, the view on the right would also widen, giving him his first view of the lower end of the Bog. Its real name was Lovewell Bog, but all the locals called it simply The Bog—capital B. David felt a slight shiver in spite of the car’s overworked heater.

“Well it’s in the absolute middle of nowhere, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t,” David said with a chuckle.

Allison sighed as she picked up her purse and fished for a cigarette. She lit it from the dashboard lighter and settled back slowly, exhaling a billow of smoke. “You want one?”

David shook his head. “Come on. Don’t make it any harder than it is. I haven’t had one for almost three months now. Hey! There it is!” he said suddenly, slowing the car down and pointing to the scene outside the window. “That’s the Bog.”

Allison grunted. David took as long a look as he dared without actually stopping the car. The Bog stretched off into the night, dimly illuminated by the half moon. Patches of mist and open water glowed an eerie gray against the thick black contours of pine and scrub brush. David eased his window down a notch and smiled as the night song of the spring peepers grew louder.

“There’s a better view of it after we get off 302.”

“I can hardly wait,” Allison said, reaching out to flick the ash of her cigarette into the ashtray.

David bit his lower lip, then spoke. “You know, this is sort of a pain in the ass for me too.”

Allison nodded her head curtly. David glanced at her as her face was illuminated by the glowing tip of her cigarette.

They came up to another blinking yellow light. David slowed and took the right turn easily. As soon as he was off Route 302, he found the road was as familiar as if he had never left Holland—had never been away for the last eight years. He felt he knew every twist, turn, and bump instinctively. With that thought came a strange mixture of emotions: excitement at being back in his hometown; nervous anticipation because of why he was there; resentment that he had to come back to Maine at all; and . . . what else?

The trees opened again onto a view of the Bog— a wider, more desolate view of the swampy area. “The goddamned Bog.”

“What? What’d you say?” Allison asked suddenly.

David was startled and shook his head. “Oh, nothing . . . nothing. I must have been thinking out loud.”

“About the Will?”

“No, not about the goddamned Will!” he snapped. He was silent for a moment, then continued. “I was just thinking how glad I am that I did get the hell out of Maine and moved to New York. And how once this hassle with the Will is settled, I’ll probably never come back here again.”

“You seem to be getting pretty excited about being back,” Allison said. There was a trace of accusation in her voice that grated on David.

“Well . . . it is my hometown. It doesn’t mean I want to move back here.” He reached out and placed his hand on her knee, giving it a little squeeze. Allison moaned softly and shifted in her seat, leaning back and letting her legs, spread invitingly. David let his hand wander up to mid-thigh before stopping.

“Don’t stop. I like it, I like it,” she whispered, letting her head fall back against the car seat.

“Yeah, and so do I, but right now I’ve gotta’ drive.” He paused, then let his hand run over her stomach, breasts, and shoulder before returning it to the wheel. “But just you wait ‘til I get you in that motel room,” he said with a leering snicker.

“Yeah,” Allison responded, “you’ll probably be so tired from driving you won’t be able to get it up.”

“Don’t worry about me,” David said with a gritty growl. “Once I get out of this car and take a shower, I’ll keep you awake all night.”

Allison snickered. “Yeah, you probably will—with your snoring.”

David was about to reply when he saw a sign up ahead on the left. Pine Haven Motel, it read in flashing neon script. David pointed to it, and Allison nodded her head tiredly.

After they had checked in and inspected their room, they flipped a coin to see who would take the first shower. They had wanted to take one together, but the stall was barely big enough for one person. Allison won, so David went through the motions of unpacking while he waited for his turn. Half an hour later, with the humming sound of Allison’s blow-dryer filling the room, David finally got to wash away the tension and grime of the long drive.

“Hey, hon’?” he called, stepping from the shower, “Can you bring in the hair-dryer?”

There was no answer. Frisking his hair with a towel, he went to the bathroom door and peeked out. Allison was tucked into bed with the blankets pulled up to her chin. Her eyes were closed, and David guessed she either was sleeping or faking sleep to spite him. He dressed hurriedly and then, hair still damp, stood at the foot of the bed, watching Allison.

“Hey,” he whispered, “hey, sleepy-head.”

Allison stirred, but her eyes remained shut.

David glanced at his watch and saw that it was eleven-thirty. “Hey, Allison. You awake?”

There was no answer, just deep breathing.

“Well, I’m glad you’re having such fun,” he said softly as he took his jacket from the chair. He picked up his keys from the bureau and jingled them in his hand. “Well, you know, it’s been a while since I’ve seen the old town so, since you’re having such a good time, why don’t I slip on out for a drive? I just want to see the place, okay?”

Allison’s breathing was deep and steady.

“I knew you wouldn’t mind,” David said. Easing the door shut behind him, he went out to the car.
 

The Pine Haven Motel was about three miles out of town. As he got closer to the actual town of Holland, David felt a twisting knot in his stomach. His mind filled with memories of his childhood. Growing up in the country hadn’t been all that bad, he decided, maybe a bit boring at times, but certainly not that bad. He was glad he had left the place, but for him it still had a charm, a simplicity that he found lacking in the city. He started whistling an off-key version of “Take Me Home, Country Roads”.

The night pressed in around him as he drove. The chilled air mixed with the warmth the ground had absorbed, forming swirls of patchy fog in the hollows. Out on the Bog, a larger, thicker wall of mist loomed. Whenever David glanced in its direction, he felt the tension in his stomach tighten, and that made his whistling sound even more sour.

He gave up on making his own music and was reaching for the radio dial when he saw something moving beside the road ahead.

“What the—!” David shouted as his foot went for the brake, pressing it down hard. The tires started to skid on the tar, then they hit a patch of sand and began to drift. David jockeyed the steering wheel back and forth as he tried to stay on the road. He knew that, with front wheel drive, he was supposed to accelerate in a skid, but somehow that felt wrong to him. He pumped the brakes and gritted his teeth. There was a loud clunk from beneath the car. Then the front tire went over the edge.

“Hang on, baby,” David grunted, stiffening his arms and pulling at the steering wheel. Gravel and rocks flew up in his wake, and the headlights swung wildly, illuminating the side of the road. He thought for sure he was going to crash into a tree or fly out into the Bog but, with one final jerk on the steering wheel, the tires held. The car stopped moving and then stalled out.

“Jesus H.,” David muttered, wiping his forehead.

He leaned across the car seat and, rolling down the window, stared out at the mist-shrouded Bog. “What the hell was that?” he asked himself. For several minutes, he sat looking out into the thick night and wondering if he had really seen what he thought he had seen.

 “Shit,” he whispered as he pulled up the emergency brake and slowly got out of the car. He walked to the back and snapped open the trunk latch. In the bottom of the wheel-well, beside the spare, was a flashlight. He picked it up and flicked it on. The beam shot out in a faint, glowing bar. He cupped the flashlight with his hand and, tilting his head back, looked up at the sprinkling of stars. He took a few deep breaths to calm his nerves and then swung the beam of light out over the Bog.

“I’m just over-tired,” he said softly to himself, surprised at the muffled quality of his voice. “There wasn’t anyone out there.” But he couldn’t deny the sensation that he was being watched as he tracked the light along the ground. Around him, the loud chorus of spring peepers filled the air, and David considered that, if someone was out there and wanted to sneak up on him, he’d get pretty damn close before he heard anything over the sound of the peepers.

He shivered and, with one hand, pulled the tab of his jacket zipper right up to his Adam’s apple. Twisting and turning to keep a clear, all-around view, David started walking back down the road to where he had seen . . . whatever it was that he had seen. He replayed the memory, trying to see more clearly, but all he could remember was an indistinct shape that looked like a person carrying something over his shoulder.

“His,” David muttered, “his. Why do I think it was a man?”

The light beam danced out over the land toward the Bog. It illuminated scrub pine, brush, and a dense carpet of spagnum moss. The sounds of the spring peepers swelled, rising louder and louder. The sound put David’s nerves on a keen edge as it became almost deafening.

Suddenly, David stopped short, and a surprised grunt escaped him. There, in the dirt alongside the road, were long furrows that looked like someone had run off the side of the road, dragging something.

With one last look around, he started down the embankment and out toward the Bog. As he moved, David was careful to keep the flashlight aimed directly in front of his feet. He carefully tested the ground before giving it his full weight. He knew from growing up near the Bog, that what often looked like solid ground wasn’t solid ground. The ground made a squishy, sucking sound and, once or twice, he almost lost a shoe. As he moved along the path made by whomever he had seen, David remembered his grandmother’s warning about the Bog:

“You be careful, now, you hear? I don’t want you disappearin’ in that durn Bog. Nosiree! It can suck you in right out of sight. Right out of sight. Disappear with nary a trace. Don’t you ever go into that there Bog!”

Still, far out over the Bog, the thick wall of mist drifted. Tatters of steam rose from the moist, warm ground and twisted like slow-moving sheets. David realized that he could be wrong; that this path could have been made hours or even days ago.

But something compelled him onward.

Suddenly, his breath caught in his throat with an audible click. There on the ground, caught in the circle of light he directed with a shaking hand, was a clearly distinguishable footprint.

Leaning close to the ground, he saw the impression of a bootheel. He stood up quickly, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Swinging the flashlight beam around in an arc, he scanned the area. The trail seemed to lead across the edge of the Bog, toward a small clump of trees. Was someone hiding there, watching?

A warning, tingling sensation brushed along his spine. Was he the hunter or the hunted? He purposely directed the flashlight beam away from the clump of trees, but he kept his eyes fixed on the spot.

“I know you’re out there, you bastard,” he whispered harshly, knowing that, at that distance, anyone hiding in the trees could never hear him over the sound of the spring peepers.

He kept the flashlight beam moving in random sweeps, but all the while he waited for some sign of motion from the trees. Everything remained still, motionless. Either there was no one there or. . . .

David stood in the night chill, wondering whether or not he should follow the path. He had played in the Bog—despite his grandmother’s warning—often enough as a child to feel confident walking in it at night, but he also knew the dangers.

—Suck you in right out of sight!

David made a move along the path and then halted.

—Disappear with nary a trace!

Dimly, vaguely, another fear rose in his mind. A fear, a childhood memory that he had lived with for so long that it operated in his subconscious mind.

—Don’t you ever go into that there Bog!

Long ago, when he was ten or—he wasn’t exactly sure now—maybe eleven years old, he and his best friend, Les, had been playing in the Bog one night. Les had told him that he had to pass a bravery test before he could join his club. That night Les had led him blindfolded into the Bog and told him he had to find his way out—alone.

David shivered as fragments of the memory of that night came to him. It had been a night like this: soft, moonlight wisps of mist; the song of spring peepers; close, pressing dark. And even though he and Les knew the Bog like their backyards, David had gotten lost and confused and frightened. As he searched for a way out of the Bog, for a familiar path, fear and panic had closed around his chest like an iron hand. After what seemed like hours, running in pure, blind fear, a shape—a man’s shape—suddenly loomed up out of the darkness. He saw him: a huge, hulking black shape coming toward him. David had gripped something—a tree limb, and in his panic, swung the tree limb like a baseball bat at the dark, hulking shape of the man. The last thing he had heard before his overwrought nerves collapsed and he fainted was the clean, sharp sound of a bone breaking.

Now, standing in the cool night, he directed his flashlight toward where he knew someone was hiding and watching. David made a small whimpering sound. The memory of that long-ago night came back with a sharp sting. Glancing nervously around, David started to move backward, away from the distant clump of trees.

“Why go looking for trouble,” he said hoarsely, keeping his eyes fixed on the far trees. Ghostly swirls of mist twisted at his ankles as he turned and started an easy jog in the direction of his parked car. The flashlight beam jiggled crazily as he ran, and he had to fight the growing, gnawing sensation that someone or something was gaining on him. He wanted to stop and look back behind to prove to himself that there was no one following him. Instead, he increased his pace and was soon dashing across the open ground.

When he was about fifty feet from the embankment, his foot hit a snag and he pitched face-first onto the soggy ground. The flashlight flew from his grasp and landed in the muck about ten feet from him. The light blinked out when it hit the ground.

“Goddamnit!” he hissed as he sat up and wiped the mud from his face. His jacket was water-proof, so his chest didn’t get wet; but his pants from the knees down were soaked through. Crouching, he went over and felt around on the ground until he found the flashlight. He wiped the muck from the lens and then snapped the button. He was surprised that the light still worked and, as he directed the beam along the ground, he muttered to himself, “Go ahead. I dare you to call these batteries regular.”

He looked back behind him, to see what had tripped him. When he saw what it was, he gasped once, then doubled over and held his hands against his stomach in a vain attempt to keep his supper down. He dropped to the ground on his knees and vomited.

“Oh my God!” he sputtered, and then retched again. Wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket, he pointed the flashlight beam at what had tripped him. He started to crawl on his hands and knees toward it and, as he got nearer, he had a dissociated sensation of a movie camera zooming in and out of a close-up.

“Oh my holy ole’ Jesus,” he said. The taste of vomit was thick in his mouth. There, lying on the ground, naked and face up, was a young boy. David’s mind instantly calculated that he looked about twelve years old. His features were frozen in a wide-mouthed death scream. Wet, dark hair was plastered against his forehead. His blank eyes were open, staring from his pale face and reflecting back the light of David’s flashlight with a dull, silvery gleam.

David moved closer, slowly shaking his head from side to side. The boy’s chest, arms, and legs were bruised and cut. Dried blood was caked in smears on the boy’s corpse, but what most nauseated David was the gaping red wound where the boy’s genitals had been cut away.

His stomach began to constrict again, and he tore his horrified gaze away and scrambled to his feet. He ran up the embankment to the car and fumbled the key into the ignition. He wondered if perhaps he was in too much shock to drive and, as he started up the car and jammed it into gear, he became aware that he muttered incoherently. He sat back in the car‘seat and pressed his trembling hands against his forehead. He felt as though he were choking. Then, with a deep breath, he popped the clutch. The car jolted onto the road with a screech of tires.

As he drove toward town, he was only vaguely aware of the twists and turns in the road, but he was glad that he knew exactly where he was going. He had to get the police out there—fast, while the tracks of whoever he had seen out there were still fresh.

With his emergency flashers blinking, David raced into downtown Holland at double the speed limit and pulled up in front of the police station.
 

II
 

Half an hour later, David leaned against the parked squad car, watching the flashing blue lights flicker across the Bog. He thought of when he was a kid growing up in Holland and he used to sit by his open bedroom window at night watching lightning flashes illuminate the woods. The sounds, the smells, the sights were exactly as he remembered them, but the knowledge of what lay down in the hollow gave the memory a bitter taste.

“This is Trooper Mouradian. I copy and I’m on my way. Over.” There was a loud click on the radio and then a burst of static. Police Chief Virgil Shaw snapped the microphone back into place and slowly got out of the cruiser. He walked over to where David was standing.

“It’s hard to believe something like this could happen in such a nice place as Holland, you know?” Shaw said, leaning next to David and folding his arms across his chest. “Goddamn!”

David turned to him to say something, but no words came.

“I think this is just one hell of a sorry home comin’ for you, Davie. I’m sorry.”

David shrugged.

“I hope you understand that I have to question you and your lady friend pretty thorough, you know? Gotta’ be thorough.”

“I understand.”

“‘Course you’ll have to come by the office tomorrow. There’s a lot I want to get down in writing, a signed statement ‘n all.”

“Sure.”

They were interrupted by a sudden blast on the radio. Shaw ducked back into the cruiser and snapped on the mike. “Shaw here. Come in.”

In the burst of static that followed, David was sure he heard a human voice, but he was damned if he could make out what it was saying.

Shaw apparently had understood and replied, “That’s correct Sergeant. We have a 10-49, unattended death, possible homicide ‘bout three miles out of town. Over.”

Possible homicide? David thought. Christ, what does he want, an autograph or something?

“Uh, that’s right. We’ve secured the area and expect the lab van from the A.G.’s office within an hour. Over.”

Another few seconds of static obscured the other person’s reply, then Shaw spoke again. “That’s a negative, Sergeant. I’ve spoken with the Doc, and he says that once we’ve got the photos and casts we’re to take the body to Maine Medical. He’ll do the autopsy tomorrow. Over. Roger. Over and out.”

Shaw came back over to David. “State Police and Attorney General’s boys are on their way. Christ!” He shook his head sadly.

David saw that Shaw’s forehead was glistening with sweat, even though the night was cool. He tried, but couldn’t repress a shiver.

“I know,” Shaw said, “that you’ve been over what happened more than enough already, but I want you to think about it tonight and see if your memory gets any clearer. Maybe some detail you might’ve forgotten. Lots of times we blank things out that don’t come back to us ‘til later, once we’ve had time to think a bit.”

He paused and, in an almost fatherly way, placed his hand on David’s shoulder. “I’m truly sorry this had to happen to you, Davie. There’s no sense in you staying out here. We’ve got a lot of work to do. Why don’t you go on back to the motel with your lady friend and try ‘n get some rest.”

“Yeah,” David mumbled, then turned and walked slowly back to his car. Driving down the road toward town, David kept his eyes fixed on the flashing blue lights reflected in his rearview mirror until they disappeared when he turned a corner.
 

III
 

That night, as David drifted in a borderland of sleep, the memories did come back, but they were fragmentary and jumbled. The image of the dead boy he had found—his name was Billy Wilson and he had lived in town—became mixed with David’s image of himself. The darkness of the Bog coalesced in his dreams into a massive, hulking shape: the shape that he had seen the night he had become lost in the Bog. The darkness of the shape swelled and pulsed, and then, slowly, it began to take on a face; and, in his dream, David thought he recognized the face! It was . . . it was the face of someone he knew. Someone! Who?

He woke with a start as the black shape loomed over him and he heard the sharp crack of a breaking bone. But as he opened his eyes on the early-morning dull gray sky, the face in his dreams faded like wind-blown dust.
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HOLLAND—The body of Billy Wilson, a local boy, was discovered last night by a passing motorist. The body was found in an area known locally as the Bog.

Police Chief Virgil Shaw received word of the discovery at approximately 11:45 last night and went immediately to the scene. State police were notified and will assist in the investigation.

The driver, who wishes to remain unidentified, states that he was driving along the Lovewell Road when he noticed someone walking on the side of the road. As his car approached, the individual ran off into the woods. The driver got out to investigate and found the boy.

Anyone with any information is asked to call Chief Shaw.

Funeral services for Billy Wilson are scheduled for Monday. Local schools will be dismissed to attend.







Chapter Two
 

I
 

Shaw looked like hell, David thought. If he had had any sleep at all, it hadn’t been more than an hour or two, and his eyes were red and rheumy. He sat at his desk, hunched over a typewriter, typing rapid-fire two-finger hunt-and-peck. He paused, pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose, sat back, and took a sip of the cold coffee that waited beside his elbow.

“Sometimes seems as though police work is more paper work than footwork,” he said, smiling feebly. David nodded.

“There’s a lot to report, and just like the military, it seems as though everything has to be written in triplicate or more.” He turned back to his machine and, as he typed, David had plenty of time to observe him.

Actually, David was surprised at how much the police chief had aged. If he had thought about it at all, he figured things wouldn’t have changed that much in the time he had been away from Holland. Eight years ago he had returned home for his grandmother’s funeral; before that, he had been living in New York City for six years. When he stopped to think about it, fourteen years was quite a long time—at least, it showed on Chief Shaw.

David had always admired Shaw, ever since he could remember. The chief had always been an imposing figure in David’s childhood awareness, and even as David grew, the man always seemed to be larger than anyone else in town. The power of a man with a badge, David thought, shaking his head and smiling to himself. He was having quite a difficult time reconciling his exaggerated memory of the man with this bespectacled, thin, aged man sitting hunched over his typewriter.

“You didn’t happen to get a receipt at the toll booth in Portland, didya?” Shaw asked suddenly, turning around to face David.

Caught in his reminiscences, David jumped in his seat before stammering, “Uh . . . no, no I didn’t.”

“Aww.” Shaw shook his head. “Too bad. If you had, you know, like if you was gonna write this trip off as a business expense, you might’ve used a receipt. That would have made it pretty easy to figure your arrival in Holland, using average speeds.”

David grunted.

“Then, you see, we could use that time compared to the estimated time of death to—”

“Wait just a minute.” David leaned forward, shaking his finger at Shaw. “You’re making it sound like I’m under suspicion for this or something.”

Shaw fixed David with a steady gaze that made him uncomfortable.

“Well?” David said, his voice much toned down. “Am I?”

Shaw pushed himself away from his typewriter and stood up. He walked around to the front of the desk and sat down. Folding his arms across his chest, he sighed and looked up at the ceiling as he began to speak. “Now Davie, I know you. I’ve known your family all my life. Both of us have pretty strong roots here in Holland.” He fixed his gaze on David and continued. “But there’s been a murder here in town and, as police chief, I have to follow everything—everything that might be a lead.”

“But—” David started to say, but Shaw waved him silent.

“Now I personally don’t think you are the murderer.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that!”

“I mean, I don’t think anybody who’s committed a murder is gonna come wheelin’ into town the way you did last night ‘n report exactly where the body is.” Shaw forced a smile, but it was thin. “I mean, they’d have to be crazy.”

“For sure,” David agreed, nodding his head.

“Then again, when you think about what . . . that person did to that little boy . . . well, he pretty much for sure is crazy, right?” Shaw’s glasses had slipped down his nose, and he pushed them back-up.

“Uh-huh.” The relief David had been feeling just a second ago was beginning to disappear.

“Now, like I said, I sure as hell don’t think you did this. I knew you all the time you were growing up. I know you’re a decent sort of guy. But you were the first one to discover the body, and in any report, it’s gonna look kind of funny that you were out walking on the Bog that late at night.”

“I told you,” David interrupted, “I’d seen someone run out there after ducking something—that kid—in the brush. I got curious and decided to check.”

“It sounds okay to me, Davie, but all I’m tryin’ to say is that you, more than anyone else at the present time, are most closely associated with that kid right after he was killed. I was just suggesting that, with a toll house receipt, we could establish where you were in relation to when that kid was killed.”

David shifted in his seat and stared down at the floor.

“Now look,” Shaw continued, “I have a lot more typing to do, and there are some more answers I’ll need from you, so why don’t you get yourself a cup of coffee and settle down. I’ve got just a little bit more to write here and then we’ll be done—for now.”

David grunted, stood up, and made his way over to the coffee pot. The office was again filled with the clacking of Shaw’s typing. David poured himself a cup and sat back down. The coffee was too hot at first, so he let it sit.

“If it isn’t me,” David said suddenly, “do you think it was someone who lives here in Holland?”

“Dunno’,” Shaw muttered, with barely a break in his typing.

“Anyway you slice it, there’s a whacko out there.”

Shaw nodded. David’s coffee had cooled a bit, and he took a tentative sip. It tasted just slightly better than mud.

“There,” Shaw said, sitting back in his chair and tearing the paper from the typewriter. He placed the last sheet onto the pile he had on his desk and then shuffled them into order. “And I’ve gotta’ say that that’s about the roughest report I’ve ever filled out in all my thirty-five years on the force.” He squinted his eyes as he scanned the top page, and it looked to David as if he were fighting back tears.

“Must be pretty tough,” David said.

“A lot tougher on Billy Wilson’s parents, though,” Shaw replied.

Sipping his coffee, David said, “I don’t remember anyone named Wilson living here in town. Did they move here recently?”

“Must’ve been, oh, six years ago they moved to town. They live out on Pond Road. The father teaches English at the high school. Mother stays home.”

“Umm.” David took another sip of coffee and decided to drink it faster now; it was starting to get cold.

“You know, the bitch of it is finding the Wilson boy like that,” Shaw scratched his head and adjusted his glasses, “it kinda’ gets me thinking.”

David tensed and leaned forward. “You said you didn’t think I had anything to do with it, that I—”

“No, no, not that. It’s just that—” Shaw broke off, got up, and walked over to a filing cabinet. He tugged the top drawer open and pulled out a thick file. He riffled through until he found what he wanted, and then handed a sheaf of newspaper clippings to David.

“What happened last night,” Shaw said, his voice like gravel, “might help explain these.”

David looked down at the top clipping and read the headline: CHILDREN MISSING. The clipping below was headlined: WHOLE TOWN TURNS OUT FOR SEARCH. The newspaper had run a series of articles about these missing kids for two weeks, finally concluding that they had drowned in the Bog. After that article, another headline proclaimed: BOG CLAIMS THIRD VICTIM, and close to three weeks worth of clippings were filled with details of the second unsuccessful search for someone missing in the Bog.

“Christ,” David muttered, shaking his head as he continued to skim the articles.

“Do you notice anything, though, that could tie these in with what happened last night?” Shaw asked. David was reassured. Shaw seemed to be taking him into his confidence; the police chief wouldn’t do that if he really did suspect him, David figured.

“Uhh, well, they all have something to do with the Bog.”

Shaw smiled and shook his head. “You’re probably one helluva good banker down there in New York, but I can tell you don’t have a head for police work. Look at the dates.”

David glanced at the first article about the missing boy and girl. It was dated Saturday, May 22. The first article about the second boy who disappeared ran on Thursday, June 3.

“Now, as a cop, the first thing I notice is that the dates are almost exactly the same as . . . as yesterday’s. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned not to ignore in police work, it’s coincidence.”

“You mean you think these are all related?” David asked incredulously.

Shaw shrugged. “Dunno’. All I’m saying is that an unexplained disappearance is just about as bad as a murder.” Shaw went back and sat behind his desk. “You never heard anything about all this?”

David shook his head. “Never heard a thing.”

“Jeeze, I thought for sure you would have. It got quite a bit of national coverage, but I guess it kinda’ got lost in all the Bicentennial news. It was pretty hectic here for a while, though.”

“I’ll bet.”

“You see,” Shaw said leaning forward, “unlike a murder investigation, like we got now, a disappearance is everybody’s business. Even with the state police help, we have to draw on local assistance. And you wouldn’t believe the number of crank phone calls we get from people who’ve seen the missing kid in Miami or Dallas, or people who say they’ve seen him hiding in the woods or floating face-down in a river or something. Last summer here was more like a carnival than anything else.”

“Sort of like a big fire, huh? Or a car accident? Everybody wants to be there out of morbid curiosity or something.”

“Yeah, some of them I guess have a ‘there but for the grace of God,’ attitude, but a lot of them really want to help.”

David nodded.

But you see, there’s more of a connection. Check out the ages. One boy, George Nelson, was twelve years old. The other boy, Kenny Lawrence, was thirteen. Susie Jackson was thirteen, too. Billy Wilson, last night, was twelve years old. Again,” Shaw shrugged his shoulders, “it might be coincidental, and it might not.”

“Of course,” David said, “that age for boys is just about perfect for playing by the Bog. Was Susie a tomboy? I know when I was growing up, my friends and I spent a lot of time out there and in the surrounding woods. We knew that area just as well as we knew the roads around town.”

Shaw frowned. “Whoever was playing with Billy Wilson last night got a bit rough.”

David’s stomach squirmed as he remembered the dead boy staring up at him; glistening eyes in a pale, pasty face.

“Anyway, I shouldn’t be talking your ear off like this. I know you got quite a bit of business to take care of.”

David raised his eyebrows. “You do?”

Shaw smiled. David noticed that some of the tension that had been there while he was talking about last night’s events finally melted away. “I’ve been talking to Sid. He told me you were expected back in town to settle those problems with your grandma’s Will.”

“Well, some things about small towns never change.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Anybody’s business is everybody’s business. But your problems with that house, they’ve been going on for quite some time now, haven’t they?”

“Too long,” David replied. “But I think we’ve got it pretty much straightened out now.” He was tempted to continue, to fill Shaw in on some of the legal problems, but he decided to let it drop.

“That’s a fine piece of property your family has there. It sure is a shame the way the house has run down so bad. Used to be one of the finest houses in the area, when your grandma was still alive. Seems like once she was gone, the place went to hell.”

David was beginning to feel uncomfortable; he had wanted to stop talking about the old place, but Shaw just wasn’t letting it rest. “I, uh, I wouldn’t know about how it looks. I haven’t seen the place since I was back for the funeral eight years ago.”

“Eight years? That long?” Shaw shook his head in disbelief.

“It was December of 1969,” David answered.

Shaw shifted uneasily in his seat and, folding his hands, leaned toward David across the desk. He spoke in a whispering voice. “Meaning no disrespect to your Uncle Marshall, now, you know. Hell, the place was old, and it just may have run out of time. But it seems to me that as soon as Marshall moved into the old house, it went down hill real fast.”

David was surprised by this revelation. “Marshall was living in the old homestead?”

Shaw nodded. “Yeah. Shortly after the funeral he moved in. Funny you didn’t know. He lived there, I don’t know, ‘bout three years or so. Then he moved back into his own house again. When he left, though, the old home looked a shambles compared to what it was.”

“That’s too bad,” David said, with little feeling. As far as he was concerned, the family homestead had become an overly-complicated pain in the ass ever since his grandmother’s death. It was shortly after the funeral that David’s father, Steward, had left town for good, it seemed. The Will had specified that Steward and David’s uncle, Marshall, were to be the heirs to the property. But once Steward disappeared, Marshall became sole heir, after waiting for seven years until Steward could be declared legally dead. Then, as soon as the seven years were up, Marshall forfeited his claim to the property, and everything fell to David.

It was this ring-around-the-rosy legal affair that had brought David back to Holland for the first time in eight years. He had hoped that Marshall would take possession of the place and let the matter rest. He had never been very close to his father, and as soon as he learned his father had left, in his mind he disowned him. David intended to settle everything with Sidney Latham, the family lawyer, put the property on the market, and return to New York with the money from the sale. He hoped that most of the problems were behind him, but now, after last night, he wasn’t so sure.

“I think,” David added, almost to himself, “that the sooner I get the whole thing off my hands, the better off I’ll be.”

Shaw looked mildly surprised. “So you are gonna sell?” he asked, pushing his glasses up on his nose.

David nodded agreement, and Shaw shook his head sadly. “You’re not gonna settle here in Holland? That’s too bad. There were a lot of folks hopin’ you’d stay, fix the place up, maybe—” Shaw winked and smiled “—get married ‘n all.”

“That’s just not possible right now,” David replied coolly. He resented the way Shaw was prying into his personal life. “I’ve got a good job, a nice apartment, and friends in the city. I’m just not ready to return to Maine.”

Shaw stood up suddenly and walked over to David. He had the distinct impression that he had insulted the police chief, but he was feeling slightly insulted himself, so he made no attempt to apologize. Shaw placed a firm hand on David’s shoulder. “Well, no matter. This has been one hell of a homecoming for you, Davie. I’m sorry things had to be . . . be like this.”

David rose from his chair, twisting from under Shaw’s grasp. “Well, I just hope you nail whoever did this to the Wilson boy.” He noticed that he was still clutching his half-full cup of coffee. He handed it to Shaw, partly to keep the man’s hands busy so he wouldn’t grab his shoulder again. “Thanks,” he muttered.

“Sure,” Shaw replied. “I may have to get in touch with you again about this case.”

“No problem. I’ll be at the Pine Haven at least until next Friday.” David started for the door, then paused and turned around. “I was thinking I might stop out at the Wilson’s a little later, express my sympathies.”

“I think that’d be a good idea,” Shaw answered. “Their house is the green Cape, right after Pontbriand’s vegetable stand.”

Without another word, David stepped out into the bright, early morning sun, got into his car, and drove out upper Main Street toward Pond Road.
 

II
 

The semi-darkness that filled the Sawmill Lounge was pierced periodically by the flashing red neon sign that read: Chop Suey. It was a strange claim to fame in this corner of Maine, but the Sawmill had the best chop suey north of Boston.

The restaurant was filled, as usual, with the Saturday afternoon crowd. About half of them were there for lunch; the other half were there to begin their Saturday night just a bit early. The din of voices rose above the clatter of knives and forks on plates and the scratchy tunes belting from the jukebox. Today, though, in every booth and at every table, talk revolved around the death of Billy Wilson. Shaw hadn’t been the only one in town to connect last night’s events with the disappearances of George Nelson and Kenny Lawrence the summer before.

In the far corner of the restaurant, over by the fireplace, was a long table set up with benches. At the head of the table sat Frank Schroder, one of the construction bosses on the town’s highway department. The muscles that bunched and tightened in his arm as he raised his beer mug proved he deserved the respect he commanded.

Sitting to Frank’s right were three of the men from his crew—John McQuire, Will Franklin, and Joe Carmichael. On the other side of the table sat Sam Espy and an old man, Mac Foster. Mac had a reputation as the town drunk, and this Saturday afternoon he was working hard to prove it. At the other end of the table, his chair leaning against the wall and a shapeless green felt hat pulled down to hide his eyes, sat Les Rankin. Les was listening carefully to everything that was being said around the table, although if you had asked anyone there, they probably would have said that he was asleep.

“It’s goddamned terrible, that’s what it is,” Espy said earnestly. “Almost makes me glad my kids are off to college. They’re probably safer there, for Chris-sakes.” A few chuckles went around the table, and Espy added, “I ain’t bullshittin’.”

“We know you ain’t,” Frank said harshly. He took a swallow of beer and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

In spite of the heat of the restaurant, Mac was wearing a heavy red woolen shirt and had a stocking cap pulled down to his ears. His eyes twinkled with moisture as he leaned forward and placed both hands on the table. “I tole yous all last summa’,” he slurred, “when them otha’ boys disappeared. They didn’t jus’ drown or somethin’ in the Bog. I’m tellin’ yah, they was taken, kidnapped.”

Frank looked at the old man crossly. “Aw, come on, Mac. Don’t start in with that bullshit again.” Everyone shook their heads, knowing that once Mac started, it took a bit to shut him off.

“I’m tellin’ yah!” He slammed his fist on the table for emphasis, making the mugs of beer jump. “You don’t believe me, you can go shit in your hats.” He snorted loudly, wiped his nose with his forefinger, and then frowned deeply, making his forehead a tangle of wrinkles. When no one at the table spoke, he continued, “I seen flashin’ lights out there . . . in the Bog.” Someone snickered. “I ain’t shittin’ yah! Blue lights flitterin’ and flickerin’. You look here, they’s gone, over there, they’s gone. One night, last summa’, after that Lawrence kid disappeared, I was out walkin’ ‘n I—”

“We’ve heard that story before, Mac,” Frank said. His voice was firm, controlled.

“‘N I’m tellin’ ‘yah the God’s-honest truth.” Mac raised his right hand as though he were swearing in a court of law. “People’ll tell yah that it’s ghosts or somethin’ out there in the Bog, but I seen ‘em. That’s them UFOs you read about in the paper.”

“What paper?” McQuire asked, unable to hide the amusement in his voice.

“The Enquirer, ‘course!” Mac almost shouted. His eyes took on a more than usual watery gleam as he went on, now that his story was beginning to hit its stride. “Them UFOs been abductin’ people, examinin’ ‘em. That’s what happened to the Lawrence ‘n Nelson kids. ‘N the Wilson kid last night. That’s what they do to ya once they finish expectin’ yah.”

Frank shook his head slowly. “Come on, Mac. You know that what you saw, if you saw anything at all, was probably fireflies or swamp gas or something. There ain’t no UFOs out in the Bog.”

“Maybe just a bank of mist glowing in the moonlight,” Carmichael suggested.

“More than likely, it was the alcohol mist in your head,” McQuire said. Everyone, except Mac, had a good laugh at that.

“I’m tellin’ yah,” Mac began, but then he let his voice drop away. The silence that followed seemed ominous until Les snorted, leaned forward, and muttered, “Bullshit.”

Offended, Mac snorted again, picked up his glass of beer, and wandered over to the bar to see if he could con Luke into giving him a freebie. Everyone at the table watched him leave, then they were all silent. “I say it’s just what it looks like,” Frank said finally. “I think it’s some sexual pervert on the loose.”

Heads bobbed up and down.

“Even if the Wilson boy last night was the only one, if them other kids last summer did just drown in the Bog or something, whoever would—” he choked on the word he was about to say—”would do something like that has got to be a real fuckin’ sicko!”

“You know who I think it is?” Espy said quietly. Everyone’s attention went to him immediately, probably because of the tone in his voice. “I think it’s that old man—Marshall Logan. He lives out there pretty close to the Bog. And from what I’ve heard, he knows the area pretty good.”

Schroder was shaking his head side to side.

“No, really. He lives out there. Never been married. The guy’s a real coot.”

“Christ, Sam, will you just drop that? Logan’s okay.”

“How the fuck do you know?” Espy snarled.

“‘Cause Marshall’s lived here all his life. He may be kinda’ a hermit, but you can bet your last fuckin’ dollar, he ain’t no prevert.”

“How about his nephew, David?” Franklin suggested. He was more timid with his suggestion than Espy had been, but again Schroder shook his head.

“Christ, you guys are full of shit today,” he said. He drained his mug, slammed it down, and raised his hand for another.

“Why couldn’t it be the younger Logan?” Espy said, seemingly willing to press any suggestion for the sake of argument, if nothing else. “He was the one who found the kid. Maybe he did it.”

Frank’s beer arrived, and he glared at Espy as he took a first swallow.

“Someone did it,” Franklin said meekly.

“Sure as shit, someone did it, but it wasn’t either one of the Logans.”

Espy leaned forward. “How the Christ do you know so much about them Logans? As I hear it, that David’s been living in New York City. If half of what you read in the paper’s true, there sure are a bunch of faggot weirdos living there.”

Frank smiled and said, quietly, “You been readin’ Mac’s Enquirers?”

Everyone laughed except for Espy and Franklin. Espy’s face twisted with restrained anger. Frank spoke softly, keeping his eyes focused on his hands as he grasped his beer mug. “‘Could’ve been David Logan, though.”

Now Frank got really angry, and he slammed open palm on the table. Everyone jumped. “Are you guys nuts?” he shouted.

“I dunno’,” Franklin whispered. “I just thought—”

“You just didn’t think! That’s the goddamned trouble around here. We got a shit load of people who shoot off their mouths before they think. Christ!” Frank huffed and stood. He leaned back his head and drained the remainder of his beer, then, without a word, turned and left the Sawmill.

There was a long silence after Schroder left. The men looked nervously from one to another until Espy cleared his throat and spoke. “Well, I for one don’t think Will’s too far off. That David Logan’s probably just as weird as his uncle. Weirder, maybe, after living so long in New York.” Suddenly he turned to Les, who had been sitting quietly, taking it all in. “What do you think, Les?”

“Huh?” Les scratched the back of his head, making his felt hat shift further over his eyes. He sighed deeply, like someone waking up after a long sleep.

“You were buddies with David Logan in high school, weren’t you?”

“Yeah,” came the quick reply.

“Well? You think he could be . . . well, a little bit, you know.” He wiggled his hand back and forth. “You know, a queer or something?”

Les shrugged. “Beats my ass,” he said, then took a drink. “He moved to New York right after high school, ‘n we never stayed in touch. How the hell should I know what he’s like?”

“How about in high school,” Espy said, pressing. “Did he score with the chicks?”

“Or was he always dropping his soap in the showers after gym class?” McQuire piped in. When they all laughed, he sat back in his chair, satisfied with his joke.

Les was the only one who didn’t laugh. He said, softly, “He did all right with the girls, I guess. Got as much ass as anyone else, I suppose.”

“Not as much as you did, though,” McQuire said. “At least he didn’t get a chick knocked up and end up with a shotgun wedding.”

Les stiffened at this for a second, then slowly uncoiled and leaned his chair back against the wall. “Naw,” he said finally, “I don’t think Davie Logan’s a faggot.” He paused, then added, for emphasis, “But his uncle, old man Logan . . . well, that might be another story. . . .” His voice trailed away.

“Well, no matter who it is,” Carmichael said, “I just hope Shaw busts his ass and nails him. And soon!

“Ummm. The staties are sending up a sergeant to help him.”

Espy made a sound that was a perfect combination of a sigh and a snarl. “Shaw’s lucky he can find his way home at night, for Christ’s sake. He’s gonna need a whole battalion of staties to help him.” He shook his head with disgust.

“I’m tellin’ yah all!” someone shouted.

They all looked up to see Mac walking unsteadily toward them. He had a full mug in his hand and was splashing beer onto the floor with each wobbly step. “Ther’s somethin’ out there in the Bog that ain’t natural. Nossir-ree.”

Everyone tried to ignore him, but he leaned, almost fell sprawling across the table. “Go out there tonight. Any of yah. I dare yah. You’ll see.” He snickered to himself, then added, “Maybe we’ll get lucky and a UFO’ll kidnap the whole fuckin’ bunch of yah!” He snorted and staggered away, humming an unrecognizable tune under his breath.

“He’s feeling better all the time, ain’t he?” McQuire said, smiling.

Espy stood up. “Crazy old coot,” he snarled. Well, I gotta’ get on home ‘fore the old lady starts bitchin’. See you all later.”

The rest of them stood up. As Les was edging around the table, Carmichael grabbed his arm. Les tensed and, as he turned around, Carmichael had the impression that Les was going to take a swing at him.

“Hey, Les,” he said hurriedly, “if you’re heading out to your place, could you give me a ride to the Tulsa station?”

“Sure,” Les said tightly.

“I had some work done on the car. It should be ready by now,” he added apologetically.

“Sure,” Les said, adjusting his hat forward. “No sweat.”
 

III
 

It had been a mistake to go out to the Wilson’s house; David realized it as soon as Mrs. Wilson opened the door and asked his business by silently raising her eyebrows. It was obvious she had been crying. Her eyes were bloodshot, looking worse than Shaw’s had earlier that day. Her face was pale, almost waxy, emphasizing her frail features.

David opened his mouth, about to speak, when Mr. Wilson interposed himself between them. He stared at the stranger on his doorstep for a second, then said, “If you don’t mind, we would rather not be bothered.” For some reason, David had the feeling the man thought he was from the newspaper—probably because he hadn’t immediately displayed a badge.

“Uh, excuse me,” David said. The door had begun to swing shut, but he held it with his open hand. He was suddenly groping for words. “I’m the, uhh, the person who . . . found your son.” Mrs. Wilson’s face drained even whiter, and she looked as though she was going to faint. “I just wanted to . . . to tell you how . . . how sorry I am that I—”

Mr. Wilson began to swing the door shut. “Yes, I understand,” he said stonily. “Now, if you please, we’d rather be alone.”

“Yes, yes. Of course,” David said as he began to back down the stairs. All the while he had his eyes fastened on Mrs. Wilson’s frightened look: red-rimmed eyes set deep within a white face, almost like a comic book vampire. He found himself thinking that if, at any time, he heard that Mrs. Wilson was suffering from the delusion that her son was visiting her from his grave, he wouldn’t be too surprised.

He jammed his hands into his pockets and, grimacing, nodded his head as the door shut with dull finality. For a second he considered writing a note, telling them to give him a call if there was anything he could do to help. Somehow he thought that might help him forget the woman’s tortured stare—a look that had too much similarity to the expression on Billy Wilson’s face when he found him.

Deciding that a note would help neither the Wilsons nor himself, he walked down to his car.
 

IV
 

Driving back through town, the accumulated strain and lack of sleep began to take its toll. David yawned widely and scratched at the stubble of beard on his chin. He knew Allison was probably getting pretty impatient, waiting for him back at the motel. Then again, if he went back, he’d probably go to sleep, so she’d have to occupy herself anyway. Chuckling at his use of logic, David decided to drive through town just to see how much had changed and how much had stayed the same.

David was surprised at what he noticed—there were some big changes in town, new buildings and some old ones gone; but it was mostly little things, details that really showed the passing years.

The twin maple trees in front of the Post Office had been saplings when David had graduated from high school. He remembered the early spring day when his fifth grade class had planted them on the now unobserved Arbor Day. Fooling around after school, he and his friends used to jump over the tops of the small trees. Now they stood tall and healthy, their shadows dappling the front of the Post Office.

The town library still stood, its old granite face partially obscured by the surrounding pines. David noticed, with a jolt of surprise, that a new wing had been added. It was brick and aluminum, and clashed violently with the style of the older building. He wondered if there was still a separate room for the books that were considered “Not Suitable For Children’s Eyes.” One afternoon during his senior year, under some pretext or other, he had gained admission to the room and leafed through several of the books, only to be surprised and disappointed by their tameness.

When he reached the old grammar school, David pulled up to the curb. Leaning over the steering wheel, he stared up at the blank wall of brick and windows. It still looked like the prison it had felt like; it just looked much smaller. He got out of the car and slowly walked up the cracked concrete path.

“Dedicated To Our Children: The Hope For The Future,” the scroll over the double doorway read. David was surprised when he felt a shiver, even though the sun was beating warmly on his shoulders. Walking up to the door, he pressed his face against the glass and peered in. Yesterday, this building was filled with children restless for summer vacation to begin in another two or three weeks. On Monday, though, the school would be closed—for Billy Wilson’s funeral.

David barely recognized the inside of the school. What was once worn, hardwood floor was now bright, shiny linoleum. It looked as though someone had just been through with a buffer. The pale, peeling green walls and old pine wainscotting had been refinished and were now decorated with brilliantly colored graphics. On a wall near the door was a bulletin board with an assortment of pictures; David deduced that the topic was “What I’m Going To Do This Summer,” because they showed kids boating, swimming, and camping.

David sighed as scattered memories rose in his mind. His breath fogged the window and then disappeared. Almost unconsciously, he put his hand on the door latch and wiggled it. The door clicked open easily.

The smell of school reached out and tickled his nose. In spite of all the changes, new walls, new floors, new everything, the old “prison” still smelled the same: a curious mixture of floorwax, Lysol, and something else which David had never been able to identify.

He inched the door open, blocking it with his shoulder as he stuck his head inside. The corridor was silent, filled only with stirrings, odors and memories from years ago. A sudden sound from somewhere inside startled him. He jumped, and the door began to swing shut, hitting him on the back. Footsteps sounded in the corridor and, just as someone rounded the corner, David let the door close and walked rapidly to his car. But before he drove off, he sat and stared at the old building for another minute or so.

Now that he had started this trip down memory lane, he decided to drive the rest of the way through town and take the Little River Road up to the old homestead. He considered calling Allison and telling her his plan, but then thought better of it; she certainly wouldn’t want to go with him, and if she knew what he was doing she’d be angry—it was best to let her sit and wait.

Main Street was quiet for a Saturday afternoon—at least quiet compared to what David was used to in New York. There was a single car at the gas pumps in the Tulsa station; a few old codgers sitting on the bench in front of Hank’s General Store; a mass of cars parked outside the Sawmill, with its flashing red CHOP SUEY sign. David considered stopping for a bowl of chop suey, but his stomach was still feeling queasy. He drove by and then took the right turn onto the Little River Road.

If the road into town had been familiar to David, he had completely memorized this one. There were a few new houses between the older homes but as soon as he drove past the abandoned sawmill and lumber yard, the houses thinned out. The road wound its way through the scrub brush and swampy lowlands. This was the lower end of the Bog, the southern tip of the vast waterway.

David knew that, up ahead, three bends in the road away, was the old wooden bridge. People who didn’t know about the bridge always went over it faster than they should and often came close to losing an axle or two. David slowed down in anticipation of the bump he would hit going onto the bridge.

As he rounded the last corner before the bridge, David smiled as he remembered Old Man Troll. Old Man Troll lived underneath the bridge; a slimy, foul-smelling man who ate fish and algae—whenever he couldn’t get anything more suited to his taste. Old Man Troll would get you as you crossed the bridge if you were off your guard. Every day, when he walked home from school, David would stamp his foot three times on the bridge planking just to let Old Man Troll, waiting in the dark shadows under the bridge, know that he knew he was there. Then David would cross the bridge at a run, not daring to look back until he was a good hundred feet down the road. Even after he had gotten his driver’s license and long stopped believing in Old Man Troll, David would always tap his foot three times on the car floor whenever he crossed the bridge. He did that now just as his front wheels hit the upgrade of the bridge with a loud thump.

After the first curve in the road beyond the bridge, David knew just where to look to get a glimpse of the old family home. The trees had grown up a lot and now obscured the view, but he could still see a peaked corner of the roof pointing against the sky. The road wound along for another half mile before the entrance to the driveway. David felt a knot of excitement in his stomach as he got closer to the house.

As he approached the driveway, David saw someone walking along the side of the road. He caught just a glimpse of the figure before it rounded the next corner. There was something vaguely familiar about the person, and David pressed down slightly on the gas pedal. When he took the curve in the road, he remembered the figure he had seen the night before, walking along the roadside and throwing the thing he was carrying—Billy Wilson’s body—off into the brush. Was that what seemed so familiar about the person he had just seen up ahead on the road, or was he now elaborating on the memory?

He felt his stomach tighten when he finished the curve and saw the person still there, walking along the road; David had almost expected that this person would dash off into the brush as had the person last night.

A shape—a man’s shape—suddenly loomed up out of the darkness.

David eased up on the gas as his car started along the straightaway. The person walking in front of him was an old man. He swung his walking stick out in front of him with each step as he moved along briskly. David noticed, though, that the old man was favoring his left leg, and if the man’s back hadn’t been familiar, the limp was; David immediately recognized his uncle—Marshall Logan.

Should he stop and offer the old man a ride? He wondered. He was obviously on his way home. David saw the folded newspaper under his arm, and he remembered that Uncle Marshall had always walked into town on Saturdays to pick up a copy of the Holland Daily Times. This was something about Holland that had not been changed in the fourteen years he had been away, and that made him feel good. But, in spite of that, David did not really feel pleasure at the prospect of meeting with his uncle after all these years. They had never been close while David was growing up. In fact, David had always felt as though his uncle more or less had it in for him—especially after that night long ago when he had gotten lost in the Bog . . .

—a man’s shape suddenly loomed up out of the darkness. Stumbling backward, David had reached behind his back and grabbed a tree limb. As the black shape of the man towered over him, blotting out the night sky, he swung the stick with all of his ten year old strength. The deafening chorus of spring peepers drowned out all other sounds, but below that noise, almost as if it were from another plane of existence, David heard the sound of a breaking bone. Then he had fainted, falling face down into the stinking muck of the Bog. The next day, lying in bed pale and weak, he had been told that he had swung the tree limb and broken his Uncle Marshall’s leg. Marshall had been out helping David’s father look for him and had not even known David was there in front of him until he felt his legs knocked out from under him.

After that, the nightmares had come; at first a nightly, and then a weekly replay of the massive, looming black shadow. The nightmares had never gone away; they merely became less frequent. After his discovery last night in the Bog, David felt a gnawing fear that the nightly terrors would come again.

And that was why, David guessed, Uncle Marshall rarely if ever spoke to him. Even years later, when David had returned to Holland for his grandmother’s funeral, and after that, when David’s father simply disappeared—left town without a word, the extent of Marshall’s communication with him consisted mostly of grunts and stiff, jerking nods of his head.

He had almost reached the driveway of the old homestead; Marshall’s house was a short way beyond that. As he drove up from behind, something in David told him that he shouldn’t let Uncle Marshall know that he was back in town—at least not yet—David pressed down on the accelerator and sped past both the old man and the entrance to the homestead. His ears were burning as he took another curve in the road and the old man disappeared from his rearview mirror.

About a mile down the road, a short way past Marshall’s house, David pulled over to the side of the road, only glancing momentarily at the house as he jockeyed the car back and forth and turned around. He took his sunglasses from the glove compartment and slid them on before Marshall came into view again. The old man was quite a ways past the homestead driveway; David was impressed by the pace he kept—not bad for a man in his seventies, especially one with a limp. Slouching in his seat and hoping Marshall wouldn’t recognize him if he looked up, David sped by, heading back into town.

He wondered briefly why he was playing this hide-and-seek game with his uncle. There was, after all, no reason to avoid him. But he didn’t wonder for long. He glanced at his watch and saw that it was almost one o’clock, and he successfully convinced himself that he hadn’t stopped because he had to meet with Sidney Latham, the family lawyer who was handling the Will and all of its related problems.
 

V
 

Marshall glanced up quickly as the car zipped past him. The cloud of dust the rear wheels kicked up, swirled around his head and made him cough. He saw the New York license plates on the car and wondered vaguely who the driver might be; he assumed it was an early summer tourist. He continued walking with a fast, steady pace marked by the sound of his walking stick hitting the pavement.

He had gone into town as usual on Saturday morning to pick up the early edition of the town’s newspaper. Waiting at the register, he had glanced at the headline and been struck by the story of the discovery of Billy Wilson’s body in the Bog. Confused thoughts filled his mind as he walked the four miles to his house; that is why he took so little interest in the car that zoomed past him. If his mind had not been so occupied with Billy Wilson, he would have been more curious about the identity of the driver from New York.

He passed the driveway that led up to the old family homestead, and as he glanced up at the house, he pushed aside the memory that always arose when he saw the house. Some memories were just too damn painful, he thought, as he increased the steady beat of his pace.

When he was well past the driveway, the car from New York roared by him again. This time Marshall was prepared, and he covered his nose with his hand as he looked up at the driver. In spite of the sunglasses the driver was wearing, Marshall immediately recognized his nephew David.

“David—Davie’s back in town,” he mumbled, turning stiffly to watch the car disappear around the bend, the sound of its motor slowly fading. He wondered if David had recognized him.

He knew why David had returned. As far as he was concerned, he was glad that the whole problem with the Will had been passed on to David to figure out.

He thought of the old house a few paces behind him but, with a shiver, resisted the urge to turn around and look at it. David could have title to Grandma Logan’s house, Marshall thought, can have it, keep it, do whatever he wants with it—he didn’t care anymore because it didn’t matter anymore.

Marshall realized, of course, that sooner or later he would have to see David at least once to fulfill his family obligations. But now that he knew David was back to settle everything, he would be just as happy if it was later rather than sooner.

He turned up his driveway and started up toward his house. At the foot of the walkway leading up to his front door, the beat of his walking stick suddenly stopped. He stood there for a moment watching with amazement.

“Those little bastards,” he hissed.

There were two of them that Marshall could see. They were so busy that they didn’t notice his approach. When one of the young boys had finished soaping the window he was working on, leaving it covered with thick, white streaks, he turned, laughing, to his friend and saw Marshall out of the corner of his eye. His whimper of surprise got his friend’s attention, but not enough to warn him; by the time his friend understood what was happening, Marshall had closed the distance between them.

“What the hell d’ you think you’re doing?” Marshall shouted, lunging at the boy. The boy who had first seen Marshall had enough of a jump to get away, and his friend, after dodging Marshall’s grasp, almost did. But Marshall swung out low with his walking stick and hit the boy’s ankles with a solid blow. The boy pitched down into the gravel walkway and howled with pain.

“You boys got one hell of a nerve coming up here! Doing this!” Marshall was standing over the fallen figure. The boy was pulled into a fetal position, clasping his knees. His pant leg was torn, and blood was slowly seeping into the material. Tears streaked his face as he looked up at Marshall.

Brandishing his walking stick, Marshall made as if to hit the fallen boy, and this made him start to scramble away from the enraged old man.

“I’ll tan your hides! Caught you red handed! You’re gonna be sorry!”

From a distance, the boy who had gotten away began to shout obscenities at Marshall, but he ignored these as he turned his full attention on the boy in front of him.

“We were just fooling around. Honest. We didn’t mean it. Just a . . . just a harmless prank,” the fallen boy sputtered between tears.

“Harmless prank, huh? I’ll harmless prank your backsides!” Marshall reached for the boy just as he gained his feet and began to run. Marshall’s hand gripped the boy’s shoulder, fingers twisting into the cotton fabric of his shirt. There was a sudden, loud tearing sound, and the boy was free. A few strides away from Marshall, he wheeled around and stuck his tongue out at the old man.

“Nah, nah, nah, nah, nah,” he called out. “Can’t catch me, can’t catch me!”

“Just wait’ll I tell your parents what you’ve done,” Marshall yelled, still waving his walking stick over his head like a war-club.

“Oh yeah?” the boy who had escaped shouted. “You think so? Just wait’ll I tell my father what you did.” He took the loose flap of his shirt and waved it in the air.

“Wait’ll I tell him you hit me and tried to rip my clothes off me! You just wait!”

“Old man Logan’s just an old fart face!” the other boy shouted.

Marshall took a few quick steps in the boy’s direction. Suddenly, the boy’s arms shot out. Something white sliced through the air. Marshall ducked his head just as the sound of shattering glass filled his ears. He looked behind him and saw that one of the window panes in the door had been broken by the thrown soap.

“You boys just wait!” he yelled at the two retreating figures, now halfway down the driveway. “Your parents aren’t gonna like it when I tell them!”

But they were gone now, racing swiftly down the road toward town. Marshall turned slowly and looked up at the job they had done on his windows. They must have been just starting when he caught them, because only three windows were caked with streaks of soap—the two kitchen windows on one side of the front door and one of the livingroom windows on the other side.

“Little scoundrels,” he muttered as he walked up to the front door and inspected the broken pane. He continued swearing under his breath as he took his penknife from his pocket and began to pry away the loose putty. He gingerly removed the shards and put them in a pile on the front step.

He groaned and pressed the heel of his hand into the small of his back as he straightened up and wondered whether or not he had some panes of glass in the garage. If not, it would mean another walk into town to get some before the hardware store closed for the day. There was no glass in the garage so he turned and started the walk back into town.

The incident with the kids and the repair work occupied his mind so, while he was working, Marshall never thought again about David’s return to Holland and what it meant.

But as he strode down the driveway and onto the road, he had plenty of time to think. Like the memories that the view of the old homestead awoke, the thoughts he had were not good.
 

VI
 

Sidney Latham’s office was plush to the point of being down-right out of character for a small town like Holland. A potted palm tree and another plant with huge, split leaves basked in the sun by a long picture window with a view onto a wide, tree-lined field. The couch in the outer office was too comfortable and pulled David down deeper than he wanted; he was afraid he would fall asleep in so much comfort. Apart from feeling tired, he felt grubby and wished he had first gone back to the motel to shower and change.

The door opened suddenly. Latham poked his head out, caught David’s startled glance, and then waved him into the office. As David walked past him, Latham stuck his hand out and gave him a firm, pumping handshake. “Nice to see you, David. Nice to see you.”

David took the chair beside Latham’s desk. He started to apologize for not being at the top of his form, but decided to remain silent. Latham walked to his desk and picked up a walnut box. Opening it, he asked, “Cigar?”

David shook his head.

“Don’t mind if I do myself,” Latham said, as he began to peel the cellophane from one. Under a billow of smoke, he sat down in his leather cushioned chair.

“I was shocked to hear what happened to you last night,” he said. David felt a lack of sincerity on Latham’s part, and then thought cynically that it probably made him a good lawyer.

“I’ll get over it a lot sooner than the boy’s parents will,” he said softly. He looked at the manila folder on Latham’s desk. It had Logan written on the top. “Still, it’s quite a shock for the town.”

“Umm.” Latham flicked at the edge of the folder, making a snapping sound that began to irritate David. He looked as though he wanted to say something, and David raised his eyebrows in expectation. Latham puffed vigorously on his cigar and then cleared his throat. “Lot of folks are upset, no doubt. I can’t say as I blame them, though.”

“Well, I’m sure Shaw and the state police will do everything they can,” David said mildly.

His statement was exactly the bait Latham seemed to be looking for. He leaned forward across his desk and said, “Well you know, that’s part of what I’m a bit concerned about. I was over talking to Shaw this morning, and between you and me, I’m not really convinced he’ll do much of an investigation.”

David shrugged, sensing some kind of conflict, and hoped Latham would drop the subject and just get down to a discussion of the Will. The last thing he wanted to do was get involved in small town politics.

“‘Course, you must have heard about those disappearances last summer.”

David nodded.

Latham snorted. “Well, Shaw didn’t do a hell of a bang up job with those.”

“Those were disappearances. This is a murder. Quite different things,” David said, jumping to Shaw’s defense. “With a murder, you have a lot more solid ground to work with. There’s a sergeant from the state police coming up this afternoon, and a couple of detectives from Portland. With help from the A.G.’s office, they should be able to find the murderer.”

Latham shrugged, but his face showed that he still had his doubts. “Shaw’s been police chief in Holland for a long time. He’s never had anything like this before. ‘Til now, it’s been small-time things compared to this. Holland’s had its share of drownings, disappearances last summer, stolen cars, a couple of firebugs having a spree . . . never a murder. I just hope he gets moving a little faster than he was this morning.”

David wanted to let it drop, but he still felt obligated to come to Shaw’s defense. “There’s a lot of paperwork involved. They’ve got photos and casts. Once the state police get here—”

“Well,” Latham interrupted, “I don’t want to get you all involved. About this Will of yours.”

“My grandmother’s Will, not mine.”

“Right. Your grandmother’s. As I told you over the phone last week, we have most of the details ironed out.” He opened the folder, took out the legal document and slid it across the desk to David. “I’ve registered a certificate of death for your father with the county courthouse, so whether he’s alive or dead now, he’s considered legally dead.”

“So if he shows up a few years from now—?”

“The property’s still yours—legally. Actually, all we have to do now is take care of the back taxes and it’s yours.” Latham flicked the ash from his cigar into the ashtray to give his statement authority. “We can take care of everything in a day or two. The only real problem is getting time in my schedule to take care of it.”

“But it’ll be by the end of the week for sure?”

Latham nodded.

“Good. My girl friend and I were hoping to drive further north, since I’m on vacation. Maybe even get up to Quebec.”

“I don’t see why we won’t have it done by Wednesday at the latest.”

“And then I can sell it right away, if I want to?”

“Whatever you want,” Latham said as he sat back in his chair and leisurely puffed on his cigar. “Once the estate is closed, you can do whatever you want. However. . . .”

David paused, waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t, David clapped, his hands together and rubbed them. Standing up, he said, “I want to get that house sold as soon as possible. It’s been enough of a burden as it is.”

Latham stuck out his hand to shake. “It’s been good doing business with you,” he said as they shook hands firmly.

“I was thinking of driving out to the house later, maybe tomorrow. You know, take a little look around. You have the key, right?”

Latham opened the manila folder and withdrew a smaller manila envelope. “Right here.” He handed the key to David. “If you’d like, I could go out with you. We could walk the property line.”

“You’re forgetting, Mr. Latham, I grew up there. I know how much land there is with the house.”

“I had a surveyor go out there last fall and run a transit. I’d like to see if the stakes lasted the winter.”

“If you don’t mind,” David said flatly, “I’d like to go out on my own.”

“Sure . . . sure.” Latham leaned his knuckles on the desktop. “Well, it’s been good to see you after all these years. I’ll get to work, finish up these little details and get back to you, oh, probably Monday afternoon.”

“You have my number at the motel?”

Latham nodded. David started toward the door.

“You know,” Latham said. David turned. “If you’re going out there, you ought to be careful. After what happened, you never know. An old deserted house like that,” he shrugged, “maybe someone’s hiding out there. Be careful.”

“I’m not worried,” David replied, swinging the office door open. “Whoever he is, he seems to like them a little younger than me.” He paused, and when he thought that Latham might think he was being too flippant, he added, earnestly, “I’ll keep my eyes open.”
 

VII
 

The sun was just setting as Marshall worked the key into his front door lock and swung the door open. Just as he stepped inside, a streak of gray fur skittered between his feet and dashed into the kitchen.

“Whoa there, Alfie,” Marshall said, a smile widening on his face. “What’s the big hurry here? Didn’t you catch any nice fat mice this afternoon?”

Marshall walked into the kitchen and carefully placed the package containing a new pane of glass onto the counter. The cat began pacing back and forth at his feet, vigorously rubbing his arched back against the old man’s thin ankles. Marshall looked down at the plump gray cat and smiled.

“You just hold onto your tail there, boy. I’m movin’ as fast as I can.” He went over to the cupboard and took down a can of Nine-Lives. “Tuna ‘n egg. Your favorite,” he said, as he started to grind the can opener. Alfie looked at him and made a soft meow. Marshall scooped the can into a small bowl, placed it on the floor, and stood back smiling as he watched the cat eat eagerly. When half the food was gone, Marshall got some milk from the refrigerator, filled a bowl and placed it in front of the cat. Alfie immediately switched to the milk, lapping it steadily until it was gone, then he finished the tuna and egg.

“You eat like this all the time, you know, you’ll get fat ‘n lazy, won’t get them mice in the barn, you know?” He bent down and picked up both bowls, now empty. Alfie looked up at him with unblinking gold-disk eyes.

Marshall leaned against the counter and folded his arms across his chest. “You know, Alfie, Davie’s back in Holland.”

Alfie meowed, then sat on his haunches and began to lick his paws.

“You never met him before, have yah? Stew’s and Louise’s boy.”

Alfie sneezed.

Marshall stroked the edge of his jaw with his thumb and forefinger. “You know, Alf, I just don’t like what I’m thinkin’. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him, but there was something . . . something about just knowin’ he’s in town that, well, sorta’ makes me nervous.”

When Alfie didn’t respond, Marshall took it as a signal to continue. “Well, I mean, I knew he’d be comin’ back eventually. He had to. The Will just couldn’t be settled without him.” Marshall snorted loudly, and that made Alfie jump slightly.

“I don’t know what he’s figurin’ on doin’ about the old place. I can tell you one thing, though; I sure as hell hope he don’t decide to settle there.” Marshall knelt down and began stroking the cat’s back. Alfie arched his back and wiggled every time Marshall’s hand got to the base of his tail.

“You know, when he drove by me today, I didn’t think anything about it. I sure as hell didn’t want him to stop. I was glad he didn’t. But I got a . . . a real funny feelin’, like . . . like. . . .” He supressed a shiver. “Like something’s real wrong, or something’s gonna be real wrong.”

Alfie closed his eyes with pleasure and began to purr softly. “Yeah,” Marshall continued, “I know, I’m probably gettin’ carried away feelin’ . . . feelin’ hmmm, yeah.” He shook his head sadly and stood up. His left knee cracked loudly. He winced.

“Well, now that you’re fed, I guess I’ll fix myself something. You want to go outside, or you gonna keep me company? Who knows, there may be some left-overs.”

As if in answer, Alfie leaped up onto the counter in one fluid motion and then sat there silently, as Marshall opened the same cupboard door where he had gotten the cat’s food and reached down a can of baked beans. Opening the can, he spooned the contents into a small pan. The pan had a thin collar of burned-on food, but Marshall made no attempt to clean it off before heating up his supper. Just as he was placing the pan on the gas flame, the telephone rang.

“Who the hell . . . ?” Marshall muttered, as he started walking toward the phone in the anteway. He tensed as he reached for the receiver, thinking it was probably David.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Logan. This is Bob Hollis.”

“Yeah?” Marshall replied.

“Jeffy’s father. I understand there was a bit of a . . . a problem out your way this afternoon.”

That was when Marshall knew who it was on the phone and why. He felt himself tense with anger. “Yeah, there was. Seems your boy and a friend of his decided to have a bit of fun . . . at my expense.”

“That’s not exactly what I heard, Mr. Logan,” Hollis interrupted. “From what Jeffy tells me, he and a friend of his were playing in the woods and on the way home, they happened to cross your yard. You came out and, at least from the looks of Jeffy’s shirt and the cut on his knee, it looks like you gave him a pretty good whipping.”

“Weren’t at all like that!” Marshall said firmly, his anger rising higher. “Your son and his buddy were soaping up my windows. I caught ‘em red-handed. They even broke my front door window.”

“But Jeffy—”

“And your son got part of what he deserves. If he was my son, I’d tan his hide but good! They was trespassin’ to begin with, and they was vandalizing my property.”

“Jeffy never said anything about that,” Hollis said tightly.

“‘Course not. He was at fault. And if I had caught a hold of his buddy there, I’d have wopped him too.”

“Well, Mr. Logan, I’m sure it was nothing too serious. I’m sure that was no reason to bloody his knee and tear his shirt. He almost had to have stitches.”

Marshall snorted.

“I would think, Mr. Logan, that you might have restrained yourself. There was really no need to—”

“If he was my son, Mr. Hollis, I’d make sure his backsides were so sore he’d have to sleep on his stomach for a week!” With that, Marshall slammed the phone down, making it ring once. He swore violently under his breath as he turned and went back into the kitchen. The beans, unattended, had started to burn on, and Marshall quickly turned off the flame and pushed the pan away. He swore loudly and slammed his fist on the countertop. Startled, Alfie jumped onto the floor and raced to the door.

“Sure, sure, you wanna’ go out,” Marshall said as he stomped over to the door. Alfie darted out the door as soon as it started to open. “Hope you catch a nice fat one,” Marshall said as he slammed the door shut and locked it.

Back in the kitchen, Marshall scooped the burned beans onto a disk. They steamed as he stirred them around with his fork, never taking a mouthful. The telephone call from Robert Hollis had made him lose his appetite quickly, causing a strange mixture of anger and guilt and, maybe, something else.

After staring at his plate of food for almost half an hour, Marshall got up stiffly, went over to the garbage can, and scraped everything into the trash. He left the dirty pan and dish on the counter and walked into the living room.

“They did get what they deserved,” he mumbled to himself, trying to convince himself of that fact. “There’s just no damn way they should get away with something like that!”

He looked over at the phone in the hallway by the door and considered calling Shaw. Maybe the best thing to do would be to formally complain, not really press charges, but at least let Shaw know his side of the story. From the sound of Hollis’ voice, it seemed likely he was going to call the police chief.

Marshall made a move to the phone, then stopped cold. No, he thought, it’d probably not be such a good idea. What with all Shaw was probably dealing with, the murder of the kid and all, the last thing Shaw needed was a piddling complaint like his. Marshall walked back into the living room and went over to the fireplace.

“What’s gonna’ happen?” he asked, picking up a gilt-framed photograph and holding it at arm’s length. It was a picture, slightly out of focus and fading, of a young woman sitting on a rock by a river.

Her legs were crossed, and her hands were folded primly on her lap. Her dress, long and full, allowed just the barest glimpse of her ankles. She was wearing a sun bonnet with the wide brim turned up, and the sun washed over her face, almost removing the details of her pale blue eyes and thin mouth. There was a picnic basket at her feet and the trailing edge of a blanket spread on the ground.

“You must know,” he said, looking from the picture to a spot on the ceiling and back to the picture. “If anyone does . . . if you’re . . . you’re. . . .” His voice caught and broke, and tears started to well up in his eyes. He sniffed loudly. “If you’re up there, maybe you can help me . . . figure this out.” Gently, he replaced the picture in its spot on the mantle.

“Why’d it have to be like this?” he shouted suddenly. “Why? Why?” His tears spilled over and ran down, following the cracks in his face. “Things should have been different! They should have been different!” He covered his face with his hands, and his shoulders shook violently as the emotion was released.
 

VIII
 

The man stood in the darkness beneath the trees that lined the road. Behind him, he could feel the presence of the Bog, and he grew dizzy as he tilted his head back and listened to the sound of the spring peepers. The sound rose in intensity until it blended with the night . . . until it became the night.

His breath came in short gulps, and as the darkness of the night swirled with sound, he felt himself tightening like a snake about to strike. Through the tatters of cloud overhead, he saw the moon rising in the east, over the Bog. With a sustained inhale, he started to walk.

The night pressed close around him, swelling and pulsating with the sound of the spring peepers. And beneath that sound, he heard something else. He stopped where he was and cocked his head to one side as he listened to what he thought he heard.

Was it a voice?

What was it saying to him?

Tension ripped through him as he stood, listening for a moment, then he swiftly left the side of the road and blended into the shadows under the trees.

For long, tense seconds he stood there, his ears burning as he listened for the sound beneath the song of the peepers. Had it been in his imagination, or had he really heard someone speaking?

A sheen of sweat soaked his face, and he peered along the road in both directions to see if anyone was there. Suddenly, two small shapes came out of the woods. The man could tell at this distance that they were boys, but he didn’t recognize them in the darkness. He crouched and listened. The boys were too far away for him to make out what they said, but finally, they parted and started down the road away from each other.

“Don’t forget what I told you,” the boy walking toward the hidden man shouted. His voice was muffled by the night.

“I won’t,” came the distant reply of the other. “See yah later, Eddie.”

The man watched as Eddie stood for a moment, observing his friend leave. Eddie cupped his hands to his mouth, about to yell something further then let them drop to his side. He knew he had to get back for supper fast, but he wanted to take his time until he came up with a good excuse to get him out of trouble in case Old Man Logan called his folks about the window soaping.

Once his friend had disappeared, Eddie turned and started home. It was a dark stretch from where he was to the housing development where he lived, and as he walked, he found himself wishing that the road had at least a few street lights.

The man waited in the darkness until Eddie had passed him. Then, his head spinning with exhilaration, he crept up to the road. Keeping to the shadows, he followed several paces behind Eddie. That little shit, he thought, he should know better than to be out in a place like this after dark. A soft laughter escaped him and, although the sound didn’t seem to carry far, Eddie suddenly stopped in the middle of the road and turned.

“Sammy?” ‘Sat you?” he said tightly.

The man froze in his tracks and hoped Eddie couldn’t see him where he stood.

Tension rose, he could almost feel it crackling like lightening between them as he waited and Eddie listened.

“Is anybody there?” Eddie said, his voice tighter still. The man remained immobile and almost laughed aloud as a thrill gripped his stomach.

Finally, Eddie started to walk toward home again, but the man could tell that he still didn’t feel safe because every now and then he would stop and look around behind him. A few times he called out softly for whoever might be there to reveal himself, but when his only answer was the chirring of the peepers, he started to walk faster and then, finally, broke out into an easy trot.

The man felt his anger rise when the boy started running; he knew that it would be difficult to continue following without getting caught too soon—before he could surprise his prey. Cursing under his breath, he started to jog along, pacing himself behind the boy, hoping he wouldn’t hear him coming up behind.

As Eddie rounded a corner, he suddenly stopped short and wheeled around to face his pursuer. A low whimper came from his throat when he saw a dark shadow moving alongside the road. Straining forward, he finally heard the steady slap-slap of the man’s feet.

Without a word, Eddie turned and ran, clenching his fists and looking back over his shoulder to see if whoever was behind him was gaining on him. The coiled fear he had experienced when he thought someone was following him now blossomed into terror, and that terror drove him on with a speed he never knew he had.

Eddie was gaining ground, and the man knew that if he didn’t catch up with him before too long, they’d get to the first house on the road and by that first house was a street light. He redoubled his efforts, aware now that Eddie knew he was behind him, but he was sadly out of shape, and it wasn’t too long before he realized that Eddie was pulling ahead.

They ran through the darkness, the only sounds the steady slapping of their feet on the pavement and the spring-time chorus of peepers. The man looked up and saw the moon, sailing up into the sky, casting dim, powdery shadows.

First Eddie rounded one turn, and then another, and with air tearing his throat raw, he saw, dimly up ahead, the streetlight: safety. Relief flooded through him as it got closer and closer. He dared not look around for fear of breaking his stride or tripping. Gritting his teeth, he pumped his arms furiously for the last stretch until he drew up beside the lamp post.

His breath came in hot waves as he leaned over, feeling he would puke. Glancing back along the road, he felt a chilled wave run along his spine when he saw that there was no one there. It hadn’t been his imagination; he was sure of that, but he didn’t see the man crouching low by the road embankment, glaring at him.

“Can’t catch me!” he hollered, feeling braver for having escaped. By the time he got home, he wanted to tell his parents what had happened, but when he remembered Billy Wilson, he decided against it. Why worry his mother? Besides, by that time, his father had gotten a call from Old Man Logan telling him about the window soaping, and right after supper, he went to bed, grateful at least that his father hadn’t given him a spanking . . . like a little kid.
 

IX
 

Sylvia Shaw walked up behind her husband and took hold of his shoulders. The strength in her hands surprised him, but then again, there was much about Sylvia that was surprisingly strong. He took one hand out from supporting his chin and, reaching behind, patted her hand.

“You should go to bed early, get some rest. You really need it,” she said softly, sympathetically.

Shaw grunted. Keeping his elbows on the table, he rubbed his face vigorously with the heels of his hands.

“Your sleep is just as important as the work you do.”

“I know.” Shaw’s voice sounded distant, as though he was talking from the next room.

The couple was silent for a long time. All the while, Sylvia massaged her husband’s shoulders. She could feel the knitted muscles beneath his skin, and she willed them to soften and loosen up.

“You can’t get so worried about it all. That’s not the way to take it.”

“How am I suppose to take it?” he asked. His tone of voice was soft, and Sylvia realized that if he had shouted what he had just said, she would have been hurt. The defeated tone in his voice worried her.

“I just mean,” she said more softly, “that if you let it really get to you, you won’t be any good at working it out.”

Shaw stiffened. Sylvia felt it in his shoulders. “That’s what Latham said to me today. Almost the exact same words.”

“Sidney?” Sylvia said the name as half question and half accusation.

“Ummm.”

“What else did he say?”

Shaw sighed deeply. “You can probably guess.” He turned and looked up at her. She smiled, trying to infuse him with her strength.

“Yeah, I probably can. He probably told you that you might not be the best man for the job of police chief anymore. He probably reminded you that last summer three kids got lost in the woods or in the Bog and were never found—by a search party organized by you. He probably suggested that, since you were almost sixty-five, you should retire and let someone else, someone younger take the job. Is that what he probably said?”

“Close enough,” Shaw said. A smile tried to appear on his lips.

“And you probably told him to sit on it!”

Surprised by his wife’s near obscenity, he spun around in his chair and looked at her. “What—”

Sylvia smiled, and her smile widened when she saw the ice in her husband’s face slowly thawing. She shrugged and said, “if the Fonz can say it on TV, I don’t see why I can’t.”

Shaw laughed out loud at that. Sylvia leaned over and kissed him firmly on the mouth. “And you’re probably going to stay on the job until Mr. Sidney Latham can find some heavier artillery.”

Shaw’s face suddenly dropped. He was silent for a moment, then said, “He has. He said he was going to bring it up at the next council meeting.”

Sylvia’s face suddenly darkened. “Oh Virg. You’ve worked hard. Been the police chief for a good many years. And you’ve done a bang up job.” She paused and had taken a deep breath before continuing. “Then again, maybe Sidney’s right.”

“What?” Shaw exploded. “Sylvia, what in the devil are you saying?”

“I’m saying that maybe you should retire. What happened last summer really got to you; you can admit it. I just don’t know if I can sit by and watch”—her voice broke off as tears formed in her eyes—“And watch what happened last night run you down. I don’t want it to drag you under.”

“Sylvia.”

“You’re a good man, Virg. You’ve done a good job as police chief and you should be proud of it, but maybe you should—”

“Walk away?” Shaw shouted, his fist slamming down onto the arm of his chair. “Is that what you’re saying? You want me to walk away?”

Sylvia remained silent, but the look she gave him continued to plead with him.

“No, damnit! I won’t! I’m not gonna’ give up!”

Suddenly Sylvia’s face softened, and a smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. “I know you, Virgil Shaw. Don’t you ever forget that. And I know that you won’t give up until this . . . this killer is caught. Now,” she said as she walked over to the stove, “how about another cup of coffee.”
 

X
 

David and Allison took the afternoon to drive to Portland. For the first time since they had left New York, Allison perked up as they walked up and down the length of Exchange Street, peering into shop windows. After a satisfying supper at the Village Cafe, they took in a movie and then drove back to the motel. But even after a long, slow session of love-making, David found that sleep eluded him. He lay awake, staring at the ceiling, and when sleep did finally come, the nightmare came too; only now, the looming black shape had eyes Billy Wilson’s blank, coin-like eyes.
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SUSPECT STILL SOUGHT IN MURDER CASE
 

HOLLAND—Local police, with the assistance of state police, are still looking for leads in the bizarre death of William Wilson. This small, quiet Maine town was stunned last Friday by the discovery of the boy’s mutilated body.

As yet there are no solid leads, but, according to Police Chief Virgil Shaw, authorities are questioning several possible witnesses.

“We haven’t really got too much to go on,” Chief Shaw told the Express. “This was a relatively isolated incident and, as far as we know, there aren’t many leads.”

The area where the boy was found has been roped off and is being patrolled by police while investigators from Augusta and Scarborough examine the ground for clues.

Funeral services for Billy Wilson will be held tomorrow at St. Mark’s at one o’clock. All schools have been cancelled for the day.







Chapter Three
 

I
 

David jumped, startled as the doors at the back of the church flew open, letting in a shaft of sunlight and a warm, wafting breeze of fresh air. The congregation sang the last verse of “Onward Christian Soldiers” with renewed vigor as the choir solemnly filed out to the center aisle and toward the door. David held the hymnal open with one hand, Allison’s hand in the other. He gave her hand a little squeeze and glanced at her. She smiled at him tightly and continued to mouth the words of the hymn. David was amused by her irritation, and his smile widened.

“Up yours,” Allison whispered harshly, barely audible above the singing. David looked nervously around to see if anyone had heard. Just as he cast an irritated glance at her, Pastor Clement followed the choir down the aisle and nodded his head at David. David made a bold attempt to twist his frown into a grin and failed miserably. He turned and watched the minister walk to the doorway and then stop in the warm sunlight.

The organ swelled louder, almost rattling the floor with a prolonged “AAAAAA-mennnnnn” and then cut off abruptly. David felt himself relax after the sustained finish of the hymn, then he snapped the hymnal shut and glanced again at Allison. “Not too bad, huh?” he asked, smiling.

Allison’s smile was tight, totally false, David knew; but it was probably good enough to fool just about anyone.

“It’ll do your soul some good, you know? Get in a few extra brownie points with the man up there.” He jabbed his thumb in the direction of the ceiling, and Allison involuntarily looked up.

“Bullshit,” she whispered, bending close to David’s ear.

The center aisle had filled with the dispersing congregation. David stood there for a while, actually surprised by the number of faces he recognized—Mr. and Mrs. Jessup, Lilly Clayton, Joe and Edna Judkins. Many of the folks smiled and nodded at David as they passed by, but almost as many looked quizzically at him and, especially, the woman beside him wearing the dangerously low-cut, violet silk dress.

When he saw a break in the flow of people, David tugged on Allison’s hand, pulling her out into the aisle after him. They were carried toward the door with the departing throng, bumping shoulders as they went. Just before they reached Pastor Clement, David considered darting down the stairwell to the church basement; he wasn’t sure he wanted to speak with the minister, at least not yet. Before he had made up his mind, though, Clement darted forward, and David felt a warm, sweaty hand grasp his.

“Davie, Davie my boy. So good to see you again.” The minister pumped David’s hand rapidly. “It’s been too long, too long.”

David’s smile felt forced. “Nice to see you again, Pastor Clement.”

“And this must be your wife, Barbara,” Pastor Clement said, looking over David’s shoulder. “We’ve never met before.”

“No, uhh.” David shifted uneasily on his feet. “This is Allison, Allison Vickery, a friend of mine. Allison, this is Pastor Clement,” he added nervously.

Allison cocked her eyebrow, as though to say, Really? You mean he’s not the Pope? and held her hand out.

Pastor Clement was frowning slightly, so David hastened to add, “Barbara and I were divorced quite a while ago.”

“Allison.” The minister took Allison’s hand and shook it more gently, David noticed. “That’s a pretty name for a pretty girl.”

Allison seemed genuinely flustered. She looked down at her shoes and muttered, “Thank you.”

Most of the congregation had filed out by now. A few stragglers remained in the church, talking in small groups. David’s uneasiness was growing, and he was just starting to walk away, leading Allison toward the door when the pastor grasped him firmly on the shoulder.

“David,” he said, with a note of urgency in his voice, “I would like to speak with you for a moment—if I could.” He looked over at a departing group of people and waved his hand.

“Terrific sermon, Pastor,” one of them said, “I didn’t even doze.”

“That’s good to hear, Sterling,” Clement said good-naturedly, but still David could see a crease of worry on the minister’s brow. “How’s the missus?”

“She’s much better. The doctor says she might be able to come home the end of the week.”

“That’s nice. You tell her my prayers are with her,” he said, and then turned back to David, locking him with an intense stare. “It’s been so long since you’ve been in town, Davie. I’d like it very much if we could have a chance to talk—catch up on things.”

David shrugged. “Things are going pretty well for me.”

The church had emptied out by now, and David was aware of the imposing silence of the building. Faintly, he could hear the last car of worshippers leave the driveway. He was aware of Allison anxiously shifting from foot to foot behind him.

“The old town must have changed quite a bit since you were here last. Even in a small town like Holland, time doesn’t stop.”

David heard Allison sigh softly. He had the feeling that there was something beneath what Pastor Clement was saying, something he wanted to say but didn’t know how to.

“It’s nice to be back,” David finally said, merely for the sake of saying something.

“And how do you like living in New York City? I suppose you must get tired of the hustle ‘n bustle . . . and the crime.”

“Actually it’s not that bad, Pastor. I like where I live, I have a good job as a loan manager at a city bank. We don’t see that much crime, either, it’s just that the news blows it up out of proportion. I”—he stumbled, almost decided not to continue, but found he said it anyway—“I’ve seen more crime here, in Holland, than I have in New York.”

Pastor Clement seemed shocked by what he said, and he shook his head sadly. “I know, Davie, it’s such a terrible thing. To think that here . . . in a town like this, something like that could happen.” He exhaled sharply, squared his shoulders, and looked at David. “It really can put one’s faith to the test.”

Allison gave David’s hand an impatient squeeze.

“I understand that you’re here to settle the Will and sell the old place, is that right?”

David nodded.

“I was talking to Shaw this morning before church, and he said you weren’t at all interested in staying in Holland.”

David felt himself getting angry. He didn’t like the idea of Shaw making his business everyone’s business. It shouldn’t have surprised him, he knew; like any small town, Holland had a communications network that would put the CIA to shame.

“Like I said,” David said tensely, “I like where I live, and I like my job. I don’t see why I should hang onto a dead weight like that old house, pay taxes on it, and leave it empty when someone could buy it and fix it up.”

“True,” Pastor Clement said, “the place does need some work. It’d be nice if you could—”

“I’m really not interested in staying in Holland, Pastor,” David said sharply.

“But, Davie,” the minister’s eyes took on an earnest squint, “Holland is your home. It’s where your roots are. It’s true, you know, no matter how far or how long you’re away from your home, you can never pull all of your roots out of the soil.”

“I know what I want,” David said, feeling his anger rise. He didn’t want the pastor or the police chief or the lawyer or anyone telling him what he should do. “My life is outside of Holland now. I’ve had to come back because of some legal problems, but once they’re settled, I intend to leave.”

Pastor Clement stepped forward and grabbed both of David’s elbows. He squeezed tightly. “Many times, Davie, we think we know who we are, but we don’t. We try to leave, to run away from something, but that something will always—eventually—raise its head. It’s only by understanding our past, where we came from, that we can truly know ourselves.”

“I don’t—”

“That land, that house is your birthright. Your father, and his father, and his father worked hard for that land. It’s been in your family since before the Revolution. You and your—your uncle Marshall are the last two surviving Logans. Don’t you feel some sort of responsibility?”

“Obviously not as much as you think I should.”

“I just wish you’d consider it—deeply—before you go and sell the place.”

“I have,” David said simply, letting his anger pass.

“Well, I think that if you look deeply into yourself and into your family, I think you’ll find—” He seemed to catch the angry tone in his voice, and suddenly dropped it. He continued in a milder tone, “I think you’ll find that you’re more attached to Holland than you think.” He released David’s elbows and took a step back, smoothing out his vestments.

“I’ll think about what you said,” David said, moving toward the door. Of course, his mind was made up, but he had to say something to satisfy the minister.

“But anyway,” Clement said, smiling warmly again, “Margaret and I would like to invite you and Allison to the house for coffee this afternoon, if you’d like. There will be a few other folks around. Some you may remember. Nothing fancy.”

“Well, I—” Allison gave his hand a quick jerk, and he understood her message. “I’d like to but—”

“Around three o’clock would be fine,” Pastor Clement said.

David shrugged and started down the stairway, squinting his eyes in the bright sunlight.

“Davie,” Pastor Clement shouted from the top of the stairs. “You just remember what I said. There’s a lot about yourself that you just won’t find out anyplace else but Holland.”

David smiled and waved, then walked across the lawn to his car. The warm morning air washed over him with relief.

“Boy, that guy’s a barrel of fun,” Allison said, as she opened her door and sat down. “What the hell was he into?”

David slammed his door shut and started the car. Gripping the steering wheel tightly, he said, “Like everyone else in this piss-water town, he tries like hell to make everything his business.” He jerked the car into gear and left the parking lot with a loud scuffing of tires.
 

II
 

“No fucking way!” Allison folded her arms across her chest and looked dead ahead out the motel window. David had finished shaving and was unbuttoning his shirt. He looked over at her, sitting on the edge of the bed wearing just her bra and panties.

“It won’t kill you, you know,” he said as if scolding a child.

“Like going to church this morning? Huh?”

David shrugged as he walked over to the suitcase and unfolded his neatly pressed blue jeans.

“Look, you dragged my ass to church this morning at just about the crack of dawn. I’m not about to waste the whole damn afternoon farting around at a church social!”

“But—”

“No, no ‘buts,’ no nothing!” Allison shouted angrily, shaking her fist at David, who took a nervous step backward and then rapidly pulled his pants on and snapped them shut, as if for protection.

“Just because you had to put up with that bullshit when you were a kid, doesn’t mean you—”

“It has nothing to do with when I was growing up.”

“Bullshit it doesn’t,” Allison snapped. “You told me how your father and grandmother dragged you off to church every Sunday, rain or shine. Look, David, that was a long time ago. You don’t have to pretend anymore. You can forget all about church and Pastor—who? Clement? Forget all about him. It’s all a bunch of crap anyway. At least that’s what you always said.”

David shuffled his feet nervously. “Well.” He shrugged. “How do you know? Maybe it’ll be OK.”

Allison scowled and then, making a circle with her fingers as though she were daintily lifting a cup to her lips, she said, “More tea, vicar?” And then followed that with a loud, slurping noise.

“Come on Allison.” David walked over to where she had plunked herself on the bed. He smiled, trying to break her down, but her mouth remained rigid. “No way! One hour of religion this morning is more than enough for me!” She softened a bit, looking up at him. “Don’t you think,” she said, fluttering her eyelids, “that we could find better things to do?”

David swallowed hard, and tried to look away from her seductive expression. “Just what do you have in mind?” he asked with mocked innocence.

Without a word, Allison stood up, went over to the window, and snapped the Venetian blinds shut. Turning, she walked back over to the bed, sat down, and reached behind her back. The bra fastener snapped audibly, and the bra dropped into her lap.

“Ummm,” David murmured as he stared at her exposed ample breasts. He smiled and cupped both in his hands, gently massaging them. Allison stirred, moaning softly. Slowly, she lay back on the bed, with her feet still touching the floor.

“That’s more like my idea of a good time,” she said raspily. David leaned over to kiss her, and he felt her hands working to open his pants. He began to nibble on her ear lobe, and Allison’s hands worked harder to slide the pants down his legs. He let his breath out with a long, wheezy whistle as she rolled him over onto the bed and began kissing a line from his neck to his chest to his stomach and down. He reached down blindly, still massaging her breasts as she began to suck on him gently.

“Oh, baby, you do it so-o-o nice,” he whispered. Allison was working on him more vigorously now. David closed his eyes and went with the warm, flowing feeling that spread up from his groin.

Allison paused for a moment and looked up at him with dreamy eyes. “This is what you get for being a good boy all week.”

He started to prop himself up on one arm and, as he did, he caught a glimpse of his watch. “Jesus,” he shouted suddenly. He jumped up from the bed and tried to take a step, but his pants were still down around his ankles and he went sprawling onto the floor.

“Wha—what is it?” Allison shouted, frightened.

David rolled over onto his knees and hurriedly pulled his pants up. As he hastened to stand, he tapped his watchface impatiently. “Look at the time,” he yelled.

“Huh?”

“We’re gonna’ be late if we don’t get our asses in gear.” He picked Allison’s bra up from off the floor and tossed it to her. It shot over her head and landed on the floor behind the bed.

“Oh, Christ! You shithead!”

“Come on. Come on. Get yourself dressed,” he snapped. “We can’t keep the vicar waiting for tea all afternoon, just because you’ve got hot pants.”

“I will not!”

“The hell you won’t,” David said firmly. From the closet he took down the dress Allison had worn to church that morning and threw it onto the bed beside her.

“I—“

“Dress!”

Allison fished her bra out from behind the bed. David admired her rump as she did. She started to pull the dress on over her head, and David patted her affectionately on the bottom. “You bastard,” came the muffled response from beneath the dress. “Piss on you.”

“Hey, come on,” David said. He stepped back as Allison pulled the dress down and adjusted it. He shook his head and whistled as he watched her and said, “You look great.”

“I don’t want to go,” Allison said, sounding like a little girl who had been asked to clean her room.

“You can fake it just a little bit longer. You did such a good job this morning, I’d bet Pastor Clement never guessed you’d rather be back here screwing your brains out.” He smiled widely, but that soon faded as he registered the expression on Allison’s face.

“You can fake it,” she said with a snarl, “I’m going to stay right here in the motel.” She folded her arms across her chest and huffed.

“Come on,” David pleaded, “get ready. We can pick up where we left off when we get back.”

Allison took exaggerated strides over to the easy chair beside the window, casually lit a cigarette, and stared blankly out at the early afternoon sunshine.

“Allison, please.”

With her fingers placed delicately on the edge of her chin, she arched her eyebrows and smirked.

“Allison.”

Suddenly she glared at him. “You can find yourself a milk bottle with a tight top, for all I care. I’m not going, and that’s final.” She flicked her ash onto the floor for emphasis.

“You . . . you,” David muttered. He took his jacket, went to the door, opened it and leaned on the edge.

“Have fun,” Allison said, waving the tips of her fingers.

David shook his head slowly from side to side and, stepping outside, gently eased the door shut behind him.

“I may be here when you get back,” she said to him through the door, but he was already halfway down to the car and didn’t hear her.
 

III
 

As it turned out, David spent less than half an hour at Pastor Clement’s house. Everyone was friendly enough to him—although he sensed that many people there were wondering why Allison wasn’t with him—but he soon tired of defending the reasons he wasn’t planning to return to Holland to live. Making an excuse that Allison had the stomach flu, he left before three-thirty.

But the last thing he wanted to do was go back to the motel and listen to Allison’s bitching. Other than the trip into Portland, she had not found anything nice to say about Holland or Maine in general. Although he might have shared many of her opinions, he didn’t want to hear someone else speak them—especially so often. With a grim set to his jaw, he steered the Rabbit in the direction of the old house. He had the keys in his pocket and had decided that it was about time he went out there and had a look around.

He drove through town and up the Little River Road—automatically stamping his foot on the floorboard when he crossed the little bridge. When the old homestead came into view, David slowed the car to a crawl to avoid the potholes in the long unused driveway, and drove up into the dooryard.

The house sat on a high, grassy rise. There were two gigantic oaks in the front yard, standing like sentinels as they had since David could remember. They still stood, tall and impressive, but David was jolted by the realization that they didn’t seem to be quite as tall as he remembered them.

Behind the screen of these two trees stood the house. It was a large, sprawling affair, looking as though it had started out long ago as a modest house but then had grown as the family living inside had grown. The center section of the house stood tall, with two finished stories and an attic. From the main part of the house, pointing out toward the old barn, was an L that contained the kitchen, bathroom, and a large pantry. Around back, projecting out towards the open field, the living room had been enlarged and a porch added on. At the other end of the house was another addition that had been Grandma Logan’s bedroom.

David drove right up to the barn door and stopped his car. He sat there for a long time, looking up at the old place. Virgil Shaw had been right, he concluded: the place had run down considerably since he had last seen it. The flat gray paint was peeling off the walls in large, potato-chip sized flakes. David counted at least one pane in every window that was broken, either by branches blown down during a storm or, more likely, the well-aimed stones of local kids. David was angry that they had broken so many windows, but, he admitted honestly to himself, when he was a kid he would have done the same thing.

Not one of the window shutters was whole. Of the ones that hadn’t fallen to the ground, several slats were missing, giving them a gap-tooth appearance. The shutter by the window of his old bedroom was hanging at a forty-five degree angle from one rusted hinge. From the fist-sized hole in the glass, a trace of lace curtain fluttered in the breeze.

The house looked very dead; David wouldn’t have been surprised if there were rumors around town that the place was haunted. He felt a cool tightness in his chest as he stared at what had been, until now, merely a memory and a carefully worded description in a legal document. Now, the living memory filled him with a numbing nostalgia. He reached into his pocket, felt for the house key, and got out of the car.

The front steps creaked underfoot as he took them slowly, one by one. He paused at the front door, staring at the No Trespassing sign nailed to the wall. It was old and torn. He swung the dilapidated door open, then bent to slide the key into the door lock. With effort, the rusted tumblers turned and then clicked open. Putting his hand on the doorknob, David jiggled the door, but it was stuck—the wood had swollen. He put his shoulder against the door and shoved. It opened with a loud complaint.

When he stepped inside, a stale, musty aroma, which fit the “deadness” of the house perfectly, assailed his nostrils. It was almost strong enough to make him want to shut the door and leave the place behind. David knew he should leave, head back to the motel; but his memories and curiosity could not be denied. He swung the door shut softly behind him.

From where he stood in the hallway, he could see into the dining room to his right. The heavy oak table still stood in the center of the room, draped with several sheets. To his left was the kitchen. The dull glow of the late afternoon sun filtered through the dingy lace curtains and glanced off the grimy stove, refrigerator, and table. Someone had left a pale green coffee cup on the counter; David wondered what he would see if he looked inside it. In front of him were the steps that led to the upstairs bedrooms tempting him to run right upstairs and see if his old bed was still there.

Sighing, David twisted around and hung his key ring on the nail that was driven into the door frame. He smiled, aware that the move had been totally unconscious, a habit from growing up in this house. When he was a teenager, he had been notorious for leaving the car keys in his jacket pocket or on his bureau, so his father had suggested he hang the keys near the door so he’d never lose them. Now, many years later, the habit remained. David smiled and, rubbing his hands together, walked slowly into the dining room.

He stood beside the table for a moment, smiling to himself as he remembered the numerous meals he had eaten there with his family; most of the memories were pleasant. He went over to the room divider that separated the dining room from the living room and, leaning on his elbows, looked into the living room.

The furniture in this room was also covered with sheets. The couch and two easy chairs looked like the distorted figures of crippled ghosts in the darkening room. The black hole of the fireplace was cold and unforgiving. David briefly considered going outside for some wood and starting a fire, but decided against it. He checked his watch and saw that it was getting late. Allison might be starting to wonder where he was; and, he considered, with what had happened in town, he might not want to be out of town in a deserted building—alone. What if—

What if a black, looming shadow passed in front of the window?

Feeling a racing chill between his shoulder blades, David spun and stared at the living room window, but there was nothing and no one outside. He considered leaving immediately but realized that the impulse was from his foolish fears, not from any real threat. Besides, he convinced himself that he should take the time now and soak in the stale air and the memories it engendered. This might be his last time here for all he knew.

He walked over to the couch that faced the fireplace. He swore softly as he lifted up the edge of the sheet to shake away the dust and saw the familiar print pattern beneath. He swept the yellowed sheet away and dropped it onto the floor. Sitting down with a sigh, he stared for a long time at the empty fireplace.

The fire should be lit, he thought. There should be life and warmth in this house, not the choking, dusty air. The closeness of the air in the room made him start to nod and, for a moment, he imagined he saw flames dancing on the hearth, filling the space with a warm, orange glow. His face began to warm from the imaginary fire, and his vision began to blur. Just before he fell asleep and his head dropped onto the back of the couch he thought—was convinced that he heard voices calling. Soon, he was sound asleep.
 

IV
 

Leah Rankin glared at her husband. With a quick puff of breath, she blew away the strand of hair that had fallen over her left eye.

“Les—” she started to say, but then stopped. Her shoulders dropped and she looked down at her arms, elbow-deep in the sudsy dish water.

“I’m tellin’ you it just ain’t necessary, that’s all,” Les Rankin said emphatically.

Leah opened her mouth to speak but, instead, remained quiet and continued to scrub the dinner plate that had long since come clean.

“There ain’t no problem, that’s all there is to it,” Les said.

“All he has to do is sit there, Mom. I’ll do the driving,” their oldest boy, Robbie, pleaded. “I’ve got my learner’s permit, all you have to do is be there in the car. Please? Dad?”

Leah looked over her shoulder at Les and said coldly, “Les, hon’, what with everything that’s been happening in town, I just don’t want any of the boys out of my sight, and I don’t want Sammy walking over to Jeffy’s house alone!”

“It’s just up the road, for Christ’s sake,” Les snarled. He walked over to the refrigerator and took out a can of beer, snapping it open angrily. He took a deep swallow and repeated himself. “It’s just up the fuckin’ road.”

“Don’t talk like that in front of the children,” Leah scolded. Les snorted, then took another gulp of beer.

“I’d be all right, Mom,” Sammy said. He had been sitting silently at the table, listening to the argument, knowing that his parents would have to work it out and that nothing he said would have any weight.

“It’s fucking daylight, sweetheart,” Les said, pointing toward the window with his can of beer. Leah’s eyes wandered over to the warm square of light that fell onto the counter beside the sink.

“I know that. But he’s staying for supper, and I don’t want him coming home in the dark.”

“So? I’ll go over and pick him up tonight,” Les said.

“And I’ll drive,” Robbie piped in.

“Will you be quiet?” Les said, turning toward Robbie, who took a nervous step backwards. He could tell when his father meant business; he meant business now.

Leah took the plate from the dirty water and rinsed it under the faucet. After she placed it in the drying rack, she turned to face her husband. “Will you please take him over, too?” she asked, her voice almost breaking with anxiety. “I just don’t want to have to worry.”

“You don’t have to. It’s only after dark that they’re not safe.” There was a hollow note in Les’ voice that gave Leah pause.

“How . . . how do you know?” She wiped her damp hands on her jeans and stepped closer to Les. “How does anyone know who’s safe when? No one knows when Billy . . . Billy Wilson disappeared.”

Robbie leaned against the kitchen counter and looked up at the ceiling with exasperation. “I can’t wait ‘til I get my license,” he said, sure that nobody heard him.

“I’m telling you, that’s how I know! He’s safe walking the short way up to Jeffy’s house!” He slammed the beer can onto the counter top. Robbie jumped. Some beer sloshed out of the can and fell onto the floor with a dull plop. Muggins, their dog, roused himself from his nap in the living room and padded in to lap up the unexpected treat.

“Dad, it’s no sweat. Really. All you have to do is sit there. I’ll do the driving,” Robbie said again.

“At this rate, I’ll miss supper,” Sammy said softly.

“Yes. Yes! Yes!” Leah said finally. “Go get the car keys from my bureau.” Robbie took the stairs three at a time.

“Jesus Christ, Leah!”

Leah turned back to her dishes, her ears burning. She could feel Les’ angry stare on her back. “I really think it’s the best thing, hon’,” she said mildly. “There’s some kind of maniac running around, I think it’s best to play safe. We can’t be too careful.”

Les snorted and then downed the rest of his beer. He was staring at the sunlit window, his eyes glazed over with a vacant, hazy look. Leah thought that he must be really mad at her, but she felt better, knowing Sammy would have a ride both ways.

“I’m telling you, he’d be safe,” Les said again. His voice was distant.

“You’re probably right, hon’, but why take chances?”

Robbie burst back into the kitchen, the keys held high above his head as though they were a trophy. “Let’s go,” he shouted. “I’ll back the car out.” He slammed the door shut behind him.

Sammy got up from the table and walked over to his mother. Looking up at her, he gave her a hug around the waist. “Thanks, Mom.”

Leah smiled. “You’re welcome. You just remember what I told you.”

“I know.” Sammy shifted his feet nervously, sensing another lecture coming on.

“And I don’t mean just about this person who . . . who hurt Billy Wilson,” Leah continued. “I mean about any stranger. Any stranger at all.”

“I know, Mom.” Sammy started backing toward the door. “You told me a hundred times.”

“And I’m telling you again. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t take rides with strangers. Especially that! If you need a ride, go to someone’s house and call home. We’ll come pick you up.”

“Uh-huh.” Sammy was at the door, but he knew that he couldn’t leave yet.

“Besides,” Leah added with a soft smile, “Robbie’ll be getting his license soon and he’ll be begging for an excuse to drive.” They heard the car start up and, taking his signal, Sammy ran outside.

Les, still standing there looking sullen, mumbled softly, “He don’t have to worry.” He cocked his head to the side. “He don’t have to worry unless he goes out by Old Man Logan’s way.”

“Les, you shouldn’t talk like that about Mr. Logan.”

Les shrugged. “Just speaking my mind. You’re so hepped up about Sammy not walking out on the goddamn street at high noon. I’m just saying that I think he just has to steer clear of Old Man Logan.”

“Mr. Logan’s a nice old man, just a bit . . . a bit lonely, that’s all. There’s no harm in him.”

“Maybe he’s too lonely,” Les said darkly. “Maybe he’s so lonely he likes to play with little boys—before he kills ‘em.”

“Les!”

“How come he ain’t never married, then?” Les asked. “Huh? Maybe he, you know, never liked girls.”

Leah decided that to respond would continue the direction of the conversation, so she turned back to her sink and began drying the dishes and placing them in the cupboard. After several seconds of nervous silence, Leah said, “You know, speaking of Mr. Logan, did you know that David was back in town?”

“Yeah,” Les answered. “A couple of the guys at the Sawmill were talking about him yesterday.”

“Are you planning on looking him up?” Leah asked, brightening.

“I dunno’. Maybe.”

“My goodness. You don’t sound very excited about seeing your best friend from high school.”

“That was a long time ago,” Les replied.

“But you were so close. I’d have thought you’d be anxious to see him after all these years. I bet it’d be fun to talk about old times. He’s staying out at the Pine Haven Motel. Why not give him a call?”

“Maybe.”

The sudden squeal of tires made them both look anxiously out the door as Robbie backed the car out of the garage at a more than adequate speed. The car jolted to a stop in the turn-around, then turned and pointed toward the street. The engine roared.

“What’ve we got there, another A.J. Foyt?”

“He’s just learning. Go easy on him,” Leah said mildly. Then, picking up their conversation, she said, “So why don’t you invite David over for supper some night. I’d like to see him again. And I’ve never met his wife.”

“That ain’t his wife,” Les said absently, as he walked over to the door and, leaning against the jamb, stared out at the car and its impatient driver. Robbie waved anxiously for his father to hurry.

“Not his wife?” Leah echoed.

“That’s what I said. It’s his girlfriend. Some hot-pants model from New York or something. A real hot number, by the looks of her.”

“And just how do you know the looks of her?” Leah asked sharply. She looked at Les nervously, but he kept his back to her.

“Just talk. Just talk at the Sawmill, that’s all,” he mumbled.

Leah took a dishtowel and, wiping her hands, walked over to Les. “But you didn’t answer my question, hon’. Why don’t you invite David and his girlfriend over for supper? Tuesday night would be OK. Any night this week, except Wednesday. I have to go over to Gloria’s on Wednesday.”

His face twisted with anger, Les spun around and faced Leah. “Because I could just about give two shits for David Logan, that’s why!” he shouted. Leah pulled back timidly. “If we was friends, that was a long time ago, and David Logan can go fuck, himself for all I care.” He pulled the door open violently. “I’ll be back,” he called over his shoulder as he left.
 

V
 

Leah stood in the doorway, watching the car pull away. She noticed that Robbie seemed to drive pretty well, although he was going a little bit too fast, she thought, when he got to the stop sign at the end of the road. She watched sadly, registering the fact that her oldest son was really growing up—he’d have his driving license soon.

A long, drawn-out sniffing sound made her turn around. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, his chin propped in his hands, was Georgie.

“How come they didn’t take me?” the five-year-old asked sadly. His eyes were watering up.

Leah scooched down and ruffled her son’s hair. “They’re just going down the street for a bit.”

“But I wanted to go,” Georgie said, letting a tear run down his cheek.

“There, there,” Leah cooed. “Tell you what. What say you and I split a popsicle?”

Georgie’s eyes brightened. Leah stood up and opened the freezer door. Pausing with her hand in the ice box, she asked, “Grape or orange?”

“Grape,” Georgie answered without hesitation. Then he added, “But why couldn’t I go?”

“Well. . . .” Leah began to peel the paper from the popsicle. “Robbie’s still learning how to drive. Your father’s going to teach him.” She broke the popsicle in half and handed one piece to Georgie. “Besides, I want you here with me. Be careful with that. Don’t get it on your shirt.”

“Is it because of that bad man?” Georgie asked as his tongue flicked out and lapped his popsicle.

Leah had to force her voice to keep steady. “Partly that, yes.”

Georgie nodded his head as though he understood fully. “But I haven’t been bad,” he said softly. “I know you haven’t.”

“Well, Billy Wilson must’ve been bad. That’s why the boogeyman got him, right Mom?” Georgie was licking his popsicle absentmindedly. His lips were stained bright purple.

“I don’t know, honey. I mean. . . .” Leah’s voice trailed away.

“But that’s what you told me,” Georgie insisted. “You said that if I wasn’t good, like if I didn’t come home from playing before dark or when you called or something, that the boogeyman would get me. Take me away.” Georgie’s eyes widened as he looked up at his mother. “And he’d eat me or something. Is that what happened to Billy Wilson? The boogeyman caught him and ate him? Is that it, Mom?”

Leah reached down and patted her son’s head. “Well. . . .”

“That’s what you said, Mom.”

“I know, I know that’s what I said. But Georgie, what I told you, you know, about the boogeyman, well, maybe what I said wasn’t exactly right.”

“You mean you lied to me?” Georgie asked, astonished. His eyes widened even further as he considered the possibility.

Leah forced a smile and continued haltingly. “No, hon’, I . . . I didn’t lie to you. It’s just that . . . that. . . .” She huffed with exasperation and, once again, thanked whoever made little children so precocious. She cleared her throat and tried to continue more firmly. “What happened to Billy Wilson was, well, it was a real person who did it. Someone who lives right in town or nearby.” She swallowed hard. “What I told you about the boogeyman was sort of made up. The boogeyman’s, well, he’s kinda’ like Santa Claus.”

Georgie’s face scrinched up. “You mean he lives at the North Pole?” he asked, his voice rising until it broke.

Leah couldn’t help but laugh. “No. Not that, hon’.” She ruffled his hair. “The boogeyman is sort of like a spirit . . . not a real person.” The look of confusion that spread across her son’s face told her that she was just confusing him.

Suddenly, though, his face brightened. “Ohh. You mean, like, the boogeyman is like a ghost or something. Something to scare people with, is that it?”

“Yes. That’s it,” Leah said, grateful that she had gotten herself off the hook.

“And Billy Wilson didn’t get caught by the boogeyman, right? He was hurt by a mean real person, right?”

“That’s right,” Leah said as she stood up. She was surprised when she saw that her popsicle had melted; her hand was covered with a sticky, purple mass, and she hadn’t even noticed it. Nervously, she licked at what remained on the stick, then washed her hands clean.

“Go upstairs and get your baseball. We’ll go outside and play a little catch,” Leah said, as she dried her hands on the dishtowel.

Georgie turned to go, but just at the doorway, he paused and looked back at her. His eyes were still wistful looking. “I still wish Dad had taken me with him,” he said before going.

Leah smiled and listened to the slap-slap of his sneakers as he ran upstairs to his room. She turned and looked out the window, letting her breath out with a long, shuddering sigh. She was suddenly, painfully aware that the stories she had told Georgie to frighten him into obedience were suddenly turning on her and frightening her. Their town really did have a boogeyman.

When she heard Georgie’s approaching steps, she turned, straightened her shoulders, and hoped to God that he wouldn’t see the lines of doubt and fear she knew were creasing her forehead.
 

VI
 

“I
got you! I got you!” Sammy shouted as he jabbed both forefingers at Jeffy and made a rattling, machine-gun sound in his throat. Jeffy hit the ground hard, the air knocked out of him, and rolled over behind a screen of yew bushes that marked the end of his backyard. He hurt his knee, but he didn’t care; it added to the realism—he could pretend it was a wound.

“Just a flesh wound, you lousy Commie!” he yelled, concealed behind the thick-needled shrubbery.

“I blew your head off,” Sammy yelled, running toward the yew zig-zagging and using the trees for cover.

Jeffy suddenly stood up, leveled both fingers at Sammy, and let go a wild spray of bullets. Sammy dove for cover this time, but he kept his head up and saw Jeffy dash down the path that led to the Bog. “Hey—” he started to yell, but stopped when he saw Jeffy’s blue windbreaker disappear in the foliage.

“You missed me, you lousy Commie,” Jeffy called, sounding far away.

Sammy paused, not quite as much into the war game as he had been. He looked over his shoulder at the sun, now low in the sky. The faint chirr of crickets and the peeping of frogs in the Bog were the only sounds he heard. The sudden absence of Jeffy made the late afternoon seem lonely, almost scary. Swallowing hard, Sammy got up from his crouch and trotted after his friend along the path. “I’ll get you,” he yelled, surprised at how weak his voice sounded. It amazed him; it almost seemed like magic the way Jeffy had disappeared. Like those Indians in the movies who just melt into the trees whenever the settlers chase them. Sammy slowed his pace after he had gone a short way along the path. The path was well-worn. They often played here and closer to the Bog, even though both of their mothers had told them a hundred times not to. And at least it wasn’t his fault; Jeffy had been the first one to go toward the Bog— he was just following.

Suddenly, Jeffy popped up from behind a large, lichen-covered boulder and let fly a hail of bullets. It was right where he had expected him to be, Sammy told himself as he spun in his tracks, grabbing at his shoulder. He fell down behind a thick blueberry bush and remained silent, except for his labored breathing. In the safety of his cover, Sammy admitted to himself that he had really been caught off guard. As he crouched, preparing to go after Jeffy, he promised himself he’d be more careful from now on.

Sammy walked slowly up to the boulder. There was a chance Jeffy was still there, hiding, waiting to jump out at him. Pressing his face against the cool stone, Sammy slowly edged his way around. When he got to the back, there was no one. Jeffy had gone.

Quickly, Sammy turned, his guns ready. Knowing Jeffy, he could pop out from anywhere. Sammy calmly scanned the darkening woods, but this time he didn’t think that maybe they should call in the game and go back to Jeffy’s house; the war was serious now.

Sammy heard a snapping of twigs off to his left. He swung around into a crouch, fingers ready to blast away when he saw something.

Nothing.

As usual.

Leave it to Jeffy to think of throwing a rock off into the woods to distract him. Sammy waited, tensed, his ears filled with the rising sound of the peepers and the blood hammering in his ears.

“Come on and get me, you lousy Commie!” Jeffy shouted. His voice sounded far away, and it made Sammy wonder briefly what had made that sound off to his left. It sounded like Jeffy was way down the path toward the Bog. But, then again, when you were hunting Jeffy, you could never be sure—he sure had a lot of tricks.

“Come ‘n get me, or I’ll get you, you lousy, stinking Commie!” Jeffy’s voice sounded even fainter now.

“You ain’t got a prayer,” he screamed, and then dashed down the path in the direction of his friend.

As he raced along the path, Sammy again started to think that they were wrong going so far from the house and so near to the Bog. He shuddered when he thought about the quicksand his mother said was in the Bog and would suck him down. Sort of like drowning in oatmeal.

The further he went, the more he remembered some of the stories his mother had told him about the Bog. The wild animals, the ghosts, the boogeyman. . . . When he had been Georgie’s age, he had believed those stories; now that he was twelve, he . . . well, he half-believed them.

The sun was gone now. The path was becoming indistinct. The night sounds of the Bog swelled louder and louder. Sammy felt a sudden, closed-in, spooky feeling. Abruptly, he stopped in the middle of the path, stood up straight, and listened intently for some sound beneath the sounds of the Bog that would tell him where his friend was. He still had his fingers stuck out like guns, but Sammy had forgotten the game entirely. A sudden, dull plop off to his left made him jump; but he quickly decided that it had been a frog jumping into the water and tried to push away his growing fear.

Sammy moved forward cautiously, wondering wildly whether or not he should chance calling Jeffy’s name. Shadows were deepening, and the sounds of the Bog grew almost intolerably loud. Sammy found his feet hurrying along the path, almost against his will, as he kept his eyes trained on the surrounding woods for any sign of Jeffy. It’d be just like him to jump out at him and scare the shit out of him. Sammy tried to convince himself that he was ready for the surprise and wouldn’t be startled.

To his right, the land sloped gently upward, rising to a boulder-strewn field. Beyond the hill, Sammy knew, there was a line of barbed wire fence that marked the end of the Judkins farmland. To his left, the trees and scrub brush thickened, making an almost impenetrable barrier. The winding maze of paths that threaded the Bog were well-known to him, but Sammy was wise enough not to walk them once it started getting dark. He paused again, considering which way to go. Then he heard another twig break underfoot.

He looked at the wooded area intently, expecting to see Jeffy reveal himself from his hiding place, but as Sammy’s eyes focused on the dimly lit path in front of him, he saw something that made him take a quick gulp of air. There, directly in front of him in the spongy earth, was a clear, well-marked print of a boot.

It wasn’t Jeffy’s footprint, of that he was sure. The bootprint was definitely a man’s. As he stared in silent horror at the footprint, his fear intensified. The mark was fresh; it’s depression was still filling with water. Fear clamped his chest as he watched the muddy water swirl in the clearly marked ridges and grooves of mud. Whoever had made it had just passed by!

Letting out a low whimper, Sammy spun on his heel and started to run back along the path. He half expected to run smack-dab into the massive figure—whoever had made that footprint—who would suddenly materialize from the deepening evening gloom. He gritted his teeth and tightened his fists as he ran, wildly pumping his arms like pistons.

He tried to convince himself that whoever had made that footprint must have been going in the other direction, that there was no way he could be in front of him now as he raced away from the Bog, back to Jeffy’s house.

Jeffy! he thought. Oh God! Jeffy’s still down there somewhere! What if—what !f—Oh God!

His heart was hammering. The night sounds of the Bog were lost in the whistling of the wind in his ears as he sped along the path. He sloshed through the wet muck, careless now of trying to keep clean and dry. All he wanted now was to get out of the Bog. And he prayed more earnestly than he had ever prayed before that when he got to Jeffy’s house, he would discover that somehow Jeffy had doubled back on him and was waiting for him to get back. Boy, would they laugh about all this once it was over!

Sammy did his best to dodge the branches of trees and brush, but it was now so dark that it was almost impossible, running this fast, not to feel the stinging lashes on his face and hands. Suddenly, his foot sunk deeply in some mud. The suction pulled his sneaker off and held his foot just long enough to send him sprawling onto the ground. An out-cropping rock scraped along his cheek and made it bleed, but he didn’t notice.

On his hands and knees, he crawled back to the small mud-sink and stuck his hand in blindly, fishing for his sneaker. His eyes darted wildly about, watching for whoever had made that footprint as he stirred the thick mud. His cheek was stinging from the cut and he wiped at it with the back of his hand, but the dark color that stained his skin was mud, he thought, not blood.

He found it! His hand clenched the sneaker as if it was his last chance for life. Jumping to his feet, he turned and sped along the path holding the sneaker in his hand. Rocks, twigs, and exposed roots hammered at the bottom of his bare foot, but he didn’t notice them. His eyes were focused ahead now, waiting anxiously to catch the first glimpse of Jeffy’s backyard and house.

Will Jeffy be there? Oh God! What [—what if—Oh God, Jeffy, please be there! I wanna’ laugh about this when it’s over!

He slowed his pace as soon as the roof of the house came into view. He could see that Jeffy’s mother had the back porch light on. He wondered if she had called them for supper yet. He also wondered if Jeffy was at the house—or still in the Bog.

When he got up to the edge of the backyard lawn, Sammy stopped and leaned his back against a tree. He finally felt the burning in his lungs, the throbbing in his feet, and the stinging of the cut on his cheek. He looked down at the sneaker still clutched in his hand. His legs, from the knees down, were completely covered with mud. He could see where his jeans had ripped at the knee, and when he wiped his cheek with his arm, his sleeve came away stained. He knew it was blood because it was so much darker than the mud.

He tried to order his thoughts, but he could only think of two things: Jeffy must still be back there in the Bog; and his mother was going to kill him when he came home all muddy and cut.

Sammy looked up at Jeffy’s house, then twisted around to look back down the path. Was Jeffy still hiding, waiting for him to find him? What if he had met up with whoever had made that footprint? What if— what if?

Suddenly, Sammy felt like he was acting like a kid. He was acting the way Georgie would act, for crying out loud! He had let the descending night scare him. He had let the swelling night sounds of the Bog and the closely-grown trail and just stupid, kiddish fear get to him. If Jeffy was hiding somewhere watching him, he must be laughing like heck.

“Jeffy—?” he called, softly, warily. His eyes were watering from running so fast. When he wiped his eyes, he scraped his hand along his cut cheek, and that made his eyes water all the more. “Jeffy—? Are you there?”

The only sound was a full chorus of the spring peepers, and then the sudden, startled screech of a night bird.

“Jeffy, I’m gonna’ go home if you don’t come out now.”

The nightsounds were uninterrupted, and the darkness thickened.

Heck, he thought, maybe Jeffy didn’t want to play with him anymore tonight. Maybe he had said or done something that had made Jeffy mad at him, and that was why he was hiding from him.

Sammy bent over and started to wipe the mud from his jeans as best he could. There was no way he would be able to hide it from his mother. Sammy just hoped his father wouldn’t be home when he got there.

“Jeffy. I’m gonna’ go on home now,” Sammy called, straightening up. He walked past the house to the street. “I’ll see yah tomorrow, OK?”

The peepers sang uninterrupted.
 

VII
 

“Georgie, you wait for me in the living room,” Leah said firmly, pointing her youngest son out of the kitchen. “And you, young man, you march yourself right up to the bathroom and get yourself cleaned up this instant! I’m surprised that Mrs. Hollis would let you boys play and get so dirty!” Her voice was steel-hard, and every word made Sammy wince.

“But Mom, I didn’t—”

“When your father gets home, you’re going to get the licking of your life. I’ve a good mind to give Mrs. Hollis a call and tell her what I think.”

“Mom—” Sammy pleaded. “You don’t understand, she didn’t know we were playing near the Bog.”

“And how many times have I told you not to play near that Bog? It’s dangerous. After what happened to Billy Wilson, I ought—”

“But Mom, I didn’t want to, I—Jeffy went down there first.”

“Then you shouldn’t have!” Leah snapped before Sammy could continue. “I thought you had enough sense to know better!”

“We were playing, and Jeffy ran ahead of me,” Sammy whined. Leah stood impassively, pointing her finger at the stairway.

“March, young man!”

“I—” Sammy began, then stopped as he walked slowly toward the stairs. He saw Georgie, who had been watching from the living room, quickly duck back out of sight.

“Jeffy should have known better too! He knows what could happen just as much as you do. Especially after what happened to . . . Billy Wilson. My God, Sammy!”

Sammy stopped on the second step and turned to face his mother. His jaw worked back and forth with nervous twitches, and he felt his eyes beginning to water, as though he had just finished running real hard. “But Mom—”

“But nothing!”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Sammy suddenly shouted. “There was someone else there!”

Leah felt as though her stomach were suddenly filled with ice. “What—?” She stepped forward and gripped the banister tightly, as though she needed it to keep her standing. “What did you say?”

“There was a man out there, there in the Bog,” Sammy cried out. His eyes were stinging badly now. “I saw his . . . his bootprint in the mud.. He was out there, and I couldn’t find Jeffy!”

“Who?” Leah stepped forward and grabbed her son’s arms. “Who was out there?”

“I don’t know.” Sammy suddenly collapsed into his mother’s arms, and when he let his tears flow, his voice broke off into a series of rasping hitches. “Some some . . . someone. I don’t . . . know . . . who.”

“Did you see him?” Leah asked, panic filling her. “Did you?”

“No . . . I . . . I didn’t.”

“And Jeffy got lost? Is that it?

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Sammy wailed, and then he collapsed into a sitting position on the stairs. Leah forced herself to be calm and sat down beside him.

“OK, hon’, OK. Take it easy.” She stroked his hair away from his forehead. Her eyes were riveted to the twisted pain in her son’s eyes. “Tell me what happened.”

“We were playing guns. . . . It was getting dark . . . and . . . and Jeffy ran off into the Bog. When I . . . when I followed him, I knew I wasn’t supposed to. Honest, I did . . . but . . . but he would’ve called me a chicken or something if I hadn’t gone after him.”

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t have, and he would have come right back,” Leah said softly, calmly. She wasn’t feeling soft and calm, but she knew she had to disguise the fear that was welling up within her.

“He would’ve called me a chicken . . . so I went . . . I went after him. He just disappeared, though. I called and called, but . . . but he didn’t answer.” Again, Sammy collapsed in a series of sobs. He pressed his face against his mother’s shoulder. When he regained his composure a bit, he pulled his head back and continued. “I followed, and I kept my eyes open. I was careful. I watched out for quicksand and stuff.”

“That’s good, hon’,” Leah said, patting his shoulder.

“I figured he’d run up toward Judkins field, ‘cause we weren’t supposed to be near the Bog . . . but then . . . then I heard a sound from toward the Bog, so I went that way, and that’s when I saw the footprint.”

“Jeffy’s footprint?” Leah asked. She wanted Sammy to say that, yes, it had been Jeffy’s footprint, but she dreaded what she knew was coming.

“No . . . no.” Sammy shook his head wildly back and forth. “It was a big one. A man’s footprint. That’s when I got scared and ran. And that’s when I fell and lost my sneaker and cut my face.”

Leah looked down at Sammy’s tear-stained face. His eyes were glassy and red-rimmed from crying; in their depths, she saw a frightened, haunted look. She fought to control her voice. “There, there,” she cooed, pulling him close to her. “Everything’s OK now. You’re home, safe and sound.” As she spoke, her mind raced over the possibilities; she always came back to the thought that Sammy and Jeffy had almost seen the person who had killed Billy Wilson and left him in the Bog. All other possibilities—lovers looking for a secluded place, someone on a nature walk, maybe Chief Shaw or a deputy scouting the area—just didn’t ring true in her mind.

“But what about Jeffy?” Sammy asked, pulling away from her for a moment and looking up. “I hope he’s OK.”

Leah’s stomach clenched. A shivery tingle spread up the back of her neck and across her shoulders. “You mean you didn’t wait for him?” she asked. Now there was no way to disguise the fear she was feeling.

“No, I . . . I got scared and came right home,” Sammy moaned.

“You didn’t wait for him? Oh my God!”

“He’ll be all right, won’t he?”

Leah held her son at arm’s length and studied his face. “You came right home? You didn’t talk with Jeffy’s mother or father?”

Sammy nodded.

“Oh God!” Leah ran her fingers through her hair, stood up, and walked rapidly to the telephone. “I hope to God he is,” she said, picking up the receiver and beginning to dial. “I hope to God he is!”

The phone rang once—twice—three times. Leah stood listening, studying the earnest anxiety that twisted Sammy’s face. She covered the mouthpiece with her hand and said to Sammy, “Go to the bathroom and get cleaned up.”

—Four rings.

“But Mom, I wanna’—”

“Go. Now. Please,” Leah said firmly, and watched as Sammy began to climb the stairs.

—Five rings.

“Oh, God, please be there. Please let him be all right,” she whispered. She didn’t watch Sammy get to the top of the stairs, so she didn’t notice that he stopped there and looked back down, listening.

—Six rings.

What would she say to Mrs. Hollis. Probably, Jeffy had come home mud-caked and cut like Sammy, after fighting his way out of the Bog after it got dark. Leah figured she was probably over-reacting and should just hang up.

—Seven rings.

There was no sense getting Jeffy’s parents all worked up. If something had happened, she’d hear before long . . . and what could she do about it anyway?

—Eight rings.

“Hello?” a tense-sounding voice said as the receiver at the other end of the line was picked up. It was Mrs. Hollis.

Leah paused, took a swallow of air, and said, “Hello, Linda. This is Leah. I was—”

Before she could continue, Linda Hollis broke in. “Are the boys there at your house?” she asked sharply.

Leah squinted, staring at the ceiling as it turned watery from her eyes welling up. “Oh my—”

“I’ve been calling them for supper for the past half hour.”

“Sammy . . . Sammy. . . .” Leah felt her tears, hot and salty, run down her cheeks. “Sammy came home almost an hour ago.”

There was a long silence on Mrs. Hollis’ end of the line. Then, fighting to keep herself under control, Leah told her what Sammy had told her. The panic and pain were just beginning.
 

VIII
 

Marshall squinted as he jiggled the change in the palm of his hand and counted out fifty cents. He plunked it onto the counter, avoiding Roy Cutler’s outstretched hand.

“There yah go,” Marshall said, folding the paper and tucking it under his arm. “I appreciate you holdin’ it for me.”

“I’m glad you finally picked it up, Mr. Logan. You usually have been in here by now. I could’ve sold this here paper six or seven times by now.”

“Well, you know. Been busy at the house. ‘N the old legs ain’t quite what they used to be. Not half so sprightly.”

“Ain’t we all,” Roy said, shaking his head from side to side. Both men looked up when the door jingled open and in walked a man of about thirty followed by his two boys.

“Evenin’, Roy,” the man said, nodding. Then he looked at Marshall and nodded again, silently. “Howdy, Ned, boys.”

The youngsters didn’t follow their father to the back of the store. They made a bee-line for the counter display of gum, candy, and bubblegum cards. Marshall watched them and smiled, but he could see the way they sort of shied from him, twisting their shoulders just slightly away. Their father was over at the magazine rack leafing through the new issue of Playboy.

“Wow, look at this yo-yo,” the older boy said, holding up a shiny red Duncan.

“Neat,” the younger one said, barely looking up from the pack of Star Wars bubblegum cards he held.

Roy moved out from behind the counter and began pacing the front of the store. It was his tactic for discouraging any of the brightly packaged items from finding their way into a coat pocket before they had been paid for. Roy felt slightly angry whenever a married man or a father came in and looked at Playboy; there was something wrong about that, he felt.

Marshall stood there for a while, looking at the younger boy, whose eyes fought the temptation to stare at the shaggy, old man who stood there beside him. The young boy was conscious of a stale tobacco smell that reminded him of his grandfather.

“You really like Star Wars, huh?” Marshall asked. He put his hands on his knees and leaned down.

“Yeah, it’s neat!”

“Jason,” the older boy said, firm caution touching his voice.

“You see the movie?” Marshall asked.

“Yeah. Three times!”

“Three times? Really?” Marshall smiled wider now and laughed.

“Ja-SON!” his older brother repeated. He had put the Duncan yo-yo back and took a threatening step toward his brother.

“You must have all the cards in the series by now, don’t yah?”

“No. Almost, though.”

Marshall winked. The older boy came up behind his brother and pulled roughly on the back of his jacket. “Jason, I’m gonna’ tell Dad. You know you ain’t supposed to talk to—” He didn’t continue, but looked up at Marshall with a sharp glance.

“We’re just talking,” Marshall said softly. “No harm in that.”

“My folks say we ain’t suppose to talk to anyone we don’t know,” the older boy said with authority. “Come on, Jason.” He pulled again on his younger brother, almost tripping him.

“I’m just looking at these,” Jason said sharply.

“Come on!”

“Leave me alone.” In defiance, Jason took a feeble poke at his older brother. This old man wasn’t a total stranger to him. Anyone who smelled like grandad and knew about Star Wars couldn’t be all bad.

“He’s just an ole boogeyman. Got boogers on him,” the older boy said. He pulled his brother again. This time, when Jason shoved back, he got another, harder push.

“Cut it out! Leave me alone!” Jason yelled. He was just cocking his arm back to take another swing at his brother when his father stepped out from behind one of the displays.

“What’s going on here,” he shouted, and both boys cringed.

“Jason started it.”

“I did not! You did!”

The father looked angrily at one boy, then the other, then at Marshall. “Just quit your squabbling and come on.” He paused and held out his hand to Jason. “What have you got there?”

“Cards. You said I could get some—”

“Give ‘em here,” his father demanded.

“But Dad—”

“We’re going home.” He took the cards and tossed them onto the counter. Then he spun Jason around on his heel and headed him toward the door.

“The smelly old boogeyman was talking to him,” the older boy said, as though this was the last, most damning piece of evidence against Jason. Again, the father gave Marshall a harsh look. Marshall’s ears were burning. He wanted to leave right then, but not while the father and boys were still there.

“That’s enough out of you, young man,” the father said.

Jason walked out the door, followed by his father. The older boy was last to go, but just before he stepped outside, he paused in the doorway and said, “Nothing but an old boogeyman. You got boogers all over your face.” Before he could say anymore, his father’s hand clamped down on his shoulder and pulled him away. Marshall watched as the door whispered shut.

“Kids,” Roy said as he came around to the counter, picked up the pack of Star Wars cards and placed them back on the display.

“No manners in that older one,” Marshall said grumpily.

“I dunno’,” Roy said, “it just seems like kids got no respect these days, you know?”

Marshall nodded. “Trouble is, there ain’t enough hide-tanning these days. Parents are too soft, so kids grow up to be like that.” He hitched his thumb toward the closed door. “Well, thanks for holdin’ the paper, Roy. I got a little busy and lost track of the time.”

“Sure,” Roy said. “No problem.”

“Evenin’,” Marshall said and then left the store.
 

IX
 

David woke with a start three hours later. The room was dark and cold and, disoriented for a second, he wondered where he was. When he remembered that Allison was waiting for him at the motel, he jumped to us feet. His shins banged solidly against the coffee table, and he went sprawling onto the floor. The sound of his fall filled the house with a strange tension.

Glancing at the luminous dial of his watch, he saw that it was after seven o’clock. “Holy ole’ Jesus,” he muttered, reaching for the couch to help him stand up. Reaching blindly in front of himself, he fumbled his way over to the living room doorway.

“She’s going to be pissed,” he muttered as he moved slowly down the hallway toward the door. Would she think that something had happened to him? He wondered. Maybe she was really upset and had already called Shaw and reported him missing. He wished the phone in the house was still connected.

He groped for the key hanging on the nail beside the door. Suddenly he stopped, his hand in mid-air as he felt his stomach tense. He was almost positive he had heard something—a faint scratching sound coming from the living room. He held his breath and strained to hear if the sound repeated, but there was nothing except the pressing silence and darkness.

“OK, Christ,” he whispered as his fear grew, welling in the darkness like a bloated toad. He leaned forward and peered out into the night, expecting to see—something.

The massive, black, looming shadow, he thought, feeling his pulse race. Is it out there?

He backed away from the door, keeping his back to the wall as he moved toward the living room. A faint glow of moonlight came in through the windows and made the sheets covering the furniture seem to glow. He stood there, tensed, wondering why or how he had let himself get so tightly wound; but he couldn’t dismiss the feeling of threat—he couldn’t push away the mental image of an enveloping black shadow.

“Come on, man,” he said tightly, trying to force away the tension. Slowly, he tiptoed back to the from door and looked outside again. There was nothing unusual that he could see—just a pressing, growing fear.

Finally, with a deep, shuddering sigh, he put his hand on the doorknob and turned it. With a click that magnified to the loudness of a gunshot, the door latch opened. David pushed the door open slowly so the rusted hinges wouldn’t make a sound. He felt the hairs on the nape of his neck bristle, and he expected to hear the sound of footsteps behind him as he turned to go, but there was nothing. The house was tomb-quiet.

He flicked the door lock and stepped outside quickly. The fresh air hit his lungs like a hammer as he swung the door shut and ran down the steps taking two at a time. In the distance, he could hear the swelling chorus of spring peepers in the distant Bog, and far away a dog was barking. David stood at the foot of the steps and took a deep breath, trying to wash away the fear that he felt clinging to him like wet clothes.

The sound of the peepers in the Bog grew and pulsed in the night. Try as he might, he couldn’t free himself of the association he felt between that sound and the blank, dead stare of Billy Wilson’s eyes reflected in his flashlight beam.

One end of the Bog was no more than a quarter mile behind the house, and David found himself mentally trying to calculate how far he was from the place where he had found Billy Wilson.

—Don’t you ever go into that there Bog!

As the crow flies, it wasn’t far away; probably no more than a mile. By following the twisting paths that led through and around the Bog, the place where he had discovered the body might be only a three or four mile walk.

—Suck you right out of sight!

And, David thought, if it was close, whoever had killed Billy Wilson might not be too far away. Maybe this tension he felt wasn’t just the product of irrational, childhood fears; maybe—no, there was no maybe about it, there were real reasons to be wary of the Bog.

—Disappear with nary a trace!

As a child, David had filled the Bog with a wild assortment of vampires, werewolves, and ghouls. He had seen The Blob at the Paris Theatre in Portland when he was young, and for months after he had scanned the night sky in the direction of the Bog, just waiting to see a green-tailed meteor streak into the Bog to unleash its deadly terror.

His grandmother’s warnings had been repeated in every house in town where there was a child under twelve. Like most of the youngsters, David had dismissed the warnings as a scare tactic and considered them mostly legends. Then again, there had been the time when David was in grammar school and the high school science teacher, Mr. McKowen, had taken a field trip to the Bog and one of the students had found a real human skull. David had seen the skull, so he knew the story was true.

And now, just two days ago, David had made his own discovery; and what it implied was that all of the childhood horrors he or anyone else had associated with the Bog might have been true. That green-tailed meteor might have landed after all.

Shaking these thoughts from his head, David walked to his car. His still felt tense and was waiting, at any moment, for someone or something to jump out at him. He fumbled with his car keys trying to get them into the ignition, and the car started up with the first crank of the key. He drove down the driveway slowly, but when he turned onto the road, he popped the clutch, and the Rabbit’s front wheels chirped as they gripped the hardtop.

Once the house was well behind him, David found it easier to rationalize and dismiss the uneasiness he had felt while in the house. The only ghosts there were the ones he brought with him, he decided. Whoever had done what was done to Billy Wilson still—no matter how perverted—was just a human being. But even as he considered that, David didn’t find it at all reassuring.

When he got back to the motel at quarter to eight, he discovered that he was right about at least one thing: Allison was pissed! Hoping to make her feel better, he apologized and then told her that he was going to take her to Holland, Maine’s swinging hotspot—the one and only Sawmill.
 

X
 

David leaned forward, holding the flame of the lighter to Allison’s cigarette as she puffed. He was on his third beer as they sat in the booth in the far corner of the bar—his spot since his high school days.

Allison inhaled deeply and then, on purpose, David thought, blew the smoke directly into his face. The more he drank, the more his old habits tried to force their way back; and that cigarette Allison was puffing sure looked good. But it had been almost a year since he’d quit, and he kept telling himself that even now there was no good reason to start again. The hardest part of quitting was over. He tossed the lighter in the palm of his hand a few times and then placed it on the table beside Allison’s pack of Winstons.

“So, this is Holland, Maine’s hot spot, huh?” she asked, blowing out another plume of smoke that hit David directly in the face. “I don’t know why we didn’t come here sooner!” The smile on her face told David that she was at least trying to be funny. He joined into the spirit of her cynical fun.

“Yeah,” he drawled, leaning back in his seat and looping his thumbs through his belt loops, “real lively tonight, ah-yuh.”

“Real swingers.” Allison looked out at the medium-sized crowd around the bar and tables. She reached across the table and placed her hand on David’s elbow. “In a nice, down-home sort of way, of course.”

“Of course.” David smiled. Although the entire restaurant had been redecorated since his high school days, David could never have mistaken it: flashy new bar lights; electronic pinball machines; digital jukebox (which sounded just as bad as the old one); and new padding for the booths couldn’t hide the essential barroom-dive charm of the place. He liked it and felt comfortable sitting in the booth he had always occupied on Friday and Saturday nights. Unconsciously, he reached under the edge of the table, feeling for his initials where he had carved them one weekend night. His fingers found the grooves and ran softly along the splintered lines.

David smiled. “Like we always used to say, if you ain’t at the Sawmill on a weekend night, you’re either at home or dead.”

“Charming,” Allison said, puffing on her cigarette then flicking the ash. “But this is Sunday night, so we must’ve missed it all last night, huh?”

“No doubt. You know, I—” he stopped short be cause he saw Allison’s eyes widen with surprise. split-second later, a hand clamped down on his shoulder from behind.

“I knew I’d find you here, you ole’ son of a bitch.” The voice sounded familiar, and David started to spin around, looking up. “Some people just can’t break their old habits— ‘specially bad ones.”

David looked up and saw Les Rankin. “Son of bitch. Les. How the hell’ve you been. Pull up a chair.”

Les hooked a chair by the rung with the toe of his boot and pulled it around. He spun the back of the chair up to the table and sat down, leaning against it. “I heard you was back in town. Been quite a while ain’t it?”

“Sure has. Hey! Your hand’s empty. Let me buy you a beer.” David swung around and raised his hand it the air until one of the waitresses nodded. He turned back around and caught the stare Les was giving Allison. “Uhh, Les, this is Allison.”

“Howdy.” Les nodded his head, giving his green felt hat a casual tip. His eyes travelled from Allison’s face to the generous amount of skin her dress failed to cover.

“Allison, this is Les Rankin. An old friend from high school.”

“I gathered,” Allison said, blowing a puff of smoke and then stubbing out her cigarette in the ashtray. She was aware of Les’ lecherous stare but had immediately concluded that she could handle him if he got too offensive.

“Goddamnit, you could always get the ladies,” Les said, leaning over and giving David a poke in the ribs.

David smiled. When he saw the waitress walking toward them, he began fishing in his pocket for some change. Les took the glass from the waitress’ hand before it hit the table, smiled, and took a deep drink. David handed the girl some money. She smiled, nodded, and then, unseen by Les, gave his back a smirk before walking away.

“So,” Les put his beer down, half-gone, “there’s no need in you tellin’ me why you’re here, ole’ buddy. No, sir.” He laughed. “You’re gonna’ settle your granny’s Will and sell the place, then split back to New York, right?”

“Yeah,” David replied, feeling cross again that the whole town seemed to know his business. “I guess so. If that’s what everyone says.”

The sarcasm was not missed by Les, and he smiled slightly. “Still can’t stand the small town bullshit, can you, ole’ buddy?”

David nodded.

“Just collect your dough and head on back to the Big Apple. Whew. You may not like Holland, but I sure as shit don’t think I’d care for New York either. That place has got a lot of bullshit.”

“I guess it’s just a question of what kind of bullshit you want,” David said and laughed.

‘Spoze so.” Les took another swig of beer and let his eyes drift toward Allison again. She returned his glance coldly. “Hey!” he said suddenly, sitting forward and slapping David on the shoulder. “Remember that time, must’ve been in our senior year? You and me got shit-faced out back? We each drank a six-pack and then came in here, sitting in this very booth, drinking Coke.”

“We did that a lot,” David said.

“I know, but I mean that night ole’ Moose there fuckin’ got pissed at Reggie and started a fight with him.”

“Oh yeah, sure, I remember.”

“You still got that scar on your hand there?” Les reached for David’s left hand and plunked it onto the table between their two beer glasses. “Yessir, right there.” Les traced his forefinger along a thin white line that ran from David’s thumb to his wrist.

“I always wondered about that scar,” Allison said, with no real interest, reaching for another cigarette. Les glanced at her briefly, and then grabbed her lighter, clicking it open.

“Just so’s you won’t get back to New York ‘n say all us Mainers are bums,” Les said, looking directly at Allison as he held the flame to her cigarette.

“Thank you,” Allison said. Unable to stare him down, she looked down at her drink.

“Yessiree. You should’ve seen him,” Les continued. “You wouldn’t have thought ole’ Davie boy had that much fight in him, by Jesus.”

David lowered his head with mock humility, aware that this was one of Les’ favorite stories, and there was no way to stop him once he started in with it.

“See. Ole’ Moose Perry, he was sitting there.” Les indicated the booth directly behind David. “Davie boy always sat where he is now. Though I don’t know why; he could never see the chicks when they came in.”

“Didn’t have to,” David interrupted. “I knew who was around.”

Les snorted, giving David a frown. “Anyway. We was sitting here, in the dark, kinda’ hidin’ ‘cause we didn’t want anyone to see how—shit how drunk we were. So ole’ Moose and his brother Reggie are arguin’ out something. Moose gets pissed ‘n stands up, ‘n throws a haymaker at Reg. But he misses him entirely, and he’s so damn drunk, the punch just carries him right around and—WHAM—he hits ole Davie boy right upside the head.”

“Had a headache for a week.”

Allison grunted and gave David a harsh look that told him she could just about care for Les’ story and tis past heroics.

“I never seen anything like it before, but ole’ Davie boy here jumps right up and spins Moose around. Before I know what’s happening, he’s got Moose down on the floor, straddlin’ him. Then he reaches up on the table beside him and grabs an empty beer glass, breaks it on the tabletop, and holds it, I swear to God, not less than a quarter inch from Moose’s neck.”

“That’s when I cut my wrist,” David added softly, but this time the interruption didn’t slow Les down; he had his momentum.

“That’s the last fuckin’ time you’ll do that!” he says, real mean like, you know? Moose, he’s laying here ‘bout to piss his pants, and Davie boy just says, real low and mean, ‘That’s the last fuckin’ time you’ll lo that!’“ Les cackled with delight as the scene reenacted in his memory.

“I was pretty drunk,” David said., leaning toward Allison, “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“Didn’t know what you was doin’? Come on. It was great. One of the biggest, strongest guys in town. I mean, nobody messed with Moose Perry, and Davie boy straddles him and says, ‘That’s the last fuckin’ time you’ll do that!’ It was great!”

Allison had a vacant look in her eyes, as though the impact of the story was entirely lost on her. When Les sat back in his seat, satisfied with his story, Allison looked at him and asked, “So where’s Moose now?”

“He was killed in Viet Nam,” Les said casually looking down at his empty beer glass.

An awkward silence fell over the table, and all three people avoided eye contact until David said softly, “I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, well.” Les shifted in his seat and then stood up. He pushed the chair back to where he had gotten it. “I’ve gotta’ get going, get home now.”

“Still married to Leah?” David asked brightly hoping to dispel the dark mood that mention of Moose’s death had created.

“Yeah, I am,” Les said. There was a snap, a coldness in his reply that David noticed immediately, so he decided to let the conversation drop.

“Yeah. Well, I’m glad you stopped by. Good to see you.”

“Yeah, uhh, it’s been great seem’ you again, Davie boy,” Les said. Then he turned to Allison and gave her another appreciative look. “And a real pleasure meetin’ you, Allison. Thanks for the beer ole’ buddy. I’ll give you a call at the motel, ‘n maybe we can have you folks over for supper some evenin’.”

“Sure,” David replied, sounding disinterested.

“Later,” Les said, and then turned and strode from the Sawmill. They watched him leave, and then faced each other again.

“So,” Allison said, letting her voice draw out, “that’s your old buddy from high school, huh?” Her eyebrows were two raised semi-circles. “I didn’t know you had such cultured friends in your childhood.”

“Come on, get off it, will you? We grew up together, that’s all. Les and I have about as much in common as . . . as . . . as I don’t know what,” he said exasperated. He took a sip from his long-neglected drink.

“No, really,” Allison said, pressing. There was glint of humor in her eyes, and David thought it was too bad that that glint always came when she was being malicious. “I found him refreshing. A few years from now, once he’s drunk himself into a real catatonic state, he’ll be what you’d call a real ‘town character,’ won’t he? Hanging around bars telling stories like the one we got tonight, cheating on his wife every other night, scaring the pants off all the kids in town. A real character.”

“Just leave him alone, will you, for Christ’s sake!” David fought the impulse to slam his beer glass against the table and, instead, gripped the base of the glass tightly until the scar on his wrist turned bright red.
 

XI
 

“Oh God! Bob! What are we going to do?” Linda Hollis wailed, looking up at her husband. Her shoulders were shaking, and tears were running down her face. “It’s past midnight!”

Bob Hollis placed his hand firmly on his wife’s shoulder, then let it fall helplessly away. He had to be strong and fight back the feelings of weakness. “I talked to Shaw just an hour ago. He says not to worry, that he and Del and some other men will be out all night if they have to.”

“Not worry! Not worry!” Linda screamed, nearly hysterical, “How can I not worry? My God, Robert, Jeffy’s never done anything like this. He’d be home by now if he was all right! Something’s happened to him. I know it has.” Her voice broke off into wrenching sobs. She buried her face into his shoulder.

“There, there,” Bob Hollis said soothingly as he stroked her back. “Shaw’s doing everything he can, honey. You’ll see; everything will be all right.”

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he was wrong.
 

XII
 

Tears ran down Jeffy’s Hollis’ face, streaking the grime on his cheeks. His eyes glowed in the darkness. “You’re gonna’ let me go, aren’t you? Aren’t you?” he asked with a twisted voice. “I won’t tell anyone what you did. Honest. Please Mr.—”

The man towering over him lashed out with his fist and cracked the boy’s jaw. Jeffy howled with pain. “You just keep your fuckin’ mouth shut!”

Jeffy slumped back against the tree he was bound to. The rough bark chaffed his skin, and the rope that bound his wrists and ankles burned as he struggled to free himself. Fighting the tears and the pain, he told himself that he had to keep talking to keep the man occupied. The rope binding his wrists felt just a bit looser, and if he could get his hands free —

“If I hear any more bullshit outta’ you, you’ve had it.”

“Really. I won’t tell.” He worked the rope furiously, confident that in the dark, he couldn’t be seen, and with the deafening sound of the spring peepers, he knew he couldn’t be heard. “No one has to know.”

“No one’s gonna’ know,” the man said menacingly.

How far could he get, Jeffy wondered. Naked and barefoot, running through the Bog in the pitch black, what would his chances be? Then again, the darkness would help him too, if he could just get far enough away.

He felt the last knot in the rope slip away and, unbelieving, flexed his free hands behind him. He tried to contain the excitement in his voice and he shifted forward silently and pleaded, “Please lemme’ go. I won’t tell a soul.”

His hands reached down to his ankles and began to work on the knots. The man was pacing back and forth in the darkness, and Jeffy was pretty sure he couldn’t tell what he was doing.

Jeffy decided on a new tactic . . . something, anything to keep the man talking for just a minute longer. “If you let me go, I’ll . . . I’ll let you do that to me again.”

The man in the darkness snorted and then chuckled softly. The knots around Jeffy’s ankles fell away under his fingers.

“No, really. Honest. I . . . I kinda’ liked it,” he said, wincing with the remembered pain. “I’ll let you do it to me again.”

“I’ll do it to you any time I fuckin’ well please, boy.”

“That’s what you think,” Jeffy yelled. The last knot fell away, and he kicked the rope from his feet and jumped up. Like a bolt, he took off down the path, swinging his hands out wildly in front of him to keep the brush from hitting him in the face.

It took the man a moment to realize what Jeffy had done; then, with a loud curse, he took off down the trail after him. “Boy, you better stop and come back here,” he bellowed. “You ain’t gonna’ like it when I catch you.”

Jeffy ran wildly at first, careless of where he was going, just grateful to be away from the man who had done those terrible things to him. He found it difficult to run too fast because of the pain that wracked his whole body. As the man’s voice behind him slowly faded, though, Jeffy realized that he would have to pick his trail carefully, figure out where he was in the Bog, and just how to get out—otherwise he’d be lost all night or, worse, found by the man again.

His captor following behind him was still yelling, but then, suddenly, the shouting ceased. When Jeffy noticed this, he stopped running. His breathing came hard, tearing into his lungs and burning them as badly as the rope had burned his wrists and ankles. He strained, trying to listen for the man’s pursuit, but the night was filled with the loud chorus of spring peepers.

A deeper, more gripping fear seized him as he realized that now he couldn’t tell how far or near the man was. If he wasn’t careful, he might run right around in a circle and bump into him. As he considered this, Jeffy thought that it would be better if he hit in the brush and waited for dawn, then he’d be able to figure out which way to go.

Suddenly, the sound of someone moving behind him made him jump and turn around. He stared, frozen along the path, but the darkness was too deep to see anything. Whimpering, he scuttled from the trail into the brush and lay flat against the cold, moist spagnum.

Blood pounding, lungs aching, Jeffy lay there for what seemed hours, waiting to hear the sound repeated. All he could hear was the sound of the peepers; all he could see was the thick, vibrating darkness.

Suddenly, a voice spoke, so close Jeffy jumped and let out a soft groan.

“I know you’re around here somewhere, boy,” the voice said in a low, rumbling growl that sounded like an old man. “When I find you, boy, you’re gonna’ be some sorry.”

Jeffy pressed his face against the ground, intensely aware of the thick, fertile smell of the soil.

“You better come out—Now!” the voice in the darkness snarled.

Jeffy was afraid he was going to faint. The darkness was spinning wildly, and his stomach twisted as the voice and the footbeats drew nearer.

“I know you’re right around here boy,” the voice said, closer still, filling the night, heavy footsteps squishing in the muck.

“I can just wait, you know. Sooner or later you’re gonna’ have to give yourself away. If worst comes to worst, I’ll just have to wait’ll it gets light. And then when I find you—” The darkness pressed in on Jeffy, completing the sentence.

“Don’t make it any harder on yourself than it’s gonna’ be, boy,” the voice boomed above the sound of the peepers.

Tears welled in Jeffy’s eyes. He bit down hard on his lower lip, making it bleed and filling his mouth with the salty taste of blood. He thought about what the man had already done to him, how much it had hurt, and he knew that what this man would do to him next would be worse; he might even kill him.

Finally, Jeffy could fight his terror no longer. His stomach revolted. Instinctively, he got up onto his hands and knees to vomit as he felt his stomach clench. He tried desperately not to make any noise, but he started to gag. Vomiting, he tried to crawl away, deeper into the brush, but he had barely moved before a steel-cold hand grabbed his shoulder and jerked him roughly to his feet.

“You shouldn’t run away from me like that,” the man said deeply. Jeffy was still choking and sputtering as he felt a coarse rope loop around his throat and pull tight.

“Now you got me real mad, boy, ‘n you’re gonna’ pay!”








HOLLAND, MAINE, MONDAY, JUNE 6, 1977 BOY MISSING. FOUL PLAY FEARED
 

HOLLAND—Jeffrey Hollis, age twelve, was reported missing last night by his parents, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Hollis of 30 Briar Road.

The youth was last seen while playing near his backyard. Immediate concern was raised because of the tragic murder last Friday of another local boy, close in age to Jeffery. Police Chief Virgil Shaw was quick to point out that, at this point, there is no apparent connection between the two cases.

“They are entirely separate incidents, as far as this department is concerned,” he said. Chief Shaw also asserted that any leads which may connect the cases would, of course, be followed.

The search for the missing boy has been going on all night. State and local personnel are asking for any available assistance, and all interested parties are asked to meet this morning, at eleven A.M. at Chief Shaw’s office.







Chapter Four
 

I
 

Six-thirty, Monday morning, and still Jeffy Hollis had neither come home nor been found. After spending the whole night tramping through woods and swamp and bog, Chief Shaw had just settled into his chair and hadn’t even taken one sip of his coffee before the phone rang. He snatched up the receiver in mid-ring and barked, “Yeah!”

“Hello, Chief Shaw?” the voice at the other end of the line said, sounding distant and formal.

“Yeah, this is Shaw,” he answered gruffly. Lack of sleep tended to make him cross, and a missing person along with an unsolved murder put him very much on edge.

“This is Lieutenant Brad Porter, State Police in Scarborough. I had a note to contact you as soon as possible.”

“Oh,” Shaw shifted forward in his seat and leaned his elbows on the desk. He took a quick swallow of coffee, adjusted his glasses, then said, “Yes, lieutenant, I’ve been trying to reach you.”

“I understand that you now have a missing person,” Porter said.

“You got that right,” Shaw replied. There was something in the cold formality of Porter’s voice that irritated Shaw, and he decided that he would take a loose, conversational approach with him; he sure as hell wasn’t going to be able to work well with someone if he didn’t feel at ease.

“A twelve-year-old boy missing, correct?”

“Right.” Shaw briefly filled him in on the events of the previous evening. Porter listened patiently, no doubt taking notes, Shaw thought.

“Our real concern here,” Shaw continued, “is the possibility that these two events might be connected, that the same individual might be responsible. It would seem to make sense that—”

“There’s not really enough to go on,” Porter interrupted.

 “Well,” Shaw said slowly, “you see, the Hollis boy was last seen near his family home on Briar Road. Now that ain’t too far from where the body of the Wilson boy was found last Friday night.”

Shaw heard a shuffling of paper, and then Porter said, “Mr. David Logan discovered the body, correct?”

“Yeah. Anyway, by the road it’s, oh, three—four miles between the two places, but if you go directly through the Bog, they ain’t no more than a mile and a half apart.”

“Mere proximity, Chief Shaw, is not enough to connect these two incidents. Although I must say that, circumstantially, there does seem to be some grounds for connecting the two.”

“That’s what we’re thinking.”

“Of course,” Porter continued, “I don’t think I want to draw too many conclusions. I would have to do a more thorough investigation before I could do that. Is there any clue as to the whereabouts of the missing boy?”

Shaw had to contain himself so he wouldn’t explode: Christ, if there was some idea as to the whereabouts, then the boy wouldn’t be Christly missing, would he? Shaw inhaled steadily and then said, “No, of course not. My deputy and I have been out all night. We couldn’t find a trace. ‘Course that was in the dark, and that Bog area has some pretty thick growth. We’ll be organizing a full search party this morning to comb the area.”

“Of course.”

“We can get the Boy Scouts, some fire department guys, and maybe some town workers later on. The Warden Service has sent up a scuba team that’s gonna’ drag the waterways. And probably by this afternoon we can rope the whole highway crew into helping out. They’ve done it before.”

“Before?” Porter sounded surprised, and Shaw was glad that he had cracked the lieutenant’s professional reserve.

“Yeah. Last summer there were three other missing-person incidents, two boys and a girl. You must remember that, it hit all the papers and television networks.”

“Yes, I remember,” Porter replied.

“I may be drawing an unwarranted connection between this missing Hollis boy and the murder last Friday, but there are folks in this town who are pulling those three disappearances last summer into this. Those three kids were all approximately the same age as this Hollis kid.”

“None of those kids were ever found, were they, Chief?”

“Not a trace. And the official position was that they were three separate drowning incidents. All of them were last seen either near the Bog or around Lovewell Pond. Of course, the Hollis home borders the Bog area, and after the Wilson boy was found the way he was—“

Porter’s voice broke in sharply. “Chief Shaw, I suggest that you, at least, refrain from jumping to too many conclusions. Other people in your town may; it’s not their responsibility to investigate these incidents. Primarily, you have two separate cases to follow, and right now, the search for the missing boy takes priority. If you spread yourself too thin, you just may come up empty-handed.”

“I was just suggesting that—”

“If, while investigating this Wilson case or while the search for Hollis is going on, we do turn up a substantial link with any other incidents, we may pursue them. Until then, you should concentrate on organizing the search parties and getting them moving.”

“Of course.” Shaw was flustered and at a loss for words. He was angry that Porter would take it upon himself to chastise him. As he groped for something to say, there was a rapid knock at his office door and then, without waiting, Del Montgomery, his deputy, walked in. The deputy smiled and nodded, then made a bee-line for the coffee pot. He looked just a bit more rested than Shaw.

“Well, uh, Lieutenant, when are you going to be comin’ on up here?”

Porter answered with a sharp clip to his voice. “I was heading out to the cruiser now, Chief. I should be able to meet you at your office by O-eight hundred, I should think.”

“Fine. See you then,” Shaw said, and quickly hung up. He was still stinging from Porter’s remarks; he hoped Del hadn’t picked up on it.

“You talk with Cameron and Wescott yet?” Del asked. He took a sip of coffee and wrinkled his nose, as he always did, no matter how good or bad the coffee was.

“Haven’t had a second to scratch my ass. I just finished with the statie from Scarborough. He’ll be up later this morning. Some other fellas from the D.A.’s office and Fish and Game will be by soon to help get the search parties organized.” Shaw looked at his cup of cold coffee, then ignored it.

“You ever meet this Porter fella’ before?” Del asked.

Shaw shrugged. “Naw. But from the sounds of him, he must be a smart-ass son-of-a-bitch.” He whistled and shook his head. “One of them hard-line, by-the-book guys.”

Del smiled and gave the chief a thumbs up. “Ten-four,” he said, smiling.

Shaw smiled weakly, removed his glasses and rubbed his face vigorously with the heels of his hands. He groaned softly and massaged his beard-stubbled cheeks. “I just hope that son-of-a-bitch is more help than hindrance.”

He cleared his throat, as though that brief pause was as good as a night’s sleep. “You take the phone in the outer office and give Wescott a call. I’ll dial Cameron and see if we can get those Boy Scouts outta’ school. I want to be beating the brush by”—he glanced at his watch—“by nine o’clock at the latest.”

Del left. Before Shaw picked up the receiver, he paused and looked out at the sunny morning, washing the street with warmth. “At least it ain’t raining,” he muttered as he started to dial. “Be one helluva bitch slopping around in the Bog if it was rainin’.”
 

II
 

“Goddamn-son-of-a-bitch,” Marshall muttered softly as he held the fingerprint smudged pane of glass up to the door. The broken glass had been cleaned out, the old, dry putty removed, and the wood scraped down, but still, no matter which way he twisted the new pane, it just would not fit. “Ain’t that a damn kicker, Aft? Huh?”

He looked down at Alfie, who sat quietly on the steps, totally unconcerned, blinking in the early morning sun.

“Either my eyesight’s gettin’ real bad, or they just don’t make rulers like they used to,” he snorted. “Which do you think it is?”

Alfie blinked again.

“Probably used the damn metric measurement,” he said as he turned back and tried to place the glass again. After a minute or two, though, he finally gave up and conceded that he would have to cut the glass down. Alfie darted away quickly as Marshall knelt down and placed the pane of glass on the steps.

“It’s a mistake-to use a ruler anyway. Eye’s always better.” He slipped a piece of newspaper under the glass and then ran the glass cutter along the long edge, scoring a line barely a quarter inch from the edge. He tapped the line in a few places, and the glass separated neatly. He grunted as he stood back up and held the pane where it was supposed to go, then pressed it into place.

“I told yah,” he said, addressing Alfie over his shoulder as the glass fit perfectly into place. “You always gotta’ trust your eyes.” He bent down and looked closely at the new window. He was so absorbed with inspecting his work that he didn’t hear the car drive up his driveway and stop. The first time he knew he had company was when the driver got out of the car and slammed the door shut. Marshall looked up, irritated.

“Good morning,” David called out, starting up the walkway.

Marshall nodded and, as he did, his hand slipped and the pane of glass started to fall out of place. With a jerk of his hand, Marshall grabbed at it, the jagged cut edge biting cleanly along the length of his forefinger.

“How are you?” David said tentatively.

Marshall looked at the bead of blood forming on the side of his finger and then grunted. “I’m gettin’ by,” he muttered, forcing himself to ignore the sting of the cut. He wiped the blood onto his pants leg and then turned to face David, who stood nervously at the foot of the steps.

“Well?” Marshall said, narrowing his eyes at David as though he were an encyclopedia salesman. “What brings you out here?”

David shuffled his feet, his determination to deal quickly and precisely with his uncle melting away. In spite of how he had prepared himself for his uncle’s lack of concern and manners, the reality of finally confronting the man after so many years threw him off guard. He suddenly felt, again, as though he was a ten-year-old boy who had been caught stealing apples.

“Aren’t you glad to see me?” he asked, trying to sound sincere, although he had already reaffirmed his decision to deal with Marshall as quickly as possible and then leave.

“Not particularly,” Marshall said gruffly. He glanced at his cut finger again and then at the window pane, balanced in the door frame. “I got work to do around here, boy, so say what’s on your mind and then git.”

“Well, uh, I’ve been in town a few days. Come up from New York to settle Grammy’s—”

“I know’d you was in town,” Marshall snapped, “and I know’d why you was in town.” He turned to the window and continued with his chore. He started to work the top off the can of putty, using a rusty screwdriver. The top had apparently hardened on because it took quite a bit of effort to loosen. The cut on Marshall’s finger opened up, and blood smeared onto the screwdriver handle. When David saw it, he felt a wave of pity for the crusty old man.

When he finally got the cover off, Marshall took a putty knife from his back pocket and scooped out a dab of putty. David watched silently as the old man applied the putty to the window. His hands were stiff and shook slightly as he ran a line along the bottom of the pane. The line was much too thick, and it smeared the glass. Again, David felt sorry for his uncle, and he took a step forward.

“Here. Let me help you with that,” he said, holding out his hand. “You’re getting it all over the window.”

“I can handle it myself, boy,” Marshall snapped, pulling away.

David stepping back. “But you’re getting it all over the place,” he protested.

“It’ll clean up,” Marshall said, so close to the window that his breath fogged the glass.

For a while longer, David watched in silence as Marshall worked, but finally the quiet was too much for him to bear. “I suppose you’ve guessed what I’m going to do about the old place.”

“Can’t really say as I care,” Marshall replied, looking at David’s reflection in the window.

“Ummm.” David shuffled his feet. He was just about ready to tell the old man to screw himself and leave, but something—perhaps sympathy—made him want to stay and try to get through to him. As he thought silently, he realized that it was probably impossible.

“I was thinking I might sell the place, once the Will’s all straightened out.”

“I told you,” Marshall said, firmly, turning around to face him, “I really don’t much give a shit what you do.” He pointed the putty knife at David. “It’s your place. You can do whatever you damn please. Burn it down for all I care. Now if you don’t mind, I got work to do.”

“Just like that?” David said, his anger rising. “Just like that, you don’t care if I sell the old home?” He stomped over to the side of the front steps and looked up at Marshall, who tried to avoid his eyes and look busy.

“Don’t mean a damn to me,” Marshall said softly.

“That’s obvious,” David said snidely. “Why else would you sign the whole thing over to me? But doesn’t it bother you a little? Don’t you have some. some feeling for the old place?”

Marshall straightened up slowly and glared down at David. As he spoke, he jabbed the putty knife for emphasis. “I worked hard all my life. Close to forty years on the damn railroad. When it come time to retire, I retired on a pension I earned with a lot of hard work. Something you city fellas never know about!”

David frowned angrily.

“I’ve got a comfortable house here,” Marshall continued emphatically. “I’ve got enough to live on ‘s long as I don’t get drinking too much, ‘n I ain’t about to spend the last years of my life with a goddamn burden like the old homestead!”

David stared at his uncle wordlessly. He was vaguely glad that Marshall had finally, shown him some kind of emotion; anger and hostility were better than the cold neutrality that had existed between them throughout David’s childhood. David almost felt as though he had finally gotten what he had come out to his uncle’s house to get: emotion.

Marshall was breathing raggedly. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth pulled back tightly, exposing his yellowed teeth. His cheeks were trembling as he fought to say what he felt. “As far as I can see,” he said, his voice controlled, “there’s nothing but pain and suffering tied up with that house. Just plain misery!”

David was startled. “Misery? What do you mean?”

The barely contained rage in Marshall grew stronger. His face paled. “Boy! If a dead grandmother, a missing ‘n declared dead father, and a mother who . . . who drowned herself . . . folks saying she did it on purpose! . . . that she killed herself . . . if that ain’t enough goddamn misery for you, then well . . . well . . . I don’t know,” he concluded with disgust.

David could see that the man was badly shaken, and he wanted to say or do something to comfort him, but, he just stood there feeling helpless.

Marshall made a great effort to compose himself, and then turned back to his messy putty-work. David heard him sigh deeply.

“Well, you know,” David started to say, shifting his weight from one leg to the other, “we’re . . . we’re family. I thought that . . . that . . . Forget it!”

He wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard Marshall mutter, “I have.”

Again, David’s anger rose. “You could at least ask me in for a goddamn cup of coffee! You could act a little bit like . . . like . . . like it mattered that we’re family! Christ! What’s the matter with you?” He slammed his open hand against the side of the house. It hurt. “Maybe I wanted you to act like—Christ—like anything!”

Marshall glared over his shoulder at David but said nothing.

“Maybe I just wanted you . . . you of anyone here in this goddamn piss-water town to make me feel welcome!” He checked his anger, then laughed softly. “Maybe I just expected you to tell me I should keep the house and maybe move back to Holland to live.” He shook his head solemnly.

“Well, I ain’t gonna’,” Marshall said, not looking at him. “You can do whatever you damn please, boy. Don’t matter any to me.”

David checked the quick retort that came to his mind. He smiled and, with that smile, wiped away any sympathy, any affection, any emotion he might have felt for the old man. He strode to his car, got in, started it up, and drove away. As he pulled around in the driveway, he saw that Marshall had turned around and was watching him. He restrained himself from flashing his middle finger at him as he left the driveway in a swirl of dust. As far as he was concerned, that was the last time he would ever see his Uncle Marshall.
 

III
 

“All right,” Virgil Shaw said as he stood in front of the men gathered in his office and rubbed his hands together vigorously. “We’ve wasted a good part of the morning, and with the weather forecast callin’ for rain tonight, we’d better get going.”

The room dropped into hushed whispers as the men made themselves comfortable. In the far corner Del Montgomery, leaned against the wall. He looked at the assembly with a strange mixture of suspicion and boredom. Seated in front of Shaw was Winston Cameron, the troop leader for the Boy Scouts. Beside him, chain smoking, was Bradley Silverberg, the high school principal. Jerry Wescott and Frank Schroder from the highway department were sitting over by the coffee pot. Near the door to the outer office, looking pale and nervous, Robert Hollis was whispering to Pastor Clement. The missing boy’s father was wringing his hands. The atmosphere in the room was thick.

“Latham’s late, as usual,” Schroder said. The thin wave of laughter did nothing to lighten the mood.

“OK. OK. We’ve got a lot to do, so let’s get going.” Shaw walked over to where he had a large-scale map of the town pasted on the wall. A stern-faced man standing by the map, was studying the contours of the area.

“First off, I want to introduce Lieutenant Porter from the State Police barracks in Scarborough.”

Porter turned around and nodded without a flicker of expression. “The lieutenant will be helping to organize the search for Jeffy Hollis.”

Shaw took a pen from his pocket and pointed at the map as he spoke. “Now, you all know that Jeffy was last seen near his backyard.”

Everyone nodded, but Cameron raised his hand and spoke. “Chief, all of us have heard a lot of things about what happened; but to tell you the truth, I’m not sure any of us knows exactly what happened.”

“If we knew that,” Schroder interrupted, “we wouldn’t have a missing boy, now, would we?”

Cameron was flustered. “No, I don’t mean that. I mean, I’ve heard so many cockamamie things, I want to know exactly what happened.”

“Fine.” Shaw tapped the map again. “Jeffy was playing in his backyard with a friend, Les Rankin’s boy, Sammy. He was last seen running off into the Bog area, about here, just before sunset.”

“You’re sure he went into the Bog?” Wescott asked. “Sure as we can be,” Shaw replied. Wescott shook his head and whistled softly.

“We got the call from Linda Hollis about a half-hour after dark, after she got a call from Leah Rankin.”

“Goddamn, if he went into that Bog . . .” Wescott said, letting his voice trail off.

“Sir,” Porter said suddenly. Everyone was surprised that he spoke, and they all looked up at him. “We have a search pattern to employ, and sitting here talking about how bad the situation is, is not going to rectify it. Please continue, Chief Shaw.”

Wescott’s eyes flicked nervously around the room as he slouched into his chair.

“Well, all of you helped in the searches we had last summer when two of the boys from the area got lost in the woods. I’m sure you’ll all agree that there was a lot of wasted energy in those searches. We had so many volunteers traipsing through the woods that we didn’t know who was searching where.

“In an effort to prevent that kind of carnival atmosphere again, everyone is going to be a part of a search team. Each search team will be assigned a specific area to cover.”

“How much help we gonna’ have?” Cameron asked. “I thought you wanted me to get as many scouts as I could?”

“I do,” Shaw replied. “What I’m saying is that, once we have our searchers together, we’re going to control the search areas as tightly as possible. Each team will keep in constant radio contact with the base.”

“We’ll field plenty of men,” Porter said solemnly, “but we’re going to keep strict control over where those men are.”

“Sounds good to me,” Wescott said. There was scattered agreement heard around the room.

“Good.” Shaw picked up a Magic Marker from his desk. He drew a small X on the map almost at the end of Briar Road. “This is the Hollis’ house. Because it is so close to the Bog, that’s where we’ll begin to look. For a radio base, though, well be using this.” He made another X on the map. “All of you know where the large boulder is, at the end of the Little River Road past old man Logan’s place. Because of the elevation, we think it’ll be a better center.

“We’ll be restricting the whole area of the Bog while we search, putting up roadblocks all around and trying to keep out everyone who isn’t a member of a team. Perhaps Mr. Porter will explain the method of searching we’ll be using.”

Porter straightened his shoulders and began with no introduction. “There are a variety of patterns to use in a search, and each pattern has its strengths and weaknesses, depending on the area to be searched and other factors. What we’ve decided on is a quadrant search. Basically, what we’ll be doing is dividing the area into roughly equal squares and, using the base as a starting point, combing each square thoroughly.”

“How ‘bout the water area? Gonna’ be kinda’ hard to check all of that.”

Porter cleared his throat. “We have a scuba team coming this afternoon. They’re going to drag the water. Of course, besides the open water, you all know that the Bog has plenty of wet ground, so everybody should wear boots—hip boots if you have them.”

“See, that’s another reason for having teams. I don’t think you need to be reminded about how dangerous the Bog is. There’s lots of sinkholes and quicksand, and this way, with a sort of buddy system, we’ll be sure nobody else becomes missing.”

“Aww, come on,” Schroder called out, waving his hand with a gesture of dismissal, “we’ve grown up around here; we know the Bog like the backs of our hands.”

Shaw tugged at his belt, then placed his foot on his chair and leaned forward like he meant business. “Last summer,” he said sharply, “we were goddamn lucky we didn’t lose anyone else in that damn Bog. You fellas may know the area well, but there were people driving more than two hours to come and help us search for those missing boys. They didn’t know the Bog, and we could’ve lost any number of ‘em.”

Porter interrupted, his voice controlled yet commanding. “By having teams, we can insure two things: no one will ever be out in the Bog alone, where he might—I say might—get into trouble; also, what one pair of eyes misses, the other pair of eyes might not miss. Our goal is to not have to cover the same ground twice.”

“Any questions?” Shaw asked, straightening up and scanning the group. There weren’t any.

“OK. I want every available person to meet out at the boulder within a half-hour. Once there, we’ll divide into teams and assign areas. Like Lt. Porter says, everyone should be dressed for wet, muddy work.”

Wescott stood up slowly. “Uhh, Chief, you know that me and my boys won’t be out ‘til later today, probably not ‘til after lunch.”

Shaw nodded.

“We’re still out working on outer Bridge Street and can’t leave it just yet.”

“Any time anyone can help will be appreciated,” Shaw said.

“Fine.” Wescott started moving toward the door, and Schroder stood up to follow his boss out when Shaw spoke again, halting them.

“Just a minute guys. Before you go, I want to say a few words.”

The two men from the highway department took their seats again. Shaw clasped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously. “I just want to . . . to give you a few words about—” he glanced nervously over at Robert Hollis before continuing—”about what to do if, if the worst has happened.”

The gathered men shifted uneasily.

“Now I know it’s pretty damn hard for you all to grasp, but of course we have to suspect that . . . that here’s been some foul play. After what happened to Billy Wilson, well. . . .” Shaw glanced over at Bob Hollis, who was staring vacantly at the floor.

“Jeffy was wearing a white T-shirt, blue jeans, am a light blue jacket.”

“He . . . he may have had his baseball cap on,” Bob Hollis said in a broken voice. “It’s . . . it’s bright red.

Shaw nodded. “Just keep your eyes peeled. And . . . and one final word of caution. If, and God help us it hasn’t, but if it turns out that what happened to Billy, Wilson has happened to Jeffy, and you find his body, it’s important that you do not move the body.”

Porter broke right in, as if they had the line rehearsed. “It’s absolutely imperative that the body not be disturbed. In an investigation like this, which may be connected to the previous unsolved murder, we have to inspect the body where it’s found. Some slight yet important clues may be easily obliterated.’

“OK. Let’s get moving,” Shaw said. “I hope to hell we don’t have to continue this search after dark, but if need be, I’m sure you boys’ll be willin’ to stay ouy there ‘til dawn.”

There was a murmur of agreement as the men prepared to leave. Shaw found it impossible to take his eyes away from Bob Hollis as he shuffled slowly toward the door. For one of the few times in his life. Shaw was glad that he and Sylvia had never had children; he would never have to go through what that man was going through right now.

“Make sure you bring plenty of fly dope,” Schroder called out as he neared the door. “If the black flies don’t chew you to pieces right there on the spot, they’ll carry you off into the woods and finish you off later.” He laughed at his joke, but his laughter stopped short under the stern looks he received.
 

IV
 

After the men left the office, Shaw was left alone with Porter. The two men looked at one another, each realizing that he was unable to know what the other as feeling.

Porter was the first to break the awkward silence, and when he did, it was in his cool, professional way.

“Chief Shaw,” he said, “before we head out, there are a few lines of investigation I’d like to check on.”

Shaw felt more than a slight irritation at the man’s apparent callousness, but he quickly tempered it with he thought that Porter was doing the right thing remaining emotionally detached from the case.

“This person who reported the first body, David Logan, have you checked to find out where he was yesterday afternoon and evening?”

Shaw felt proud that he had. “First thing this morning. He was at Pastor Clement’s house for tea. Then, that evening, he was seen at the Sawmill—a local bar.”

Porter’s lower lip twitched slightly. “And it checked out?”

Shaw nodded.

“Good.”

“You don’t suspect him, do you?” Shaw asked with surprise.

Porter’s face remained frozen. “We just have to be sure we check out everything. Everything. One other thing. You mentioned that this boulder that we’ll be using as a base, that it’s near to some houses, right?”

Shaw nodded. “Yeah, there are a few houses, some new developments that border close to the Bog, and Old Man Logan, Marshall Logan, his land goes right up to the Bog.”

“And have you checked with these people who live in the vicinity, to see it they heard or saw anything around there last night?”

Shaw shook his head. “Didn’t get a chance to. I was pretty busy this morning organizing the search.”

Porter nodded thoughtfully and then took a note pad from his pocket and scribbled something down. “Well, first opportunity, we’ll have to go out there and talk to this Mr. Logan and some of the other families.”

“Sure,” Shaw said, as he picked up his jacket and pulled it on. “Right now, let’s get out there and get those search parties moving.”
 

V
 

“I
can’t believe you haven’t settled it yet!” Harry Sumner said as he knuckled the top of the desk and leaned toward Sidney Latham, who sat tensely in his chair.

“I’ve been working on it as best I can,” he said in a clipped voice that almost sounded apologetic. “These Wills, if they aren’t in perfect order, take a little bit of time to iron out. Besides, I’ve been waiting.”

“You’ve been waiting!” Sumner shouted as he gave the desk a quick little bang. “I’ve been waiting. We’ve got to get Mr. Logan to sign off that property before we can buy it, right?”

Latham nodded, finding it difficult to stare down the angered man.

“I’ve already spoken with a company from Saco that’s very interested in digging out the spagnum that’s on the property. That in itself will probably pay us back for the land, but I’ve also got a couple of construction crews sitting idle, waiting to start building. I’d like to get at least two or three houses up before fall.”

Latham felt himself withering under Sumner’s attack, and he decided to gain the upper hand in this situation. The only way to do that, he figured, was to stay very calm. He slouched back in his chair, forcing is body to unwind, and reached for his pipe. Slowly, he filled the bowl with tobacco and tapped it down. He made a concentrated effort to keep his hands ready as he lit the bowl.

Sumner always had an intimidating manner about him. He was a large man who always spoke gruffly and commandingly. Even when he was being friendly, he put off many people by being over-bearing. Fortunately, Latham thought, Sumner was generally quite good-natured. The only time he wasn’t was when there was a chance to make money—big money—and the deal wasn’t yet in his pocket. Buying the family property from David Logan, mining the spagnum, and sub-dividing the higher ground into use lots looked like pretty big money.

“I’ve been holding back,” Latham said, puffing blue smoke from between his tight-set lips, “primarily because I don’t want to appear too anxious to buy the land. If David knows we’re interested in the place, he might—”

“From what you’ve been telling me, he’s anxious as hell to get rid of the damn property!” Sumner shouted, not caring if Latham’s secretary in the outer office heard or not. “I’ve got crews that need the work, and that company in Saco isn’t going to sit around waiting while you drag your ass! Christ, Sid!” Latham settled back in his chair to make himself comfortable. He took a few thoughtful puffs on his pipe. He’d be damned if he was going to let anyone—Harry Sumner included—push him around in his office. “Harry,” he said, firmly, as though speaking to a misbehaving child, “I don’t want it to look unprofessional.”

“Unprofessional!” Sumner yelled with exasperation. “Unprofessional. It’s not as though what we’re doing is illegal. There’s a piece of property that’s going to be for sale soon and we want it to develop. Is that unprofessional?”

“It is, in my opinion, if the land is not yet on the market and I’m the executor of the Will.” Latham felt himself getting angry and forced himself to stay seated, casually puffing on his pipe like a college professor. “I just don’t want it to appear that there are any conflicts of interest.”

“Well, I think we’ve dragged our asses around this for long enough. I’ve got nothing to lose but time and money. I hope you can appreciate that.”

“Just trust me, will you?”

“Sid, the Saco Company wants to get going as soon as possible. Any delays are dollars out the window.”

Latham bit down hard on the stem of his pipe. His teeth worked back and forth, making his jaw muscles clench. “I’ll settle this as quickly as I can,” he said calmly, although he made a mental note to enjoy, for Harry’s sake, any delays that might occur. “When the right time comes, I’ll spring our proposal on him. Like I told you, he may be so anxious to get rid of it that he’ll snap it right up.”

Sumner snorted loudly. “Just so long as your professional image remains untarnished, huh?”

“Jesus, Harry. I stand to make a pretty tidy sum of this deal too, you know? And not just from my lawyer’s fees. I’m as anxious as you are to wrap it up.”

“Just see that you do—” Both men started when the intercom buzzed. Latham held up a finger to Sumner as he switched the button.

“Yes, Alice.”

“Mr. Logan is here to see you,” a tinny voice said from the intercom.

“One minute.” Latham clicked off the intercom. He looked over at Sumner, who stood there staring at him intently. “Harry, I’ll do—”

“You just see that you do,” Sumner repeated, “and try to make it sometime before Christmas, if your reputation can handle the strain.”

Latham nodded at Sumner, who had started toward the door. “Send him in,” he said into the intercom. Sumner had the door open and was about to step out of the office when Latham halted him with a word. “Hey.”

Sumner turned around and then had to step aside to let David Logan walk past him into the office.

“Harry, one more word. Have you given any more thought to what I’m planning to say at the town meeting this Thursday?”

“‘Bout replacing Shaw?”

Latham nodded slightly and cast his eyes nervously at David, who had taken the chair beside the desk. ‘‘Umm.”

“I agree with you. I think it’s time we had someone new in there. Someone who might be a little more. . . effective.”

He put an emphasis on the last word, and Latham didn’t miss the implication.

“See what you can do,” Sumner said, then he stepped out of the office, closing the door firmly behind him.
 

VI
 

“So, who do you think it is, Leah?” Joyce Bailey asked intently.

Before Leah could reply, Marie D’Angelo piped in. “It’s turned me into a nervous wreck. I never thought I’d see the day when folks in Holland would be afraid to walk the streets at night.”

Unconsciously, Leah had placed her hand on Georgie’s head and was ruffling his hair as he drank his Fanta Root Beer. The noise of the laundromat, the spraying sounds of the washers and the rumbling of heavy-duty dryers, made it impossible for her to clear her mind and speak. She fumbled for words.

“What?” Joyce asked, pressing closer to her. “I can’t hear you, dear.” She cocked her ear toward Leah. The old woman’s face was flushed, and Leah found herself thinking that perhaps the woman’s red complexion was the result of working in the warm, damp laundromat all day, rather than the rumored drinking.

Leah looked at Joyce’s red-rimmed eyes and shrugged. “I haven’t got the faintest idea,” she said. The old woman nodded her head sagely.

“I just hope,” Leah continued, “that whoever it is, he gets caught and put away—forever.”

Marie agreed. “He’s a real sicko, whoever he is,” she said with widening eyes.

Leah looked at the tumbling mass of clothes she was waiting for and tried to concentrate. But beneath the roar and thumping sounds of the machinery, she heard—or thought she heard—another, deeper sound that hummed and hissed. It sounded like someone whispering in a dark room where he could say things he otherwise wouldn’t dare say. The sound made Leah feel as though there was a small ice cube in her stomach.

“Ouch!” Georgie said, suddenly twisting from under his mother’s grasp. “You hurt me.”

“I’m sorry hon’,” she said, almost automatically. She looked at him blankly and then, as though waking from a dream, said, “Oh, honey, I’m sorry. I was thinking about something else.”

“You know who I think it is,” Joyce said importantly.

“No,” Leah replied, wishing, she would drop the subject.

Joyce paused for dramatic effect, and then gave her pronouncement. “I think it’s Old Man Logan,” she said, folding her flabby arms across her chest.

Marie, folding her laundry at one of the tables but still listening intently, gave a loud gasp. Leah remained silent.

“Yup,” Joyce said, with authority, “Old Man Logan. He lives right out there by the Bog. ‘N he sure as heck’s a strange old coot. I’ve known him all my life, seems like he’s always been an old man. ‘N him, living out there in that old run-down house of his, never getting married, never even courting a lady when he was young, according to my mother.”

“You shouldn’t say such things,” Leah said, aghast. “Mr. Logan’s a fine old man.”

“How do you know?” Joyce snapped back. “Are you his close friend or something?”

“No, but . . . but. . . .”

“Never married, always keeps to himself like he’s got some deep dark secret. How do we know he ain’t got a liking for little boys?”

Leah gasped and glanced nervously at Georgie, who was reading contentedly.

“I tell you,” Joyce said, dropping her voice to the level one would use while telling a ghost story around a campfire. “He’s lived his whole life out there, right beside the Bog. God!” She shivered dramatically. “Anyone who’d live out there in that Godforsaken place would have to be a little bit weird.”

“You may be right,” Marie said tensely. She had been captivated by Joyce’s story and was standing there dumbly gripping a folded shirt.

“That’s horrible to say,” Leah said emphatically. “Mr. Logan’s more a part of this town than all of us put together.”

“That don’t mean he ain’t a weirdo.”

“Yeah,” Leah protested, “but it doesn’t mean he would do . . . do those things to little boys.”

“Then why didn’t he ever get married?” Joyce asked.

“I . . . I don’t know,” Leah stammered. “That’s his personal business, and I don’t think we have a right to pry into it. I don’t think you should be spreading nasty rumors about him, either.”

“I’m just saying that’s what I think,” Joyce replied defensively. Leah could hear the sarcasm in the woman’s voice.

“Well . . . I don’t know,” Leah said. “Say, would you mind folding my laundry for me, Joyce? I have to get going.” Leah tapped Georgie on the shoulder. He looked up and slowly got to his feet. “We’re, ummm, we’re going to Billy Wilson’s funeral,” she added solemnly.

Joyce reached out and caught Leah’s arm. “Give my best to the Wilsons, will you?”

Leah nodded quickly. “Come on, Georgie,” she said, and led him from the laundromat.

When Leah was gone, Joyce turned slowly to Marie, who had resumed folding her laundry. Marie looked up shyly and said, “I don’t know Joyce, I really think you might be right.”

Joyce shrugged her shoulders and bent to pull Leah’s laundry from the dryer. “Who knows?” she said softly, “Who knows? Chief Shaw and the state policemen are doing everything they can. I’m just saying what I think.” She dropped an armload of Leah’s clothes onto the tabletop and began sorting through them. “Gee,” she said, mostly to herself, “these didn’t get very clean. Look at the mud still on these socks.”
 

VII
 

Above the pulsing warning beep of the dump truck as it backed up, Les Rankin thought he heard someone whistle. He waved his arms over his head, motioning the driver back, and glanced over his shoulder. Through the swirling dust, he saw his boss, Jerry Wescott, striding toward him. A few paces behind him, like a goddamn dog on a leash, Les thought, walked Frank Schroder. Wescott waved his arms wildly, beckoning him.

“Stupid fucking shit,” he muttered, continuing to direct the truck back. When the tires of the truck were just on the edge of the road, Les whistled shrilly and dropped his arms. The truck lurched to a halt with a gasp of air brakes.

“Let ‘er rip,” Les shouted. With a scream of hydrolics, the back of the dump truck began to rise. The payload spilled beneath the dented tailgate, slowly at first, then more rapidly. Thick, almost orange soil began to mound up in a V-shaped heap. Les laughed to himself as he watched the pile grow, thinking that it looked like a big pile of shit. He looked back up at Wescott and Schroder, who were now standing still, watching the operation. “Too bad you jerk-offs aren’t underneath that pile of shit,” he mumbled softly enough so they didn’t hear.

When the back of the truck was almost empty, the driver jolted the truck forward a few times to loosen any dirt that might have stuck. The truck pulled away slowly as the dump dropped back into place. It left behind a blue haze of exhaust.

“Hey, Rankin,” Wescott shouted above the noise of the retreating truck. “Did you forget, or can’t you tell time? I told you that I wanted you in my office at noon.”

Les glanced at his watch and when he looked up, Wescott was already striding toward the travel trailer that served as his on-site office.

“Rankin, this ain’t no paid vacation, you know. Let’s get a move on. Now!” Schroder roared.

Gritting his teeth, Les followed Schroder to the trailer. He fixed his eyes on the other man’s back, wishing again that he dared to tell Schroder exactly what he thought of his strutting, show-off, bossy attitude. He took his red bandana from his back pocket and wiped it across his face. Dirt and sweat mixed, leaving a messy streak. When he reached the trailer door, he stuffed his bandana into his back pocket and came in a few steps behind Schroder.

“‘Bout time,” Wescott said, flashing a quick look at Les.

“Couldn’t keep the truck waiting,” Les said softly. He stood in the corner beside a large filing cabinet. He took off his green felt hat and held it loosely in his hand as he surveyed the other men in the room. There were a lot of guys crammed into the small office trailer. After a moment, Les put his hat back on, pulling it down to shade his eyes.

“I suppose you all realize why I called this meeting,” Wescott began testily.

“Yeah,” Floyd Sturgis said, with a dumb schoolboy enthusiasm, “it’s ‘cause of the Hollis boy, huh?”

Wescott cast a menacing glare at Sturgis, then answered, “Yes. It’s because of the Hollis boy.” He walked over to his desk and sat down on it, hooking one leg over the edge.

“You probably all know that I spent a good part of the morning down at Shaw’s office. He asked if I’d be willing to let you fellas help him beat the brush.” Wescott paused. “You’ll notice that I said, let you help him. That’s the first thing I want to emphasize. This is volunteer work. Nobody has to go. But . . . his voice trailed off significantly,”. . . the work here is through for the day, and if you don’t go out and help with the search, you ain’t gonna’ get paid for the afternoon.”

There was an undercurrent of grumbling, but Wescott knew his men well enough to know that they only half meant it.

“I don’t want any bullshit from any of you, either,” he continued. “I know you all realize how serious this is. After what happened just outside of town here last Friday night, well, I don’t think I need to get into it. The point is, that something very serious is happening here in town, and we’ve all got to pull together to help solve it. The first step will be to find Jeffrey Hollis.”

“How do we know this kid is missing?” Sturgis asked. “I mean, who’s to say he didn’t run away or something?”

“We don’t,” Wescott snapped back. “But we’re assuming that he’s either lost or kidnapped. And the first place we’re gonna’ check is the area where he disappeared yesterday afternoon.

“Now, Shaw and me broke down the town into sections that are gonna’ be assigned to everyone helping. What we’re gonna’ do is start down by the old mill, fan out as we go, and follow the river up to Kitchen Cove. Then we’re gonna’ move east, toward the Hollis house.”

“Wait a minute,” one of the men at the front of the office said, “I thought you said we were gonna’ be looking near where the boy disappeared. The old mill and Kitchen Cove are a pretty damn site away from his house.”

“Of course, you know there have been other parties out all day,” Wescott said. “I haven’t talked with Shaw for a couple of hours, but as of noon, the boy ain’t been found. I suppose one of the reasons we got this section is because it’s pretty rough, lots of thick brush and plenty of swampy areas. Pretty dangerous, and Shaw didn’t want to lose any Boy Scouts out there.”

“I hope we don’t get lost,” Sturgis said, snickering.

“You know,” Wescott continued as though he hadn’t been interrupted, “the Wilson boy was found out by 302. Now that’s a long ways from the Hollis house, but if there’s a connection between these two incidents, the whole—”

“Who says there is?” Les said suddenly. All heads turned around to look at him, and he shrank back.

“What?” Wescott asked.

“Uhh, who says there’s a connection between these two?” Les repeated. “I mean, like Sturg says, how do we know he ain’t run away or something?”

Wescott frowned deeply. “No one’s saying there is a connection,” he said emphatically. “And no one’s trying to make a case for it, but then again, no one says they aren’t related.”

“It’s just that you’re assuming the worst, huh?” Les said.

Wescott nodded. “Yeah. Right. Until we know otherwise, we’re assuming the worst. It ain’t my job, and it sure as hell ain’t your job, Rankin, to question what Shaw and the staties are doing. You’re just another warm body with a pair of eyes that’s gonna’ be slogging through muddy water ‘til dark or later.”

“Sure,” Les said, retreating.

“Now, if there’s a connection,” Wescott went on, “then they happened pretty far apart.”

There was murmured agreement throughout the room.

“So, what I’m trying to say is, the Hollis boy could be absolutely anywhere. Shaw says that he’ll leave no stone unturned.” Wescott rubbed his hands together vigorously. “So, I want you all to head on home. Get boots, jackets—in case the night gets cold—and some food in your bellies. If you don’t have a good, high-power flashlight, Davis is gonna’ let us use some from the hardware store. I want to see you all down at the mill within”—he glanced at his watch—”within half an hour.”

“Yeah, right,” Sturgis said, scoffing.

Wescott stared at him angrily and said, “We’re starting out in half an hour. Whoever ain’t there, won’t get paid for the day.”

All the men in the trailer started for the door at once, pushing their way through the narrow door. Les was the last to leave, and just before he ducked out the door, he stopped and looked back at Wescott.

“Hey, boss, Les said softly, yet with an intensity that Wescott didn’t miss, “you think there’s a chance we’re gonna’ find this Hollis boy?”

Wescott looked at him, squinted, and said, “Not if we spend the rest of the day standing around here jawing, there ain’t.”

Les went through the door and headed for his car.
 

VIII
 

David put his foot onto the rusted barbed wire and stepped down, holding it to the ground as Allison carefully stepped over. The rotten fence posts sagged, threatening to give way with the pressure, but after David stepped over and took his foot away, the wire snapped back into place with a dull twang. They continued down the slope of the hill, toward the thick growth that marked the outer reaches of the Bog.

Suddenly, David latched onto Allison’s shoulder and pulled her to an abrupt stop. Allison spun around. “Wha’?!” she gasped, staring at him angrily.

“Remember you didn’t want to wear jeans?” he asked. A smile played at the corners of his mouth.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Allison asked sharply.

David pointed down at her legs. “Looks like it was a good thing you took my advice.”

At first Allison didn’t know what he was talking about. Then she saw the small, brown spots—about ten or twelve of them—speckling her pants. At first she thought they were some kind of burrs; then she saw that they were moving. She screamed and beat wildly at her legs with a frail, brushing motion.

“Ahh! Ahh! Get ‘em off! Get ‘em off!” she shouted, dancing from one foot to the other. “What are they? God! Get ‘em off!”

David threw his head back and laughed loudly. Allison continued to hop wildly about screaming shrilly.

“God! David! Get them off me!” she cried. She grabbed David’s shoulders as she hopped.

“Take it easy!” David said, still smiling. “Calm down. They’re just ticks.” He steadied her with his hands and then bent down. “They won’t hurt you.”

“They’re gross.”

One by one David pulled the ticks away with his fingers. He looked down at his own legs and popped away the few that had started to crawl on him.

“God, they give me the creeps!” Allison said with a whimper in her voice.

“If you give them half a chance,” David said, standing up slowly, “they’ll bit into your skin and suck your blood until they get good and bloated. Then they lay their eggs. Only way to get them out is to touch a burning cigarette to them. That makes them pull out their stinger.”

“Uggh.” Allison shook her head with disgust. “Let’s go back. I’ve seen enough of your grandmother’s land. More than enough.” She started to backtrack, but David grabbed her.

“But you haven’t seen the Bog yet. That’s the best part,” he said, putting a touch of sinister glee in his voice.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Allison replied. “Besides, it’ll be dark soon.” She was using her poor-pitiful-me voice. Sometimes when she used it, David would let her have her way; other times he wouldn’t—but he was never fooled by it. He gave her a bracing clap on the shoulder.

“Come on, Bucko, you can make it,” he said.

“It’ll be dark soon,” Allison whined. “The last thing I want is those things crawling on me when I can’t see them.”

She pulled away from David and started back up the hill. But with a few quick paces, David caught up with her and tugged her shoulder. “You know, really, we’ve come far enough so it would probably be longer going back than it would to complete the circuit of the property.”

Allison frowned and looked at the darkening woods. “Probably?” she said accusingly.

“For sure.” David made a move toward the woods. “I know this Bog like the back of my hand. I bet I could run around it blindfolded.”

“Well, don’t try it. Not tonight, anyway,” she said, starting to follow him.

They moved rapidly down the slope until the field ended. With the sun setting behind the hill, the wooded area around the Bog had a strange, foreboding feeling. Both of them felt it, but neither spoke their mind as they entered the darkening woods.

“God, I can’t believe you used to play in here,” Allison said. David could barely hear her above the cacophony of spring peepers and night birds. He nodded and continued to plow through the brush until they came out onto a path and began following it.

“It explains a few things that I’ve always wondered about you,” Allison concluded to herself.

They had been walking in silence for about five minutes when David said, without looking back over his shoulder, “I just can’t believe how small everything is.”

Allison grunted and then swatted blindly at her legs, hoping to knock away any ticks that might have settled on her pants legs. The sky was still blue behind them, but it was dark enough in the woods to make the trail indistinct and the footing unsure.

“When I was a kid,” David continued, “it seemed like this place was unbelievably big. Running around and playing in here, God, we thought this Bog covered half the state of Maine.”

“When are we going to be out in the open?” Allison asked with an edge to her voice. The ground was soggy underfoot in places, and once she stumbled and almost fell. She heaved a sigh of frustration and trudged on after David, who hadn’t even broken his pace. The thick, marshy smell almost gagged her.

“I guess, overall, the Bog covers more than two hundred acres. About thirty or so are on my grandmother’s property. The rest is owned by the state, I think.”

“That’s interesting,” Allison said, cynically. “When the hell are we going to be out of here?” The darkness was pressing in closer, and she was feeling increasingly edgy. “Are you sure you know your way out of here?”

“Don’t worry, huh?” David stopped short in the path, and Allison bumped into him before she could check herself.

“Will you watch it for Christ’s sake?” she shouted. “Goddamn, I’m having enough trouble finding my way as it is. Just keep moving, will you?”

David moved forward, walking with longer strides, making Allison hurry all the more. “Just be thankful the black flies are mostly gone,” he said. Allison huffed.

The sun was now completely down. The chorus of the spring peepers grew, swelling and filling the night. The sound made Allison think of jingle bells ringing chaotically.

The path started to slope upward, and Allison hoped this meant they were on their way to open country and, please God, maybe even a road.

“I think it’s pretty damn beautiful,” David said. “You don’t get shit like this in New York.”

“It reminds me of goddamn Africa,” Allison muttered. Then, suddenly, she shouted, “Oh shit! God-fucking-damn-it!”

“Huh?” David asked, turning around, but he knew from the loud squishing sound what had happened.

“I stepped in some goddamn water,” Allison cried. “My feet are soaked.”

“Well, watch where you’re going.”

“Yeah, right,” she sputtered. “Well, lead on Livingston.”

David turned to walk, but before he had taken a step, he grunted and grabbed Allison by the arm. “Look,” David said, pointing off into the woods.

“I don’t see a—oh, Jesus.”

Through the twisting trees and brush, they caught a flash of light, drifting and flickering through the darkness. It seemed to float, disembodied, sweeping the darkness.

“What the fuck—” Allison started to say, but David hissed and she fell quiet. He dropped to a crouch and squatted there on the soggy ground, watching as the light swept back and forth in tight arcs.

“Who is it?” Allison asked, bending low and whispering into David’s ear. She spoke just loud enough to be heard over the sound of the peepers.”

David shrugged his shoulders.

“What are they doing?” Allison asked.

“I don’t know,” David replied. “I can’t tell if there’s one or two people. They’re probably—” He cut himself off when he saw the light point in their direction and begin to move toward them.

Whoever it was, David figured, he really didn’t want to be seen by them. He wondered what he would say to explain why he and Allison were out walking in the Bog at night. After what had happened to Billy Wilson and with Jeffy Hollis missing, it might look strange. If this person was part of the search party, well, that was one thing; but if, by chance, this was the person responsible for the boys’ disappearance, he certainly didn’t want to be found.

“Come here,” David whispered, tugging on Allison’s sleeve. “Follow me.” He led her off the trail and into some thick brush. The branches snapped and clawed at them, leaving stinging cuts on their faces and hands. As the light drew closer to them, they hunkered down in the brush, hoping the beam of light wouldn’t find them. Footsteps, squishing deeply in the soggy ground, drew closer to them and, as the light played back and forth along the path, David and Allison could see that it was just one person, carefully picking his way along the trail. David heard Allison whimper softly, and he put his hand on her shoulder to steady her.

The light drew closer and closer, swaying back and forth, touching the woods on both sides of the trail. Confident that the sound of the spring peepers would hide any sounds they made, David and Allison snuggled closer to the earth. The moisture of the ground began to seep through their clothes but they hardly noticed.

Suddenly, the light swung directly over the bush that concealed them. Allison sucked in her breath and David felt her shaking. The light swung back, lower this time, and the beam hit David right in the eyes. He froze, expecting discovery, but the beam and the person aiming it went slowly past their hiding place.

When the figure was a farther down the trail, David and Allison slowly came out from hiding. They studied the receding light until it was lost behind a curve in the trail. They sighed relief.

“Jesus, that was a close one,” David said softly. He still had his arm on Allison, and he could still feel her shaking.

She looked at his dark, vague form and said, “That looked a little like your old friend there, Les, didn’t it?” Her voice was tight and controlled.

David shrugged. “How the hell could I tell? Could have been anyone for all I could see.”

“It’s just that when he stepped into the path, I thought I caught a glimpse of his face in the light.”

“Do you want to stay here gabbing all night, or do you want to get out of here?” David asked harshly. He started down the trail in the same direction the person with the flashlight had gone.”

Allison followed closely behind, reaching out in the dark to keep her balance and bearings. “Why are you going this way?” she said, pleadingly. “This is the way he came.”

“This is the way out,” David snapped. He was still feeling the tension of the encounter with . . . whomever. “It was probably one of the people in the search party. They’ve been out in the woods all day.”

“He looked like he was in a hurry,” Allison replied. “If he was a searcher, wouldn’t he have taken more time looking?”

David grunted and didn’t break his pace.

“When the light hit us, don’t you think he saw us?”

“How the hell should I know?”

“Well,” Allison went on, “a person in a search party would take more time to look, wouldn’t he? I mean, the light—”

“Look,” David snapped. He pulled up short and turned, grabbing Allison by the arms. “You want to get out of here, right?”

“Yeah,” she whispered. She found herself remembering some of the stories David had told her about the Bog and, although she would never have admitted it, she was at the point of crying.

“Well,” David hissed, close to her ear, “if you want to get the Christ outta’ here, just shut up and keep walking!”

“But—” Allison started to say but her voice broke.

“Quiet! Walk!”

“But what if that was the guy who killed that kid?” she said brokenly. “We don’t want to walk right along where he went.”

“Look,” David said, pointing into the darkness, “this is the path that leads almost directly to my uncle’s house. We can get onto the road and walk to the car from there. Or,” and now he leaned toward her menacingly, “would you rather we turn back and go back the way we came?”

Allison glanced nervously over her shoulder. The path was visible for only a few feet, then it was swallowed by darkness—darkness that pressed close, suffocating. The sound of the spring peepers swelled until Allison thought it would drive her crazy. She peered closely at David’s face, trying to read his expression: she didn’t know if it was mere agitation at being lost in the Bog or something else: fear.

“So even if whoever that was took this same path, it’s the fastest way out of here that I know.”

“But wha—”

“Just shut up and follow me!”

They moved ahead through the thick darkness, each silent and thinking their own thoughts. Allison, frightened and feeling bitter that she had let it show, was gnawing at her lower lip with restrained frustration. She hadn’t wanted to come on this walk around the property in the first place and had come only because she didn’t want to spend the afternoon waiting in the motel; she was getting damn sick of that motel and its bar with the watered-down drinks.

Once Allison had stopped blabbing, David walked silently, trying to let the early evening sounds and smells of the Bog relax and unwind him. In fact, they did just the opposite. . . .

—Don’t you ever go into that there Bog!

Allison was right, in a way; he admitted that. If the person they had seen was part of the search party for the missing boy, they had nothing to be nervous about; but if that had been the killer. . . . He remembered that night, so long ago—

—a massive, black shape loomed up out of the darkness!

Tension coiled in the pit of David’s stomach like a snake. With the memory came the clenching, terror-stricken feeling he had had as he looked up and saw the man standing over him. To his child’s eye, he had looked like a twenty-foot tall giant, towering over him like a tree threatening to fall and crush him. His breath ached in his lungs as he moved ahead, hoping the winding fright he felt wouldn’t spring before he and Allison broke out of the Bog.

—the clean, sharp sound of a bone breaking!

David stopped short in the path and tensed. Allison bumped into him and swore slightly under her breath.

“What is it!” she asked as David stood, muscles ready to spring.

After a moment, he shook his head. “Nothing. I stepped on a branch, and the sound just startled me.”

“Fearless leader,” Allison mumbled, and David chuckled to himself. He pushed ahead through the darkness. He knew that the fear he felt was mostly self-generated—mostly. There seemed to be something, either behind or around him, that clung close to him; something darker than the night that wanted to wrap itself around him and choke him.

—You’ll disappear with nary a trace!

“Hey!” he said suddenly, “we’re almost out. I can see a break up ahead. We’re not far from the road.”

“It’s a goddamn good thing,” Allison muttered, but David couldn’t make out what she said over the sound of the spring peepers.

They moved along the path for another hundred feet and broke out into a clearing. David tilted his head back and sucked in a lungful of air. He wanted to wash away the tension and fear that the Bog had generated, but he knew that it wouldn’t completely leave him until he was far away from it. Maybe, he realized for the first time, just maybe that’s why he was so anxious to leave Holland after high school graduation—to leave behind the night-filled Bog and everything it had come to mean for him.

After crossing a small field, they came out onto the road. It felt good to have solid asphalt beneath their feet, rather than sinking, gripping muck.

“Thanks for the nature hike,” Allison said as they strode down the road. She swatted at her legs in case any ticks were still clinging on. “We’ll have to do it again sometime . . . in about fifty years or so, OK?”

“I’m sorry it got so shitty,” David said, taking her hand in his. “I really thought we’d be out of there before it got this dark.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Well,” he said, tugging her hand, “it’s still a ways to the car. We’d better get going.”

They walked side by side down the road. The way was still dark, but they felt relieved to have a solid surface under their feet. As they walked away from the Bog, though, David couldn’t shake the feeling that the dark, destructive, nameless something was still back there in the Bog and that it, like himself, had grown much larger since the last time he had been there.
 

IX
 

“Well, well, well,” the man said, barely disguising the glee in his voice. “I see you’ve been nice and comfortable here.”

He was shining his flashlight on a large, fallen tree trunk that had a pile of leaves swept up against one side. Through the space where he had kicked the leaves away, he could see the wide, staring eyes of Jeffy Hollis gleaming in the light. The boy’s eyes shined like the eyes of a frightened deer caught in the sudden glare of a car’s headlights.

“Now, if you promise me you’ll be a good boy and stay nice and quiet, I may even take that gag from your mouth.”

The boy nodded his head wildly, and the man bent down and started to scoop away the leaves, exposing the boy’s pale, quivering naked body. “You don’t want any trouble, now, do you?” the man asked. He took the gag off over the boy’s head and threw it into the darkness.

Jeffy’s eyes narrowed to slits and he ran his tongue over his parched lips before weakly shaking his head back and forth.

“I didn’t think you did,” the man said, as he exposed more of the boy’s body. Deft fingers reached for the ropes that tightly bound the boy. The man pulled on the ropes until they bit deeply into the boy’s arms and legs, then, with a sudden loud grunt, he pulled Jeffy out from underneath the fallen tree.

Jeffy lay on his back, staring up at the man, whose vague form stood out ink-black against the starry sky. “Ahh . . . ahh . . . I’m . . . thir . . thirsty,” he muttered brokenly.

“Just shut up,” the man said harshly, and he pressed the toe of his boot into Jeffy’s stomach. “You talk when I ask you a question, and that’s it. Understand?”

The boy nodded agreement, but still the boot pressed painfully into his belly.

“You understand?”

Jeffy gagged on his answer.

“Good,” the man said, softer. “You do what you’re told, and everything’ll be OK.” The man trained his flashlight on Jeffy’s eyes until they began to hurt, then, slowly, the circle of light left his face and began to move slowly down the length of his body. Jeffy heard the man’s breath catch in his throat.

Jeffy knew that to struggle against the rope that pinned him was useless. He had been left in this position last night, jammed under the length of tree. The cool night air and his inability to move sent screaming stabs of pain into his joints and muscles, and long before dawn he had lost consciousness because of the intense pain. Throughout the day, hidden beneath the damp, moldering leaves, wedged against the tree trunk so tightly that. he could not move, Jeffy had fluctuated between unconsciousness and a pale awareness. Looking up at his tormentor and his piercing beam of light brought Jeffy closer to consciousness than he had been in twenty-four hours, and terror filled his numbed brain.

“Are . . . are you gonna’ let me go?” he asked, wiping his tongue around his mouth to wet his lips.

The man’s low, hollow laugh was the only answer. The dark form hovered over him like a tree ready to fall.

“I . . . wanna’ . . . wanna’ . . . go home, . . .” Tears welled in his eyes, and the beam of light began to swim. “I’ll be good from now on . . . I will . . . I won’t . . . play. . . near the . . . Bog. . . .”

“What’s the matter with you, crying like a little girl?” the shadow man asked gruffly. He leaned close to the terrified boy, his breath warm on his chilled skin. “Are you a little girl?” he asked, mockingly.

“I’ll . . . be . . . good . . . I’ll . . . be . . . good,” Jeffy murmured. “Don’t hurt me. . . .”

“Oh, I can’t let you go yet.” The man patted him almost gently on the shoulder. “I can’t let you go until I have some fun. You must’ve figured that out.” He placed the flashlight down on the ground, directing the light so it shone on the boy’s trembling body. Roughly, he rolled the boy over and began puffing at the ropes that held him. At first, Jeffy thought the man was making sure he was still tied tightly and that he couldn’t move, but then, suddenly, he felt the twisting pressure that pinned his arms back released.

“Are . . . you . . . gonna’ let . . . let me . . . go?”

“I told you,” the man answered, “I want to have my fun first.” He was working on the knots that pinned his legs together, and once these were released, he shifted Jeffy over onto his back and stared down at him.

Jeffy looked up at the towering dark form that seemed to sway dizzily above him. Tears ran down his cheeks, streaking the dirt on his face. “Please please . . . don’t . . . hurt . . . me. . . .”

With a grunting heave, the man rolled Jeffy over onto his stomach and ground his face into the spongy earth. He reached down and quickly undid his own pants, letting them drop to his ankles. Turning back to Jeffy, he reached into his pants pocket and took out a closed knife. With a snap of his wrist, the six inch blade sprang out. The blade caught the flashlight beam and glimmered.

“Cryin’ like a little girl, huh? Well, maybe this is what you want.” With one hand, he raised Jeffy’s butt into the air and pressed him close to his stomach. The knife blade gleamed as it came around and touched Jeffy’s stomach, dimpling the smooth skin.

With his face pressed to the ground, whatever Jeffy said was recognizable. The teasing point of the cold steel, pressed against his stomach, brought him closer to awareness. Matching the sharp pain of the knife-point, was a duller but larger, ripping pain from behind. The man grunted deeply as he penetrated Jeffy and began to pump rhythmically.

“Do you like this?” he asked between grunts. “Huh? Maybe you really are a girl, and little girls like this. Is that it? You’re a little girl?”

The pain, ripping through his bowels, brought Jeffy still closer to awareness. From somewhere deep in his stomach, Jeffy found enough air to expel the word, “No!”

“What?” the man shouted, pushing violently into the boy. “Did you say, no? You don’t like it?” He put both of his arms around the boy and squeezed him tightly. The tip of the man’s knife pressed harder and harder against the boy’s belly. The pain rose in a rush and began to sting as blood began to flow.

“This is what little girls like, you know. If you’re a little girl, you should like this.” He thrust the knife deeper. Blood flowed freely as the man began to move the knife back and forth in slow strokes, enlarging the wound. His blood pouring out freely, Jeffy once again retreated into the darkness. The deep, heaving voice became the darkness that swallowed him, pulling him down . . . down.

The man sat back on his heels and pulled Jeffy to him so tightly that he heard several of the boy’s ribs crack. The knife bit deeper, deeper with wide strokes. The man screamed with a shuddering climax, jerked back, drawing the knife in a long gash. Jeffy’s intestines spilled onto the ground. Sweating and panting, the man held the limp form of the boy for several seconds, then slowly withdrew himself and let the lifeless body slump to the ground.

“Go ahead,” the man said as he stood up and nudged Jeffy’s body with the toe of his boot. “Go ahead and yell all you want.” Jeffy lay face-down in a widening pool of blood that stained the ground dark black.

“Come on, you little bastard.” He hauled back and kicked the boy violently in the ribs. Jeffy flopped over, his lifeless eyes catching the light from the flashlight and glowing with a distant gleam.

“Ain’t you gonna’ cry? Ain’t you gonna’ yell?” the man shouted louder. There was a growing edge of hysteria in his voice that soon cackled with laughter. “Come on, you little pussy! Cry! Cry for me!”

He threw his head back and let his insane laughter fly up into the night sky. Louder and louder, his laughter rose until it swelled above the sounds of the spring peepers in the Bog and filled the night-black woods.
 

X
 

Les sat with his feet up on the footstool. His left hand held a can of beer, and his eyes were fixed on the TV screen. The clicking sound of Leah’s knitting needles made a steady rhythm that seemed to lull both of them into a half-sleep.

“So,” Leah said softly. Les shifted in his chair but didn’t look at her.

“So, what?”

“You didn’t really tell me how the search went today.”

Les took a swallow of beer and sighed. “We didn’t find him, what’s more to tell?”

Leah’s knitting needles clicked steadily. “I dunno’; I just wanted to know how it was, I guess.”

Les sighed, leaned forward, and turned the TV a shade louder for the sports news. “It was a bitch, that’s how it was. Out in the goddamn boonies, up to my knees in muck and mud, blackflies going for my fucking eyes—that’s how it was. Now, if you don’t mind . . . ?” He tilted his beer can in the direction of the sports reporter.

Leah looked at her husband with a questioning wrinkle on her brow. “I thought,” she said, during the commercial, “you said that the searchers wouldn’t be out past dark.”

Les drained his beer can and dropped it onto the floor beside his chair. “I said I thought we wouldn’t be out past dark, not that we wouldn’t.”

“Oh.” The needles clicked.

“Once we were out there, we figured to stay at it as long as we could. There are a few parties still out, I think.”

“Really?” Leah said, nodding. “I called Frank about nine o’clock, and he was already home.”

“Schroder, he’s a dip-shit! But he’s probably right; they’ll never find that kid in the Bog—’specially after dark.”

“Oh, I hope they do.”

Les sighed deeply and, tilting his head back, stared up at the ceiling. “They never will.”

Suddenly, there was a loud thump from upstairs. Les snapped forward, and Leah paused in mid-motion. Muggins, lying on his rug behind the couch, lifted his head and snorted.

“Those little shits ain’t asleep yet?” Les said, glaring at Leah.

“Doesn’t sound it, does it. But it’s getting close to summer vacation; they’re kinda’ excited, I guess,” Leah offered unconvincingly. “Besides, what can you expect after everything that’s been happening around town lately. They’ll settle down soon. Just relax.”

Les snorted and then belched. “Shit, when I was kid, if I screwed around like that, I’d of had my ass belted.”

“Take it easy, will you?” Leah said, lowering her knitting to her lap. “God, what’s got you so worked up?”

“Nothin’, nothin’s got me worked up!”

Leah stared at the TV, but her mind was elsewhere. Her eyes were blinking rapidly, she was gnawing on her lower lip.

“Oh, by the way,” she said after the silence had grown unbearable, “I got a call tonight from David.”

Les tensed, but his face revealed no emotion. “Yeah?”

“He wanted to firm up an evening we could get together,” she said, softly.

“Huh,” Les snorted.

“What—what’s the matter, don’t you want to see him?”

“I could just about give two shits,” Les said, turning on her with an angry glare.

“Well he wanted to know if we could, you know, maybe go out for a meal, to the Red Sands or something, on Friday.”

Les slapped his fist into his open hand and shouted, “No, damnit! Friday night wouldn’t be all right!” “He—”

“We’re not going and that’s—” From upstairs came a rapid series of thumps. “What the hell’s going on up there?” he shouted, glaring up at the ceiling.

“Nothing. Take it easy, will you, hon’?” Leah put out her hand to touch his shoulder, but he pulled away violently. “It’s probably just Georgie going to the bathroom.”

“Well, goddamnit, he’s gonna’ settle down,” Les snarled, rising from the couch. He stood beside the TV, frowning at Leah.

“Will you just take it easy, hon’? Come on, sit down and relax.”

Les swore softly under his breath and switched the station before sitting back down.

“Hey! I was watching that,” Leah protested.

“The hell you were,” Les said, sitting back down. Leah sat there and studied her husband’s face. In the blue light from the TV screen, it looked pale and drawn, as though the blood had been drained out. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, emphasized by the dim light. His jaw muscles clenched and unclenched repeatedly. Finally, Leah let her attention drift back to the TV.

Again, a loud thump sounded from upstairs, and this time it was followed by Georgie’s piercing cry. Les was on his feet in an instant and starting up the stairway. Leah was two steps behind him, grabbing at his back as he climbed the steps.

“What in hell’s going on up here,” he bellowed, once he had reached the head of the stairs. He peered into the boys’ darkened room, then reached in and snapped on the light.

Robbie and Sammy were sitting in their beds cross-legged, blinking their eyes from the sudden brightness. Georgie was face-down on the floor under a heap of blankets. He was sobbing deeply.

“I said, what in the hell is going on up here?” Les shouted. He walked over to Robbie’s bed and stood there, arms folded across his chest. With a quick grab, he pulled Robbie’s arm almost tumbled him out of bed. “Well?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know!” Robbie screamed as his arm twisted painfully.

Leah bent over Georgie, comforting the sobbing boy. He was whimpering between sniffles, trying to talk. Les looked over at them and then glared at Robbie. Giving the boy’s arm another twist, he repeated his question.

“What the hell is going on here?” he asked, glaring angrily.

“Honest, Pop. I don’t know! I was asleep!”

Les turned around, letting Robbie’s arm drop. He looked over at Sammy. The faint expression of pleasure on Sammy’s face at seeing his brother catch hell slowly faded away. Les stood at the foot of Sammy’s bed. “Do you know what happened?” he asked harshly;

Sammy shook his head, no.

“What do you think is so funny?” Les asked. “I saw that stupid smirk on your face.” Les reached out suddenly and grabbed Sammy by the ear. The boy had no time to react or dodge. He screamed in pain as he was practically lifted from his bed.

“You think this is funny?”

“Lemme’ go! Lemme’ go!” Sammy shouted. His eyes pinched tightly closed. “I didn’t mean it! Honest! I didn’t mean to scare him!”

Les grabbed the boy’s shoulder and pulled him from the bed onto the floor. He spun him around and forced him to lean over his bed. He held him in this position as he listened to Georgie who, between sobs, was finally getting his story out.

“I got up . . . to go . . . to go pee-pee. And. . . and while I was in the . . . the bathroom, Sammy. . . turned out the light. . . .”

Sammy twisted his head around and scowled at his tattle-tale younger brother.

“He had . . . had made his bed look like. . . like he was still in it . . . but . . . but he hid under mine . . . and when I came back and was . . . was getting into bed . . . he grabbed my leg. I fell and hit my head.” His story told, Georgie broke into tears again. Leah ruffled his hair and pulled him close to her.

“There, there. You’re OK now.”

“My head hurts,” Georgie moaned.

It sounded to Sammy like the little fink was putting it on pretty heavy. He gritted his teeth and looked up at his father. “Honest, Pop. I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

Leah eased Georgie back under the covers, tucking the blanket in under his chin. She leaned down and gently kissed his forehead.

“He’s all right,” she pronounced, looking nervously at Les. He still had Sammy leaning over the bed, his hand rested menacingly on his belt buckle.

“I was just goofing on him,” Sammy said, his voice a high-pitched squeak.

“Well I’m not,” Les snapped. He opened his belt and slid it from his pants. He wrapped one end around his fist and slapped the leather strap on his other hand. “Drop your pants, young man.”

Leah stepped over to Les and rested her hand on his shoulder. Before she could say anything, Les said angrily, “He’s got to learn.”

The look in Les’ eyes made Leah think that he was angry enough to use the belt on her if she crossed him. She took a nervous step backwards.

“I said, drop ‘em!” Les shouted. He continued to smack his open palm with his belt.

Robbie was watching from his bed, wide-eyed and glad that he had had nothing to do with scaring Georgie. Georgie was sniffing, wiping his nose with his pajama sleeve.

Sammy twisted the elastic band of his pajama bottoms and, realizing there was no way out, slowly slid them down to his ankles. He spread his legs and leaned over the bed, as he had seen so many TV criminals do when they were being searched by the cops. He could feel his throat tightening, and his knees felt as though they were about to buckle. Tears welled in his eyes, but he forced them back, vowing silently not to cry. He inhaled, held his breath, and waited.

The leather strap suddenly stung his rump with the sharp sting of a snake bite.

“One!” Les said, forcing the words out slowly.

Sammy bit into his lower lip so he wouldn’t cry out. The pain spread like a fire.

The strap struck again with a snap.

“Two!”

Sammy pressed his face into the jumbled pile of blankets.

Another loud crack.

“Three!”

A salty taste filled Sammy’s mouth, but he didn’t realize yet that he had bit his lip open and that it was bleeding. He thought it was the taste of pain.

“I’ll teach you to fool around up here when you’re supposed to be sleeping.”

“Les!” Leah said, her voice cracking.

Les looked at her over his shoulder as he drew his arm back for a fourth swat. The gleam in his eyes looked almost as though he had lost his mind or something. She brought her hands to her face and watched, horrified as Les struck Sammy with the strap again.

“Four!”

With this, Sammy could hold back no longer, and he let out a piercing howl that startled even Les. The boy’s skinny shoulders contracted and shook as he buried his face in his blankets. Les looked at his son’s bare butt and saw that four angry, red welts were rising. He let out his breath slowly and then started to run his belt back into his belt loops.

“You can get back into bed now,” he said sharply. He saw that one of the welts had begun to bleed. A thin trail of blood ran down the boy’s crack. “Pull your pants up!”

Leah made a move to go to Sammy, but Les grabbed her by the arm and pushed her away roughly. “He ain’t no goddamn baby! Leave him alone!”

“Les . . .” Leah said, but then fell silent when she saw the crazy gleam still in her husband’s eyes.

Les pointed a finger at her and jabbed it at her angrily. “And don’t you go tellin’ me how to deal with my own damn kids!” he shouted. “I don’t need any of your bullshit!”

Sammy still hadn’t moved. He lay crumpled on top of his bed, his pajamas bottoms still tangled around his feet. His ass was still bleeding, but not much.

“I told you to get back into bed,” Les said, shaking his finger at the boy. “And stop your goddamn crying.”

“Jesus, Les,” Leah said almost in a scream, “enough is enough.”

“Well,” Les said, tilting his head and looking at Leah with a wide-eyed glare, “just maybe, if these boys got a whippin’ now and again, they’d behave better.”

Sammy quickly slid his pajama bottoms up and hopped into bed, lying on his stomach. His body still shook from crying.

“Stop actin’ like a baby, and I’ll stop treatin’ you like one,” Les snarled. He pushed Leah toward the doorway and then out into the hallway. At the door, he paused before turning off the light. “And if I hear any more noise from this room, even a peep, I’m gonna’ come up here and tan the hides of all of yah. Now go to sleep!”

He snapped the light off and followed Leah downstairs where the TV was still blaring away. As they sat in silence in the living room, Leah stared at Les, waiting for that crazy gleam to leave his eyes. After he had gotten him another beer, he seemed to calm down.

“You know,” she said tentatively, “I’m really surprised you’d explode like that. You’ve never belted the kids before.”

 “Well, maybe it’s about time I did. It might do them some good instead of all the goddamn coddling they get from you.”

“Les.”

Les snorted, “Well, I just don’t want any son of mine growing up to be a chicken-shit little bastard, that’s all.”







Part II
 

“The Blackheart Man”
 

“Alas! poor children, whence came ye; do you know that this house belongs to an Ogre, that eats up little children?”
 

(Little Poucet, 1729.)








HOLLAND, MAINE, TUESDAY, JUNE 7, 1977, SEARCH CONTINUES THROUGH NIGHT
 

HOLLAND—Local and state police, aided by volunteers, continued their search of the wooded area around Holland for Jeffrey Hollis, who has been missing since Sunday evening. So far, the search has turned up no leads in this latest of a series of apparently related incidents.

Police Chief Virgil Shaw said late today that the area searched will be expanded to include the entire town and much of the forest in bordering towns.

Citizens who wish to assist in the search are asked to notify the police chief at his office.







Chapter Five
 

I
 

“Yeah, that’s right,” Les said. He held the telephone close to his mouth and tried to make his voice sound thick. “I’m feelin’ like shit, sore throat and fever. I figured you guys wouldn’t be working today, right?”

“Yeah,” Wescott replied. “We’re still gonna’ be out beating the brush again.”

“That’s what I figured. Probably getting wet yesterday is why I came down with this.” Les glanced up at the ceiling and hoped he sounded convincing. “If I don’t stay in bed it’ll probably get worse.” He sniffed loudly into the phone to add conviction.

“Yeah well I hope you’re feeling better soon, Les.”

“Oh, hell, I’ll probably shake it in a day or two. I just don’t want to take any chances.” He cleared his throat loudly.

“OK. Catch yah’ later.” After Wescott hung up, Les sat for a moment on the edge of the bed, listening to the dead air of the disconnected call. He took one deep breath and cradled the phone. Standing up slowly, he stretched his arms over his head and grunted; he hadn’t felt this great in a long time!

“Who were you talking to, hon’?” Leah called from the bathroom. She sounded as though her mouth was full of toothpaste.

“Uh, Wescott,” Les shouted, to be heard over the running water. “I just called him to find out where we were gonna’ be starting the search today.” He paused, then added, “You know, they still haven’t found a trace?” He smiled to himself.

Leah poked her head around the door frame. The handle of her toothbrush stuck out from the mass of white foam that covered her lips and chin. It bobbed up and down as she spoke. “God, I hope he’s OK when they find him.”

Les shrugged and sat back down on the bed. He picked up yesterday’s socks and started to pull them on. “Who knows?”

“You know, I think I’ll stop by and visit Linda this morning,” Leah said, once she had withdrawn into the bathroom. Les listened as she gargled and spat.

“Yeah. That’d be . . . nice,” Les grunted, pulling on his pants. “We’ll probably be out ‘til way after dark again.”

He picked up the shirt he had worn the day before, gave the armpits a quick sniff, shrugged, and slipped his arms into the sleeves. Leah came out of the bathroom, looking well-scrubbed and fresh.

“If your driving by the school, why don’t you drop the boys off?” she said. She paused, then added, “That way they wouldn’t have to walk down to the bus stop.”

“I’m not going by the school,” Lee said quickly, tension scarring his voice. “And even if I was, I’d—”

“Aren’t the search parties starting out at Shaw’s office?” Leah asked pointedly.

Les paused, glaring at Leah. Then, puffing his breath with frustration, he said, “Yeah . . . yeah. I’ll give ‘em a ride down. If they hurry!” He started down the stairs to the kitchen.

Leah and the boys joined him in the kitchen a few minutes later. Les had started cooking bacon, but as soon as Leah appeared, he put the fork on the countertop and sat down at the table. Leah finished the bacon and started frying the eggs. Throughout the morning meal, Sammy was sullen, keeping his gaze lowered, not daring to look directly at his father. When he did look at his father, he felt a pulsing pain on his backsides and scowled. The family ate with a minimum of conversation, although Leah spoke cheerfully, trying to pretend that the incident last night hadn’t happened.

At seven-thirty, Les belched, got up from the table, and went to the closet for his jacket. He stood in the doorway and hollered for the boys, who had gone back upstairs to get their books. Leah came from the kitchen and handed Les his lunchpail. “Here, you almost forgot this,” she said. She looked at Les with a pleading glance.

“Yeah? You wanna’ say something?” he said curtly.

Leah glanced up the stairway, where she could hear the boys shuffling around. “I think,” she said softly, “you ought to say something to Sammy. Let him know that you aren’t still mad at him.”

“And what makes you think I’m not?”

“Oh, Les,” she said. She stood beside him a moment longer, and then, when she found that she didn’t know what to say, went back into the kitchen.

The boys came downstairs slowly, not at all with the usual rush and hurry.

“Have a nice day,” Leah called from the kitchen. She was standing at the sink, wishing she knew what she wanted to say.

Father and sons didn’t say a word to each other as they walked out to the garage and swung the door open. They all sat in the front seat. Les was a bit surprised that Robbie hadn’t asked to drive, but he was just as glad—it would have been a pain in the ass to get out and switch seats after he dropped them off at the school. Les started up the car and backed slowly down into the street.

“Well, summer vacation’ll be here soon,” he said, trying to inject a bit of good cheer into his voice.

The boys grunted wordless responses as Les started slowly down Oak Street. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongues?” he asked, a trace of sarcasm in his voice.

“No,” Robbie replied. Sammy just shook his head. “Too bad that wasn’t the case last night,” Les said. “Seems to me that you boys just can’t take your medicine. That’s all.” The sun was already high in the sky, and it promised to be another hot day. Les was glad he wasn’t planning on spending his day, sweating his ass off, traipsing through the Bog. No sir!

As he drove down Main Street, Les became increasingly nervous. What if Wescott or someone else from the crew saw him? He was supposed to be home in bed, sick. If someone saw him, they might give the house a call. If they did that, Leah would find out that he had called in sick this morning. If she knew that, then what?

“The old shit’Il hit the fan,” Les muttered softly. “What you say, Dad?” Robbie asked.

Les started and shook his head. “Oh, nothing.”

He slouched down in the seat as he drove past the police station. There were a lot of cars parked out front, but it looked like everyone was either inside or already out beating the brush; nobody saw him drive by. Les breathed a little easier and straightened in his seat after he had gone by Shaw’s office.

The tires scraped against the stone curb as Les pulled up in front of the school. He snapped the car into neutral and waited for the boys to hop out.

“See yah, Dad,” Robbie said as his feet touched the pavement. Sammy was standing beside the car, looking as though he wanted to say something. Robbie started up the cement path toward the school while Sammy stood beside the car, trying to find his voice. Finally, he said in a croaking voice,” ‘Bye, Dad,” and swung the door shut. It didn’t close all the way, but he had started for the school, and Les had to lean across the seat to slam it firmly.

“Chicken-shit little bastard,” he whispered, then popped the car into gear and continued down the road. He wasn’t exactly sure where he was heading at first; he just wanted to drive a while and think.

He had to chuckle to himself when he thought about the humor of the situation. All through his four (almost five) years of high school, he had been known as an “A-1 hookey artist,” as his friends put it. By the time he graduated from high school, he figured he had cut about one day out of every five. His methods for getting and staying out of school were so varied and ingenious, the only real problem he had was keeping the lies consistent.

His record at work was much better, but right after graduation, he had married Leah—shot-gun wedding, and he had taken his job and his role as family bread winner much more seriously than his high school attendance.

What struck him so funny was that here he was, making damn sure his own kids didn’t miss a day, and now, after calling in sick, wondering what he was going to do with his free time.

He drove past the Tulsa station and the freight yard, crossed the railroad track beside the abandoned lumber yard, and took a right turn onto Route 5. He was thinking of driving the long way out the Bridgton. It was too early in the morning for a beer at the Sawmill and, besides, he didn’t want to be seen in downtown Holland. He decided on a late breakfast at the Wagon Wheel and then he just might stay there throughout the afternoon and get shit-faced. He knew he was ahead of everyone, that there was no way he could be caught. With everything that had been happening lately, he figured that what he needed most was to get good and stinking drunk.

He took his time driving, seeing as he had the whole day. He rolled down the side window to let in a stream of warm air and cocked his green felt hat back on his head. He snapped on the car radio. WPOR, the country-western station in Portland, was playing a new Dolly Parton song. He turned the volume up until it rattled the cheap speaker, stuck his elbow out the window, and settled down in the car seat to enjoy his early morning drive along the back road. He chuckled, thinking he should be “sick” like this more often.

The road, a long black ribbon, unwound smoothly. Some state highway funds had come through last summer, and the road crew Les worked with had spent close to a year resurfacing this stretch of road from town to the intersection of Route 302. It had been a pain in the ass, working so long on the road, but now the smoothness fit his mood perfectly. Les felt a rising elation as he cruised along, picking up speed.

Dolly finished her song, and Les turned down the volume as the D.J. rapped through the morning news.

He damn sure didn’t want to hear about the trouble in the Middle East, but when he heard the name Holland, Maine mentioned, he turned the volume back up.

The brief report mentioned that the search for the missing boy was still underway; that the State Forestry Service was dragging the open water in the Bog; that local volunteers were combing the area; and that the death of Billy Wilson was still officially—not connected with the disappearance of the Hollis boy.

“Let them do the monkey work,” Les said when the report was through. He turned down the radio. As he sat forward in his seat, he caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. The pale blue of his eyes held him for a moment. The car swerved for a second, but Les caught it and held the steering wheel firmly. He twisted the mirror so he could look at his reflection without taking his eyes far from the road.

The gleam in his pale eyes held him as he flicked his glance from his reflection to the road and back to his reflection. With each glance of himself, his smile widened until he was smiling broadly, showing a row of pearly white teeth. A low laugh sounded deep within his chest and started to rise.

“You fuckin’ hot shit,” he said with laughter. “You goddamn fuckin’ class-A hot shit!” His laughter rose steadily and he slapped himself on the leg a number of times as he shook his head from side to side.

His laughter rose, filling the car. He was driving faster than he realized, though, and when he came into the curve that ended with a stop sign at the junction of Route 802, he suddenly shook his head, snapped alert, and pumped the brakes—hard.

The back tires of the car grabbed, skidding with a snake-like hiss. For a brief second, Les panicked, thinking he wouldn’t be able to control the car in a spin. He saw the stop sign ahead, gritted his teeth, and jockeyed the steering wheel, fighting for control.

“It’s not as bad as skidding in the fuckin’ snow,” he reminded himself, playing the steering wheel whenever he felt the back of the car start to come around front. He pumped the brakes. The tires scraped louder. He was rapidly approaching the stop sign and he realized that he was not going to be able to stop in time. Quickly, he decided to take the curve, run the stop sign, and hope—hope to God a Mack truck wasn’t heading north on Route 802.

Les glanced quickly in both directions and, for the first time, he realized just how bad the intersection was; he couldn’t see anything in either direction. His jaw set firmly, he started into the turn, still applying the brakes.

The car swung around heavily, but at least on 802 there was rougher asphalt, not the new slick road covering layered with sand. The brakes held, the tires kept the road as Les swung past the stop sign and onto the road.

“Hot damn!” Les shouted, when he realized that he had made it. He readjusted the rearview mirror and glanced behind him, grateful that he didn’t see either a Mack truck or a police cruiser. He let out another loud whoop and tapped a frantic rhythm on the steering wheel. “Things is just going your way today, boy,” he said, twisting the mirror so he could see himself again. “Things is just going your way!”
 

II
 

“I
sign here?” David asked. He looked up at Sidney Latham, who was leaning closely over his shoulder. He tapped the pale blue line with his forefinger.

“Uhhh, yes, that’s right,” Sidney said. The smell of stale tobacco smoke nauseated David. “That will do it.”

For a moment David hesitated, then, with a quick flourish he scribbled his signature and placed the pen beside the documents. “Not so difficult after all, was it?”

Sidney walked over to the other side of the desk and sat down. He gathered the papers together and smiled at David as he jogged them into a neat little stack.

“It seems almost anti-climactic,” David said, sitting back in his chair and glancing out at the pale morning sky. “After all the waiting and hassles and all, just a few strokes of the pen to finish it off.”

“I’ll let you in on a little trade secret,” Latham said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “That’s how it is a lot of times. We lawyers just take our time to make it look good so it will seem like we’re earning our outrageous fees.”

David wasn’t amused, and Latham quickly read his face. “Of course, in your situation, where one of the heirs was declared legally dead, there was a bit more involved.”

David smiled and, remembering that he had signed with his own pen, he picked up the pen and slipped it into his pocket. “One thing I am curious about,” he said. “What would happen now if my father did show up, after all these years?”

Latham stroked his chin and said, “A legal shit-storm.”

David laughed this time, more to gratify the man than from any humor he felt.

“Actually,” Latham continued, “your father has been declared dead so, by law, any claim he had on that property is no longer valid.”

“Well,” David sighed and shifted forward in his chair to stand up, “I for one am glad it’s finished.

You’ve earned your fee as far as I’m concerned. The sooner I get that land on the market and sold, the better I’ll feel.”

“Ummm.” Sidney looked at him intently, and David sensed that he had something to say. He raised an inquiring eyebrow at the lawyer.

Latham leaned back in his chair to appear casual. He picked up his pipe and chewed thoughtfully at the stem. Again, he reminded David of a college professor.

“Well, David, you see.” He paused, fished a lighter from his pocket and began to work at lighting his pipe. David always wondered why, if the damn things were so hard to smoke, anyone would bother with them; perhaps, like now, it was to give him some time to organize his thoughts and words.

“Now that the deeds are signed and the property is yours, I’ve been wondering exactly what your plans are.”

“I told you, put it on the market and sell it.” “Ummm.” Latham nodded thoughtfully.

“Are there any agencies you could recommend?” David asked, aware that Latham was holding something back.

“I might be able to do a bit better than that, my boy,” Latham said. He paused, for effect. “If you’re as anxious to get rid of that property as you say, an associate of mine has expressed some interest in it.”

David felt a slight satisfaction in realizing Latham had something up his sleeve. But suddenly, perhaps because of Latham’s familiar “my boy,” he was cautious. He didn’t want to let the place go too easily, especially now that it was apparent that Latham had been waiting for this moment for quite some time: to wait a little longer might not hurt the asking price, David decided.

“Well, Mr. Latham, you know, that’s a pretty good sized place, some good land too. With a bit of work, that’d make a nice family home for someone. I want to be sure of getting a fair price.”

“My associate is willing to give you a fair price. I think he’ll match or exceed your best offer. And, if it is a concern of yours, I can assure you that he intends to remodel the house and resell it.”

“For a profit,” David said, fighting back the grin he felt was about to break across his face.

“Of course for a profit,” Latham said, not looking up at David as he tapped the burning tobacco down with the butt of his penknife. “My associate is a business man.”

“And who exactly is this associate of yours? Before I get too far into this, I’d like to know who I’m dealing with. Or, better yet, I’d like to meet him.”

“The man’s name is Harry Sumner. He’s a contractor in town. I don’t think he was living here while you were around.”

David shook his head. “So he intends to develop the land.”

Latham nodded. “That is our—uh, his intent. Not counting the wetland, there are twenty-five or thirty acres of good land there. No sense letting it just sit there idle, David. Holland’s a growing area. A lot of city folks are dying to move up here and settle, if not permanently, at least for the summer and winter skiing. Of course, Mr. Sumner isn’t in the business out of charity; he does intend to make a buck or two.”

“Oh sure, sure,” David said, “I can’t fault him on that. It’s just—” He slouched down into his chair and studied his folded hands for a moment. “That’s approximately twenty-five acres of land, and maybe another thirty of the Bog,” he said softly.

Suddenly looking up at Latham, David said, “And what exactly was the price Mr. Sumner was willing to pay?”

Latham shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Well, I’m not at liberty to discuss prices with you. We were discussing it, though, and I think it was in the area of, oh, roughly fifty thousand.”

David nodded solemnly. “That sounds like a decent area to be in.” He shifted suddenly and stood up. Latham, obviously caught off guard, dropped his pipe on the floor as he jumped to his feet.

“I’ll have to give it some thought, though,” David said. “I’ll be in town until the weekend. I’d like to meet with Mr. Sumner and discuss this with him. Could you arrange it?”

Latham smiled and nodded. “I have your number at the motel. I’ll get in touch with Harry and give you a buzz.” He stuck his hand across the desk. David gave it a firm shake. “We can meet here, if it’s convenient for you.”

“Fine. Between now and then, I think I’ll check with a few agencies, see what the going prices are. I want to get the best price I can. I’m sure Mr. Sumner will understand.”

“Of course he will, of course he will,” Latham said. “He’s a business man too,” he concluded with a canary-eating cat grin.

Before David left, he asked Latham, “Have you heard any more about the search for that missing boy?”

“The Hollis boy? No, I haven’t. Shaw’s got half the town out beating the brush, though. They’ll find him.”

“I hope they don’t find him the way I found”—David gagged at the memory—”the way I found Billy Wilson. There’s a real whacko out there, that’s for sure.” He fixed Latham with a harsh stare. “See, New York isn’t the only place where you aren’t safe after dark.”

The comment caught Latham off guard, and he could do nothing but meet David’s stare and smile weakly.

“Well,” David continued, “whoever it is, I know one thing—sooner or later he’ll make a mistake and get caught.”

“You think so?” Latham asked earnestly.

“For sure. He’s gotta’ be one of two types. Either he’s the kind of guy who will have to boast or do something so brazen he gets caught, you know, make a show of that he’s getting away with it; or else he’s a mousy little guy and, eventually, the guilt will drive him nuts and he’ll turn himself in.”

“It sounds like you don’t have a hell of a lot of faith in the police investigation,” Latham said.

David shrugged. “I’ve always felt that, more often than not, it’s the criminal who gets himself caught.” “I sure hope so,” Latham said. “I sure hope he gets nailed before too long—before he gets anyone else.” “He will . . . he will,” David said. “If he’s human.”

Then he turned and left the lawyer’s office, trying to push away the shadow that rose up in his memory.
 

III
 

Les popped the last bit of his third hot dog with mustard and onions into his mouth and washed it down with a large gulp of beer. He slammed his mug down on the table when the Bridgton town whistle blew, signaling the noon hour.

He had lost count of the beers he had had this morning, but a rough estimate put it in the neighborhood of ten or twelve. He knew he could figure it out if he counted his change but decided that it wasn’t worth the effort. He knew one thing for damn sure, that he was feeling pretty damn good.

When he heard the old firehouse horn blowing, Les immediately thought that it sounded like a series of farts. He chuckled at the thought that he had eaten enough onions to give him gas for a week. He rolled his butt slightly to the side and let out a tight, high-pitched fart—what he called a “one-cheek squeak.” He chuckled again and raised his hand for another beer.

One of the waitresses placed a frosty mug in front of him. She was new on the job and Les didn’t know her name. She gave him a coy smile.

“Thanks, honey,” he said, giving her an affectionate pat on the ass. She pulled away from his touch, waited for him to count out his money, and then strode away without another word. Les watched the hem of her short skirt hitch up slightly with each step, then he settled back down in his booth and took a deep swallow. He would have to be “sick” for work more often.

Christ, he was feeling good, he determined. The morning had started out well and had gotten better as it went along. He smacked his lips with loud satisfaction and then took another deep swallow.

“Startin’ in kinda’ early, ain’t yah?” a voice behind him said.

Looking up, Les saw Mac Foster standing at his shoulder. The old man was wearing his heavy red woolen shirt and his hole-ridden blue wool cap. As he turned around, Les caught a whiff of his unwashed clothes and body.

“Can I sitt’own?” the old man asked, indicating the other side of the booth with his empty beer mug.

Les nodded and removed his foot from the opposite seat. “Sure. Yeah, I’m takin’ the day off. Sort of a little celebration.”

“Ohh?” Mac said, seating himself heavily. He snubbed out the smoldering cigarette in his left hand, scratched at the bristly white stubble on his cheeks, then relit another cigarette, all the while regarding Les with his watery eyes. “And jus’ what might yah be celebratin’?” he asked.

“Just being alive,” Les replied, a bit distantly. Now that Mac was sitting down with him, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted company. “Just being alive.” 

“‘Bsolutely nothin’ like it . . . bein’ alive, that is,” Mac said, his mouth belching thick, blue smoke. He leaned forward, pushing his glass toward Les. “Say, you buyin’ this round?”

Les nodded slightly, and Mac’s hand shot up into the air. A moment later the waitress came over to the table and put down two full beers. She made a point of not looking at Les as he paid, and walked away from the booth quickly.

“I thought you highway department boys was out on that there search,” Mac said. A moustache of beer foam clung to his upper lip.

“Yeah,” Les replied. “I just thought I’d take the day off. I couldn’t really see spending my time chasing around that goddamn Bog, getting eaten by black flies. Fuck it.”

Mac nodded and blew out a streamer of smoke. “Black flies ain’t bad. All yah gotta’ do,” Mac said, chuckling, “is forget to take a bath for a week or two and they won’t wanna’ take a bite outta’ yah.” He chuckled to himself and took another swallow of beer.

“They ain’t gonna’ find anything out there anyway,” Les said.

Mac suddenly scowled, his face taking on the aspect of death as he leaned forward in the dimness of the bar and tapped Les on the chest with his bony forefinger. “I knows who done it, too,” he said, his voice low and intense. A horribly mad light glowed deep within his eyes, and Les shifted uncomfortably.

“‘S that so,” he said, trying to keep his voice even and unconcerned.

“Sure as shit,” Mac said, nodding. “I seen ‘em just as clear as I see you sittin’ here.” The old man’s throat was beginning to sound dry and raspy, so he took another drink before continuing. “You guys been tellin’ me I’m full of shit, but I seen them flyin’ saucers out there in the Bog. Honest to Christ.”

“You don’t say,” Les said with a foggy smile.

“I been tellin’ you guys for months about them blue lights I seen in the Bog. Them’s flyin’ saucers taking them kids away. After they check ‘em inside and out, they throw the body back into the Bog, make it look like a murder so no one will suspect the truth.”

Les leaned back in his seat and cracked a tight grin. The old man’s gleaming eyes still had him.

“Oh yeah, sure, go ahead and laugh,” Mac said, his anger rising. He leaned across the table toward Les, paused just long enough to drain his mug, and then continued. “All o’ yah laugh and figure I’m drunk on my ass, but I seen ‘em!”

“Oh, I believe you,” Les said. “Really I do.” But the smile on his face betrayed him and only served to make Mac angrier.

“You can go to blazes!” Mac shouted, slamming his hand against the table and making the beer mugs rattle. “I know what’s goin’ on in that Bog! I seen ‘em clear as I can see you!”

“I don’t doubt you a bit,” Les replied distantly. A flicker of movement caught his eye and, looking at the side door, he saw Allison walk in and take a seat at the bar. She was wearing a shimmering blue silk blouse and a pair of tightly fitted jeans. Les craned his neck, watching her as Mac rambled on about the night last fall when he had seen a flying saucer land in the Bog and a half dozen little, round-headed people got out and run around.

Les’ eyes were fastened on Allison who, sitting in silhouette, daintily sipped at her mixed drink. Les had to admit that she had more class than five or six women from Holland put together. At any minute, he expected to see David walk in and join her, but until he did, Les was content to study the woman’s attractive figure.

“You listenin’?” Mac said loudly. He reached for Les’ elbow and shook it. Les looked up at the old man angrily.

“I’m tellin’ yah, these disappearances ain’t gonna’ stop until these saucer men have what they want. Then they’ll jus’ disappear ‘n go back to where they came from.”

“You’re probably right,” Les said, shifting his body so he could watch Allison. She had almost finished her drink, and Les was beginning to suspect that if David was going to join her, he would have by now.

Maybe, Les thought, she’s looking for some company.

Les looked at Mac, who was still in the clutches of his story. He reached for his wallet, took out a dollar bill, and slapped it into the old man’s hand. “Here you go, buddy. Drink this up for me,” he said, moving to rise. “There’s someone I gotta’ see.”

Les stood up, hitched his belt, and finished off his drink. However involved Mac had been in telling about what was out in the Bog, he forgot all about it at the prospect of another free drink. He crumpled the bill and slid it into his shirt pocket. As Les walked away from the table, Mac settled into his seat and raised his hand for the waitress to come over.

Les walked boldly to where Allison was sitting and took the empty bar stool beside her. He noticed that everyone in the bar was watching him, and he felt a deep pride that he knew this woman and dared to sit with her. He relished the envy the others must be feeling.

Les made an attempt to sound casual as he greeted Allison. She looked at him with an expressionless glance and then raised her glass to her mouth before nodding.

“Ain’t it a bit early in the day for scotch and water?” Les asked.

Allison wrinkled her brows slightly, then said, “It’s never too early in the day for anything in my book.” She ran her tongue over her upper lip and then took another dainty sip.

There was a lengthening moment of awkward silence. Les cleared his throat and shifted uneasily on the stool. He felt the eyes in the bar focused on him, and that made him feel a wave of warmth on the back of his neck. When Allison took a cigarette from the leather case that lay on the bar, Les quickly snatched up the Bic lighter and flicked it.

“Well, I see you have some manners,” she said before puffing the cigarette into life. Les recognized the tone of voice some people used when talking to their pets, and that angered him slightly. Still, he smiled and laughed softly.

“We’re not all a bunch of hicks, yah know,” he said evenly. Allison puffed a cloud of smoke in his direction and smirked slightly.

Les had to swallow hard as he stared at Allison. He remembered how attractive she was the first time he had met her, and she was just as good now—maybe even better. He noticed the way the silk blouse stretched across her breasts and quickly realized that she wasn’t wearing a bra. He wondered, a lump forming in his throat, if she was wearing any panties. He knew, in the back of his mind, that Allison was the kind of woman he could never come close to impressing, but he felt some confidence just being able to sit next to her.

“So, where’s David?” he asked. “I thought he’d be joining you.” He straightened up and scanned the half-filled bar as though he expected to locate the lady’s missing companion. Mac Foster caught his eye, raised his mug, and winked.

Allison sighed deeply, the harsh scowl on her face deepening. “He’s talking to some real estate dealer,” she said huffily, “and I’ll be goddamned if I’m going to sit around all afternoon listening to him talk about that old house of his.” She took an angry puff on her cigarette and made a vague attempt at flicking the ash into the ashtray.

“He’s thinking of sellin’ the place?” Les asked, suddenly interested. “I didn’t realize he was—”

“I just said,” Allison said sternly, “that I didn’t want to talk about it.”

“Oh yeah, sure,” Les said, suddenly sobered. “Just tryin’ to make conversation, that’s all.”

“Well, if that’s the best you can do, why don’t you rejoin your old buddy over there,” she said, cocking her thumb in Mac’s general direction.

“Oh, I can do better,” Les replied with swelling confidence. “Believe me. Why don’t we move on over to a booth where there’s a little more privacy?” He smiled widely, letting himself feel the numerous beers he had consumed.

Without a word, Allison stood up; gathered her drink, cigarettes, and lighter; and sauntered to the booth in the furthest corner of the bar. As she moved, Les watched the simmering fabric of her blouse, fascinated by the way the material pulled. Following two steps behind, he let his gaze fix on her tight fitting jeans. Envy for David rose from his stomach, leaving a bad taste in his mouth, but he forced it away when he realized that he was alone with her now. He found himself hoping he would have a chance to show her what kind of man he was.

Allison sat on the padded seat and slid in until she was angled against the wall. She immediately arranged her drink, cigarettes and lighter exactly as they had been at the bar. She smiled and took a sip of her drink.

Les sat down heavily in the other seat. He hated having his back to the rest of the barroom, but Allison had taken her seat before he could say anything. The only other choice would have been to sit beside her, and he could never have done that. He wondered if he was hiding the nervous discomfort he felt in her presence. Never in his life had he been alone with a woman with so much class and so much blatant sexuality. He hooked his arms along the back of the seat and tried to calm himself.

“This is better,” he mumbled. Allison had one elbow on the table and was playing with the top button of her blouse. Les found it difficult to look away when she popped the button open and spread apart her blouse, exposing the smooth skin of her neck.

“It’s not really my idea of fun,” she said softly, in a low, seductive tone. Les took a swig of beer and wondered if she was serious or just teasing him. He decided to play along and see just how far she would carry it.

“Mine neither,” he replied, cocking his eyebrow.

Allison sighed, and Les was mesmerized by the way her chest moved beneath the silk. He shifted in the seat uncomfortably as he felt himself getting an erection.

“So,” Les said casually, “how long have you been going with David?”

Allison shrugged and arched her eyebrows. “I guess about three years, ever since the divorce.”

“Divorce? Who’s divorce? Yours or his?”

Allison chuckled distantly. “His, of course. I’ve always been too dedicated to fun to get married.”

“I never heard that David had gotten married,” Les said weakly, beginning to feel like a fool. He found it impossible to maintain eye contact with Allison. He felt that his voice sounded weak, with a pre-pubescent creaking, and he was deeply afraid that he was going to make an ass of himself in front of this woman.

Allison nodded, fingering her hair. “He was married to a woman named Barbara for quite some time. A nice enough person, but a bit . . . dull. I guess David was looking for a little more excitement in his relationships.”

“Nothin’ like it,” Les replied softly. Allison’s smile widened. She shook a cigarette from her pack and stuck it into her mouth. “Light me,” she said, leaning forward until her breasts pressed against the table top. Les picked up the lighter and, hands shaking, held it to Allison’s cigarette.

“What’s he do in New York?” Les asked, finding it impossible to keep his eyes away from the widening V of her exposed neck.

Allison blew a plume of smoke at Les and shook her head. “Christ, I thought David said you guys were friends. You don’t seem to know a hell of a lot about him.”

Les shrank back. “Well, you know, we sorta’ lost touch after high school, once he moved away and all.”

“He works at a bank in the city. He’s working his way up in the loan office. I suppose that’s what split up him and Barbara; he really worked hard and left her out of his life.”

“Too bad,” Les said. He took a swallow of beer and almost gagged, it was so warm.

“Depends,” Allison said softly, softening her eyes. “It all depends on what you’re looking for.”

A lump formed in Les’ throat. He had no doubt that she was stringing him along, and he was beginning to think that maybe . . . just maybe she was ready to follow through. The numerous beers he had already consumed that day were swirling in his head, making his vision foggy. He figured it was the beers, anyway, and not something this woman was doing to him. He reached down unconsciously and scratched his iron-hard erection.

“You’re married, aren’t you?” Allison said. It seemed to Les as though she was continually lowering her voice until it was a low, sexy growl. She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips and shifted seductively in her seat.

“Uh, yeah . . . yeah, I am,” Les managed to say.

“That’s right,” Allison said, tapping herself on the forehead, “I remember David mentioning that you got a girl pregnant and married her right after graduation. What was her name?”

“Uh, Leah . . . Leah,” Les replied, as though afraid to remember the name.

“Do you love her?” Allison asked. She lowered her hand and began to rub lightly in the cleavage between her swelling breasts. There was no doubt in Les’ mind as to her intentions now.

“Well, ummm, we, uh, we have our ups and downs like most everybody,” Les replied tightly.

Allison nodded knowingly and shifted forward in her seat. The material of her blouse parted, and Les was going wild at the view he got of her breasts. The aching in his groin increased until it was almost painful.

“And, uhh, and what do you do for work?” Les asked. The tightness in his throat made his voice sound like a croak.

“I’m a model,” Allison replied.

“Really?” Les said, then laughed nervously.

Allison scowled. “Why are you laughing?”

Les shook his head nervously, trying to force himself to loosen up. “I . . . uhh, I just thought that, uh, models had to be . . . you know, flat-chested.”

Allison’s smile widened slyly, then she said, “Well, I guess that all depends on what kind of modeling you do.”

Les almost choked again, then he said, “Yeah.”

“Does your wife work?” Allison asked. Again, she stroked her exposed throat with one hand. The other hand disappeared beneath the table. Les found that he was unable to reply, so he just shook his head.

“Hmmm,” Allison said softly. “That means she’s home every day.”

Les jumped with a start when he felt Allison grip his knee beneath the table. She locked his eyes with her gaze and, leaning forward some more, ran her hand slowly up his leg on the inside of his thigh.

“It’s too bad she’s home,” Allison said, her voice just above a whisper. “I’ve got an idea.”

Les glanced nervously over his shoulder at the rest of the barroom. Nobody seemed to be paying any attention to them, and he relaxed slightly, but it was difficult when Allison’s hand was making slow progress up his leg. She was serious, he realized, and the combination of beers he had drunk and his intense horniness made him feel as though he was about to pass out.

“I . . . uh . . I . . . uh . . .“ he stammered, looking deeply into Allison’s eyes—they were wide with invitation. Her hand continued its progress up the inside of his leg. Les was sweating. He shifted forward in his seat, allowing his legs to spread open. Allison finally reached his crotch, and she gripped him tightly.

“Do you have any ideas?” she asked, her voice low and intense.

Les leaned his head back and moaned softly as Allison squeezed and rubbed him. Her fingers fumbled playfully with the tab of his fly zipper, then she grasped him harder, applying steadily increasing pressure.

“Awww, Jesus,” Les said sharply, as the pleasure he was feeling slowly began to turn into pain. The pressure of Allison’s fingers grew steadily, and a tight smile spread across her face.

Les tried to pull away, but Allison held him. The pain in his groin intensified. “Hey, for Christ’s sakes! Take it easy!”

She gave him a rough tug, and the pain swelled into his stomach. He braced his feet against the opposite seat and tried to push away, but that only made it worse. He thought fleetingly that he was like an animal in a trap, and trying to get away only made it worse.

“Let . . . let go, for Chrissakes!”

Allison continued to smile and continued to apply pressure.

“Let go! Christ!”

Allison let out a soft laugh and then released the pressure. She shifted in her seat and sat up straight.

“It feels like a cock,” she said in a sharp whisper, “just like a cock, only smaller.” And then she laughed out loud.

Les, wincing from the pain he still felt, twisted away, getting ready to stand up. His fists were balled up, and he was ready to smash her face in. “You lousy fuckin’ bitch!” he hissed. He stood up and leaned over toward her across the table. At first Allison cringed back, but then she sat up straight and smiled at him mockingly.

“What’s the matter, lover boy, can’t you take it?”

Les shook his fist in front of her face. “You’re just goddamn fuckin’ lucky we’re not alone. I’d make sure you never tried that kinda’ shit again.”

Allison snorted loudly and then, still smiling, said, “Well I would be interested—if you had anything down there.”

Les shook with fury. His knuckles whitened and his head was swirling with insult and injury. He picked up his empty beer mug and slammed it back down onto the table, shattering it into tiny shards. Allison squealed and jerked back, shielding her face as glass flew into the air.

“You’re just goddamn good and lucky I don’t ram this down your fuckin’ throat!” he said, threatening her with the broken handle. “Goddamn New York City slut! That’s all you are—just a lousy goddamn cunt!”

“Go on! Get out of here!” Allison said.

Les glanced over his shoulder and saw that everyone in the bar was watching. He tried to look strong, in control of the situation, but his face was flushed with red.

“You’re the one who don’t belong here,” he said with a shaking voice. He looked down at his hand and saw that he had cut it when he slammed the glass down. Blood was flowing freely, dropping onto the tabletop in large drops. He was squeezing the mug handle so tightly that it made the blood spurt.

Allison was still trying to put up a brave front. She sat erect, her jaw firmly set. “Get out of here, you pig.

Les let the mug handle drop to the table. It was smeared pink with blood. Allison breathed with slight relief, grateful that he hadn’t tried to cut her. Les stared at his bleeding hand. He flexed and unflexed the fingers, watching as the blood ran down his forearm. Suddenly, so fast that Allison barely had time to react, he reached forward and grabbed her with his other hand. Holding her tightly, he drew his bloody hand back and then slapped her across the face. The impact made a sharp, wet sound and knocked her back against the seat. The side of her head was splattered with blood.

“Now I’m gonna’ go clean myself up, and when I come back, if you’re still here, I’m gonna’ make sure they throw you outta’ here. You understand?”

Allison was still dazed. She sat there rubbing the side of her head. Her eyes were wide and watery. “You . . . I. . . .” Her eyes darted around the barroom, looking for someone to come to her assistance. Everyone sat perfectly still.

Allison shifted to stand, grabbing her cigarettes and lighter. A tense silence filled the barroom, broken only by the sounds Allison made as she readied herself to leave.

“You’re nothing but a lousy cock-sucker,” she whispered harshly as she started for the ladies room.

Les jerked his bloody hand back as though to hit her again, and Allison dodged back. A smile played across Les’ face when he realized that—now—she was afraid of him.

“You don’t pull that kind of shit with me,” he said.

“Lousy cock-sucker!” With that, Allison dashed off into the ladies room.

Once Allison was gone, Les eased himself down into the booth. In spite of everything, he felt good because he felt he had won—he had put her in her place for fucking around with him!

A waitress came over to the table and started sweeping up the broken glass. “That ain’t no way to treat a lady, lover-boy,” she said mockingly.

Les looked at her and sneared. “Fuck off!”

“Once she’s gone, lover-boy, why don’t you settle your bill and get out of here, too.”

Les didn’t reply. He was sitting there in a state of near shock, studying the cut on his hand. It had stopped bleeding, but after flexing it once or twice, the blood started flowing again.

The waitress had the glass swept up, but before she turned away, she shook Les on the shoulder. “Don’t you think you oughtta’ clean yourself up?”

Les nodded but did not move. He looked up suddenly when he heard the ladies room door open and Allison, looking as fresh and clean as when she first walked into the Wagon Wheel, strode toward the door. She made for the exit without a backward glance at Les or anyone else. The bartender, Herb standing behind the bar, made a motion as if to speak to Allison, to ask her to pay for her drinks, but he thought better of it and remained silent. As the door hissed shut behind her, Luke looked over at Les, hooked his thumb in the direction of the door, and mouthed the word: “Out.”

Les got up and ambled toward the door. The waitress followed behind him, the glass tinkling in her dustpan.

“And lover-boy,” she said softly to Les’ back, “maybe you oughtta’ think about not coming back until you learn some manners.”

Les could feel her smirking behind his back. At the door, he faced her, mumbled something she couldn’t make out, and then slapped his hand against the door to open it. He left a large, bloody palm print on the light colored wood.
 

IV
 

“I can’t hear yah, Jerry, can you get up on a rise?” Shaw checked to make sure the antenna on his walkie-talkie was fully extended, then he twisted the squelch dial back and forth. The blast of static was undiminished. Jerry’s voice crackled and faded, but Shaw thought he heard him say he was already on top of a hill.

“Could you make out what the hell Wescott said?” Shaw asked, turning to his deputy, Del.

Del shrugged. “I thought I heard him say something about a sneaker.”

“Or a speaker?” Shaw added. “Maybe he was complaining about the speaker.” Shaw looked angrily at his walkie-talkie and shook it with frustration. “Damn! Things never work when you need ‘em. How can I conduct a search with these friggin’ toys?” He twisted the volume all the way up, pressed the talk button, and held it close to his mouth. “Repeat, Jerry, I didn’t copy. Repeat. Over.”

“Better,” came the reply after a moment or two of static.

“OK. Good. Now, what was it you said?”

Jerry Wescott’s voice crackled through the air. “I said that Lenny found a sneaker.”

“I was right,” Del said softly, mostly to himself.

“We think it might be the Hollis boy’s,” Wescott continued. “Is Bob nearby so we can meet up and get an I.D.?”

Shaw depressed the talk button. “Far as I know, he’s at home. You want me to go get him? We’re at the end of Briar Road. Over.”

“We’re ‘bout half mile from old man Logan’s place. We could cut through, along the edge of the Bog. Be there in about twenty minutes or so.”

Shaw felt a soft tapping on his shoulder. Del was standing close to him. “We could go pick George up and drive over. Meet him at the end of Little River Road, near Marshall’s.”

Shaw nodded. “Yeah, that’d probably be quicker.” He relayed the information to Wescott, telling him they would meet him at the dead end of the road in fifteen minutes.

Shaw and Del got into the cruiser and drove slowly down the road toward the Hollis’ house. “You know, Del,” Shaw said, heaving a heavy sigh, “the bitch of it is that I don’t know if I want it to be the boy’s sneaker or not. If it isn’t his, then we’re still in the damn dark as to where he is.” Shaw sighed again when the Hollis house came into view. “And if it is his sneaker, then we can pretty much assume that the boy is dead.”

“And maybe connect him with the Wilson case,” Del added flatly.

As the cruiser pulled into the driveway, both Bob and Linda Hollis came to the side door and looked out. Their faces were drawn and pale. Bob swung the door open and took a step onto the porch. “Anything?” he asked tensely.

Shaw started slowly up the walkway, stopping at the foot of the stairs. “Bob,” he said solemnly, “I’d like you to come along with us.”

Before he could say more, Linda Hollis let out a piercing screech, like a wounded animal. “You found him? You found my baby? Is he all right? Where is he? Where is he?” She pushed past her husband and raced down the steps. Running over to Shaw, she grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him violently.

“Did you find him? Did you find my baby?” she wailed. Her fingers dug into his jacket like claws, hard enough to make Shaw wince. She looked up at him, her face twisted with misery, eyes welling with tears. “Did you find him? Is he all right?”

Shaw gently raised his arms and broke the hold she had on him. He took both of her hands and gave them a firm, restraining squeeze. By this time, Bob had joined them, and he put his arm gently around his wife’s shoulders. He was calm, sensing that whatever news there was, it was not good.

“Chief?” he said simply.

Shaw took a breath and let it out slowly. “We haven’t found your son yet, Linda,” he said calmly. The tears in her eyes welled over, and she sank back into her husband’s embrace. Bob stood staunchly and looked evenly at Shaw.

For a few painful seconds no one spoke, and in that time Shaw found himself wishing he had taken his wife’s advice and quit the police force before all of this had started. This was the part of the job he couldn’t take, and he vowed that as soon as this incident was solved, he would retire; this was enough for one lifetime.

“We have . . . uhh . . . we have found what might be a clue—a sneaker. I’d like you to come along with me, Bob, and identify it if you could.”

Bob nodded and turned his wife around. “Sure, Chief. Hon’, why don’t you wait in the house. Call Jenny and ask her to come over.”

Linda Hollis nodded numbly, her glistening eyes made her look like she had been blinded. Suddenly, she stiffened. “No!” she said harshly. “No! I’m coming too!”

Bob hesitated. “Hon’ . . . I—”

“I’m not about to sit home, waiting to hear. Not knowing’s worse than knowing the worst! I’m coming too!”

Bob looked at Shaw, who subtly shrugged his shoulders to indicate that it was his decision. “OK,” Bob said. They all got into the cruiser silently. The only sound in the car during the drive through town was what came over on the radio and Linda Hollis’ sobbing.

Shaw drove grimly. Two days of searching had turned up nothing, and he was beginning to feel that, even if the sneaker proved not to belong to Jeffy Hollis, the chances that he was alive were steadily decreasing. If the sneaker was Jeffy’s, it would at least help him narrow down the search area. With the man-power available to him, he could use the location of the sneaker as the center point and then scour the surrounding Bog ten times over if he had to.

Shaw turned onto the Little River Road at the Tulsa station. The cruiser swayed smoothly along the twists and turns of the road. When he drove past the old Logan homestead, Shaw found himself staring up at the old, unoccupied place. He glanced over and saw that Del was looking up at the house, too.

“A bit rundown, but a pretty damn good place, wouldn’t you say?” Shaw asked.

Del nodded. “Might be up for sale soon, if what I hear is true.”

The old Logan homestead disappeared behind the pines. Then they drove past Marshall’s house. As they went past the end of the driveway, Shaw glanced over at Del again. He was leaning forward and squinting, looking up at the house. Shaw was going to say something, but when he glanced into the rearview mirror and saw the huddled form of Linda Hollis, he decided not to say anything.

Suddenly, the road dipped down, and then the first view of the Bog appeared on the left. The trees thinned out, looked stunted, and the land stretched away into a bluish haze made warm and moist by the sluggish, standing water. After another hundred yards or so, the Bog came into view on the right hand side of the road as well.

“What a God-awful place,” Del said, shaking his head from side to side as he looked out at the swampy expanse.

“Yeah,” Shaw grunted, “pretty desolate.”

Soon the blacktop road petered out and turned into hard-packed dirt. Shaw had to slow to a crawl so the bumps and potholes wouldn’t shake the cruiser apart. They drove along this road for five minutes and then, rounding a corner, saw Wescott and three other men milling around a large boulder that marked the end of the town road. From that point the Bog could only be driven by a four-wheel drive jeep—on foot was best.

Shaw glanced into the rearview and saw the plume of dust kicking up behind the cruiser. He made a wide arc in the turn-around and pulled up beside Wescott, who had walked forward and was standing in the middle of the road. As the dust settled, Shaw rolled down his window and said, “Well?”

Wescott’s eye jumped nervously back and forth between Bob and Linda Hollis. His mouth was a tight line, almost white. He was reticent in showing the sneaker, afraid that it would be Jeffy’s and he would be the one who had brought them the bad news—Looks like your son is dead!

“Have you got it?” Shaw said, a bit edgy. This seemed to snap Wescott to attention, and he reached into the bulging pocket of his windbreaker. He withdrew his hand slowly, afraid to reveal his find. The sneaker suddenly appeared, and Wescott held it by one of the laces.

“Oh my God!” Linda Hollis cried, and then she collapsed onto her husband’s shoulder. Bob sat there, looking at the faded red, mudstained sneaker swinging back and forth in Wescott’s hand. Shaw turned around stiffly and looked at Bob who merely nodded his head once quickly and then looked down at the floor of the police cruiser. “That’s Jeffy’s sneaker,” he said hollowly.

Shaw reached into the back seat and placed his hand on Linda’s shoulder, giving her a few quick pats. “I’m sorry,” he said simply. Then, turning to face Wescott, he snapped the door open and stepped outside. Del got out from the other side.

“At least now we know where to start looking,” Shaw said, assuming a posture of command. “Del, I want you to drive the Hollises home. Then, as you drive back through town, I want you to contact all of the other search parties and tell them to meet us here within a half hour,” he paused and glanced at his watch. “Well, it’s just past one, and eveyone’ll probably be knocking off for lunch. Tell them to rendezvous here at the rock by one-thirty. We’ll fan out from where the sneaker was found.”

“Yes, sir,” Del said snappily, responding to Shaw’s sudden intensity. He got into the cruiser and started it up.

“Pick me up a sandwich at the Sawmill . . . and a Coke.”

“Right.” Del stepped on the gas, making the engine race wildly.

Shaw bent down and peered into the back seat. “Bob . . . Linda, I know this is a shock to you, but . . . but now we have something solid to go on. If we’re ever going to find your son . . . well, I know this is a solid lead.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he!?” Linda screamed. Her body shook as she leaned forward and gripped the front seat. “I know he’s dead!” She looked back and forth from her husband to Shaw, his eyes glassy.

“We don’t know that for certain,” her husband said. His voice was tensed and not reassuring.

Shaw swallowed with difficulty and spoke. “I know that . . . that finding that sneaker . . . well, it doesn’t look good, I won’t kid you. As evidence, this is at least an indication, I say an indication of foul play. But until this search turns something up, Linda, you just can’t say for certain that Jeffy’s dead.”

Linda’s face twisted, trying to force a smile, but the expression only made her face look that much more grotesque.

Bob Hollis nodded to Shaw and then said to Del, “Please, take us home now.” Del put the car into gear and slowly pulled away.

Shaw stood in the middle of the dirt road, dust swirling around him as he watched the cruiser round a bend in the road and disappear. The loss the Hollises were feeling was too intense to ignore. He and Sylvia had never had children. They maintained that they didn’t want children, at least to their friends. But for many years Shaw had felt a gnawing suspicion that he was sterile. He had never been to a doctor to confirm it, but after years of trying to conceive, they had given up hope of having children. It was only in the past year, since the first young boy had disappeared, that Shaw had felt grateful that he and Sylvia would never know what has to be the absolute worst pain—that of out-living your children.

“Damnit!” he swore softly to himself as he watched the spot where the cruiser had disappeared. He let his eyes wander aimlessly along the length of road until the crackling of his walkie-talkie snapped him to attention.

“Shaw here,” he snapped, raising the receiver to his mouth.

“Chief, this is Win Cameron. I just talked to Del. We’re taking a half hour for lunch and will meet you at the rock right after.” There was a short pause, then Cameron added, “Over.”

“Yeah. Right. Over,” Shaw said. He snapped the off button, clipped the walkie-talkie to his belt and walked to where Wescott and the other men were standing in the shade of the large boulder. “OK, Jeff, I want
to see where you found that sneaker.”
 

V
 

“You’re shitting me!” Les said, unable to hide his surprise. He swallowed hard as his eyes shifted nervously along the length of the diner. He was sitting on the last stool at the end of lunch bar in the Sawmill, next to the cash register. Del stood beside him, hands folded as he leaned on the countertop waiting for his order to be made up.

“It’s his all right,” Del said with some satisfaction. “Now maybe we’ll get this thing going, get this damn search over with.”

“Ummm, yeah,” Les replied. He shifted in his seat and looked down the length of the counter again. It was beginning to fill up with men from the search parties coming in for a late lunch. A few of the guys from the road crew came in and, when they saw Les, looked at him a bit funny, wondering if they had seen him out searching or not.

Del shifted anxiously from one foot to the other as he watched the waitress wrapping up the sandwiches.

“Where . . . uh . . . where did they find the sneaker?” Les asked softly. The restaurant was getting noisy as men filed in. Apparently Del hadn’t heard Les’ question. He reached over and tugged at Del’s sleeve. “Where’d you find it?”

Del was about to answer when the waitress came over and plunked down the two paper bags. She started ringing the sale into the register. As Del dug in his back pocket for his wallet, he said, “I guess it was just a bit due west of where the Little River Road ends.” Del put a ten dollar bill on the counter. “Sort of over near Old Man Logan’s place.”

“Out by the rock?” Les asked. There was something in his voice that made Del pause and look at him intently for a quick moment.

“Yeah,” Del said slowly, measuring his words, “‘bout a half mile or so from there.”

There was a loud clang, and the register drawer slid open. “That’ll be five eighty-seven,” the waitress said. She took the ten spot and began counting out change. Del crinkled down the tops of the brown bags. He held out his hand for the change, counting the bills before slipping them into his wallet.

“You boys headin’ out now, or are you gonna’ sit on your butts all afternoon?” Del asked, looking from Les to several other men from the road crew.

Les slouched down on his stool, saying nothing. Someone at the back of the diner said loudly, “Aww, don’t sweat it! We’ll be there!”

Del smiled faintly, picked up the bags, and left the Sawmill. Les watched him leave and then, after he heard the cruiser start up and pull away, he stood up quickly. “Well, I guess I gotta’ get on home now,” he said to no one in particular. “You boys’ll do all right without me, won’t yah?”

“We did all morning,” someone in a booth behind him said. Les turned and saw Frank Schroder staring at him over the top of his hamburger.

“Yeah,” Les said, “I ain’t feelin’ so well. I thought I was feeling better, but it’s hitting me again.” He strolled toward the front of the diner and left, making a point of walking slowly, as though in pain.
 

VI
 

“Cries like a little bitty baby,” Robbie said mockingly. He reached for his younger brother and tweaked him on the cheek. Sammy swatted his brother’s hand away with a vicious swing.

“Cut it out,” Sammy said, his voice edged with tension. “Leave me alone.”

“Cryin’ like a baby girl,” Robbie said. He started dancing around his brother as he stood on the sidewalk outside the school. Whenever he got close to Sammy, Robbie would poke at him and try to tweak him again.

“I said cut it out!” Sammy cried. He took a half-hearted swing at Robbie, who easily danced out of reach.

Robbie stuck his tongue out and wagged it. “Nah-nah-nah!”

Sammy’s anger was rising. This time, when he swung out at his brother, Robbie’s bouncing step brought him right into arm’s reach. Sammy’s open hand hit his brother’s face with a loud crack and almost spun him around. Robbie’s books fell to the ground with a flutter, and papers blew out onto the sidewalk.

Sammy stared with astonishment as the red print of his hand rose on his brother’s cheek. Robbie’s eyes began to water as he thoughtfully rubbed the side of his face. Then, softly, he muttered, “Now you’re gonna’ get it.”

“I didn’t mean it,” Sammy cried out fearfully. “You started it!”

“You’re gonna’ get it!” With that, Robbie sprang at Sammy.

“I didn’t mean—” Sammy started to say, but the wind was knocked out of him as the weight of his brother bore him backward. He lost all sense of balance, and didn’t realize he was falling backward until his rear end hit the sidewalk. His tailbone struck the asphalt, sending a chilling pain up along his spine. His brother’s fists were a blurred flurry around his head and chest as he twisted on the ground, resisting Robbie’s attempts to pin him down.

Grit and pebbles on the sidewalk ground into the back of Sammy’s head as he struggled uselessly to free himself from his brother’s pressing weight. Robbie had Sammy pinned to the ground, with each knee pressing into his biceps.

“You’re gonna’ pay for that, little baby,” he hissed, bringing his face close enough so they almost touched noses.

Sammy was aware of the smell of the spearmint gum Robbie had been chewing. He was surprised that he noticed something like that when he was about to get the crap beaten out of him. He closed his eyes and waited for the first punch to land. Suddenly, Robbie let out a dull, choking groan. Sammy thought the first punch was on its way. He was surprised when he felt R.obbie’s weight suddenly lifted from him. He blinked his eyes open and grabbed a lungful of air, like a drowning swimmer.

“You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!” Sammy heard his mother yell. He knew now what had lifted Robbie away. “Fighting in the middle of the street! In front of the school! Like a couple of hoodlums! Just wait ‘til I get you home!”

Groaning with pain, Sammy rolled over onto his side before standing up. He saw that his mother had Robbie by the collar and was giving him a rough shaking. She spun him around, aimed him toward the car, and gave him a vicious swat on the butt to get him started.

Sammy dusted off his pants as he watched Robbie climb into the back seat. He bent down and hastily gathered the fallen books and papers that had scattered across the sidewalk and grass.

“You too, young man,” Leah commanded. She stood beside the car watching him with her arms folded.

‘Just . . . just lemme’ get . . . get these,” Sammy stammered. He grabbed the papers in huge fistfuls, rumpling them as he jammed them into his notebook.

“Hurry up!” Leah said, and then she started for the driver’s door. “Just wait ‘til your father hears about this!”

Sammy hurried to the car and jumped into the back seat with his brother. Georgie was sitting silently in the front, trying hard not to look back at his two brothers.

“Just wait ‘til he hears about this,” Leah repeated. “Especially you, Robbie. You should know better!”

Robbie shrugged his shoulders and peered angrily at Georgie. He had to have someone to direct his anger and humiliation at, and the faint, twisted smile on his little brother’s face was enough to get him going.

“Turn around, will yah?” Robbie said to Georgie.

Georgie quickly snapped his head forward, but his eyes strained to see out the corners. Sammy sighed deeply and shrank down into the back seat. He wanted to disappear.

Leah started the car and pulled out into the street. She drove grimly, but kept checking the two boys in the back seat to make sure they didn’t start anything.

“I said turn around,” Robbie repeated, making a threatening gesture toward Georgie. Georgie shrank back.

“And stop laughing!” Robbie said, louder.

“Quiet back there!” Leah snapped.

“I wasn’t laughing,” Georgie said, a pathetic whine in his voice. His grin widened.

“Well cut it out, whatever you’re doing.”

“That’s enough, Robert!” Leah said. She glanced at him in the mirror and saw the exasperated look that clouded his face. She was angry with them for fighting in front of the school, but as she drove toward home, she remembered the night before and was beginning to think she might not mention the incident to Les.

“Well, Georgie’s making fun of us,” Robbie protested.

“Yeah,” Sammy echoed.

“I was not,” Georgie said, sounding innocent. He put his arm over the back seat, tucking his chin into the crutch of his elbow so he could stare at Robbie and Sammy.

“Mom,” Sammy said, “tell Georgie to turn around.” He gave Georgie’s arm a poke.

“Hey!”

“You two better cut it out—and fast!” Leah said harshly.

“Well tell him to leave us alone,” Sammy said, and again he gave his little brother a push. The push—wasn’t much, but Georgie exaggerated and fell over in the front seat.

Suddenly, without a word of warning, Leah’s hand lashed over the back of the seat and caught Sammy on the side of the head. There was a loud crack that sounded like a gunshot. The blow wasn’t very hard or direct enough to hurt, but it caught Sammy by surprise and was hard enough to bring tears to his eyes.

“Don’t make me stop this car right here in the middle of town to give you both another licking!” Leah said.

Sammy sat back in the seat with a huff and focused a cold stare of hatred at his mother’s back. “You’ll be sorry,” he said, whispering so softly he could barely hear himself above the sound of the car.

“What did you say?” Leah asked. There was an edge to her voice that frightened Sammy. He looked over at Robbie, who was making a point of staring out the side window.

“Nothin’!” Sammy said, folding his arms across his chest. It was happening again; Georgie and Robbie start it all, and then when he gets involved with the scrap, he’s the one who gets the swat on the side of the head. He watched as his mother’s eyes shifted from the mirror back to the road ahead, then he whispered again, “You’ll be sorry!”
 

VII
 

“You wanna’ go outside for the rest of the afternoon, Alf?” Marshall asked his cat. Alfie had just finished a bowl of milk and was sitting on the countertop lazily licking his paw. He paused and regarded the old man with a vague interest, then gave a faint meow.

“You can go out or you can stay inside ‘til I get back. I gotta’ go for a bit of a walk, you know?” He smiled as he rubbed his knuckles on the top of the cat’s head. “Well, why don’t you hold the fort for me. I won’t be long.”

He went over to the refrigerator and reached behind for his walking stick. For a moment, he regarded his sweater, hanging on a hook in the anteway, but then he decided that the day was warm enough to forego it; besides, he planned to be back before dark. He knocked the dottle from his crusted pipe, then slipped it into his shirt pocket along with a pouch of tobacco and his lighter.

At the door, he paused and stared back at Alf, who looked increasingly comfortable on the countertop. “You sure you don’t want—ah, never mind.” He flipped the door lock, took a step outside, and pulled the door firmly shut behind him. He stood on the doorstep, looked skyward, and inhaled deeply. He started toward the road.

At the end of his driveway, he paused again admiring the afternoon as he considered which way to go. Usually, on his afternoon walks, he headed downtown to pick up a copy of the evening paper. Maybe if he met one or two of the old fellas he worked with on the railroad, he would stop and chat, exchange pleasantries. There were fewer and fewer old-timers every year, and that thought always depressed Marshall.

The railroad had been an important part of his life. He had first gone to work for Maine Central way back when he was in high school, as a summer job. Unlike his brother, Steward, he had always preferred working with his hands rather than his head. Steward had gone to college and had come back to Holland to work as the accountant at the lumber yard until it closed. Right after graduation from high school, Marshall had gone to work full time for the railroad, right up until his retirement four years ago. Now, both he and the railroad were suffering a gradual but steady decline.

Marshall finally decided that he could do without a newspaper this afternoon. He turned left and headed up the road a few hundred yards to where a path veered off into the woods toward the Bog. He ducked low as he passed under the thick growing trees and struck out along the path.

Once within the quiet of the woods, he let his mind focus on what he had been pushing back all day. He finally admitted to himself that it wasn’t just that there weren’t many old-timers to talk to in town, or that he didn’t really want a newspaper that kept him away from downtown today. It was something else. Today, June 7th, was the day—that day so long ago that had forever changed his life.

The early summer of 1949 had been one of the hottest on record. The winter hadn’t been particularly hard, but still, everyone was grateful when the trees filled with leaves, the days got longer, and life returned to the woods and fields. June 7, 1949 had been a scorcher. At four o’clock, after work, Marshall and several others had decided to meet at the swimming area, at a curve in the river just below the lumber yard. To Marshall, though, no one but Louise mattered. She had been the only reason Marshall had gone that day—he had to talk with Louise.

They didn’t get much of a chance to talk, though, not with a dozen or more people basking in the sun on the rocks beside the river or splashing in the water. After more than an hour, as the sun lowered toward the western hills, Marshall indicated his urgency to speak with her. They arranged to swim to the further shore and meet on the steep rock cliff just around the bend in the river, where the water turned to rapids. Marshall crossed over first and climbed up, breathless, halfway up the rock face. It wasn’t long before Louise joined him there.

They found it difficult to look at each other. Louise’s marriage to Marshall’s brother, Steward, had never been a marriage of love, just of circumstances. For several years she and Marshall had been having an affair, but as time went on, the strain of secrecy and guilt had put increasing pressure on both of them—especially Louise. She had been raised in a strictly religious household, and the guilt of infidelity and incest was becoming too much for her to bear.

Since Marshall had received the letter from Louise, saying that she just couldn’t continue to live two lives, that they should ask God to forgive them their sins, and that they would have to stop seeing each other privately, he had been anxious to talk to her. He was convinced that it was just social pressure, not Louise’s real feelings, that were pushing them apart. He wanted to ask her—tell her to get a divorce from Steward so they could be married.

Sitting in the shadow of the cliff, looking out over the river and the town in the distance, Marshall and Louise talked. What they said is forever between the two of them and the river. The golden glow on the further shore darkened, but their conversation was still unfinished. They agreed to see each other once more—only once, Louise insisted and decided to get back before someone noticed that they were missing.

Marshall dove into the water first and struck out directly for the other shore. The river turned into rapids just a little ways down stream, but the current wasn’t too strong, not for a good swimmer. He made the shore and walked back to where the group was gathered. As everyone was gathering their things together, someone asked where Louise was. No one knew.

Suspecting the worst, three of the men swam over to the other shore. People on both sides of the river began walking along downstream, scanning the shoreline in the gathering dusk for any sign of her. On the far shore, the party found her bathing cap on the rock cliff just a few hundred feet from where the rapids began. That was all.

That had been on Tuesday, June 7, 1949.

On Wednesday, June 8, five miles downstream below the rapids, late in the evening, a local fisherman found the battered, lifeless body of Louise Logan.

As the remembrance of things that had happened almost thirty years ago filled his mind, Marshall breathed deeply and shook his head from side to side. After walking a half mile or more, he stopped beneath a tall pine tree. Using his walking stick for support, he slowly lowered himself to the ground. In the moist shadows, mosquitoes buzzed, straffing his ears. He patted his pipe and tobacco in his pocket, but was still so lost in thought he never got around to filling and firing the bowl. Besides, a pipe is for when you’re sitting, relaxing; the thoughts that occupied him now were far too unsettling.

The sunny afternoon wore on as Marshall sat and thought, not even bothering to shoo the mosquitoes away from his face. He tried to think more about what might have happened instead of what did happen.

The official police report had listed Louise’s death as accidental drowning. That was fine, Marshall thought; it helped everyone, especially his brother, who had lost his wife, cope with the tragedy. There was talk going on around town that Marshall only caught in brief snatches. For a few of the local busybodies, the gossip continued for years. The talk was that Louise Logan had not drowned accidentally—that she had committed suicide.

After all these years, Marshall still didn’t know what had happened that late June afternoon twenty-eight years ago. He knew what he suspected and he knew what he wanted to believe, but he also knew that he would never really know. He dismissed the vague promise held out by the church that he would meet Louise and find out. But if there was a Heaven, he was sure Louise was there. He, on the other hand, had led a life he judged neither good nor bad. A life made so hollow with loss and grief that he felt more and more that he had led no life at all.

A sudden snapping of branches startled Marshall. He tensed, craning his neck to look around behind him along the path. The sun was still shining, but closing shadows filled the dense woods and underbrush. Footsteps and voices were approaching.

Marshall didn’t want to see or be seen by anyone, but he realized that whoever was approaching was too near for him to be able to find a hiding place in the brush— at his age he couldn’t move that fast.

There was another loud, crackling sound, and this time when Marshall heard it he knew he had mistaken the static on a walkie-talkie for the sound of branches snapping underfoot. Through the screen of pine boughs, he heard a deep voice say, “Virgil, you there?” Over.”

After a brief moment of static, a faint reply came. “This here’s Jack and Carl. Over.”

A crackly voice that Marshall could barely recognize as Shaw’s replied, “Roger, Jack. Where you located? Did you find anything?”

Another crackle. “Nope. Negatory. We’ve circled up around the checkpoint at the bend in the river and are now heading southwest. We’ll come up along the edge of the Bog and then double back. Should be back at the rock in, say, half an hour, forty-five minutes at best. Over.”

“Keep your eyes peeled, boys. It’ll be gettin’ dark soon enough, and in the deeper woods it’ll be easy to miss something.”

As they spoke with Shaw, the two men drew closer to where Marshall was sitting underneath a pine tree. They must have been more intent scanning the sides of the trail than in front of them, because they were only ten feet away from Marshall when they noticed him. They drew up short, surprised.

“You fellas still on?” Shaw’s voice asked from the small black box Jack was holding close to his ear.

Jack snapped to attention and put the walkie-talkie close to his mouth. Speaking in a hushed tone, he answered, “Uhh, yeah. We’re still here.” He looked in confusion from Marshall to Carl and to Marshall again.

“Roger. See you fellas soon. Over and out,” Shaw’s voice said, then there was just the sound of static coming over the walkie-talkie. Jack slowly turned the volume down and the sound faded.

“Afternoon,” Marshall said, looking up at them with a straight, sober face.

“Uhh . . . hello, Marshall,” Jack sputtered. He shifted from foot to foot and fidgeted with the walkie-talkie.

“What ‘cha boys doin’ out here?” Marshall asked, squinting his eyes suspiciously.

Jack slid the walkie-talkie into his pocket, then squared his shoulders. “We’re . . . uhh . . . we’re looking for that missing kid.”

Marshall nodded his head thoughtfully. “This here’s private property, you know? ‘S posted ‘n everything. Legal and all. Maybe you should call up Chief Shaw on that little black box you got there and see if I could arrest you fellas for trespassin’. Huh?”

The two men exchanged curious glances. Finally, Jack cleared his throat and spoke. “We’re part of an official search party. Ordered by the police. I’m not so sure you could have us arrested.”

“We could find out, though,” Marshall said. His voice was edged with challenge. “I didn’t give no one permission to go traipsing all over my land.”

Grunting, Marshall rolled forward onto his knees and started to stand. His legs wobbled, especially his left leg, and threatened to collapse several times. But he supported himself with his walking stick well enough to finally get his legs underneath him. He stood bent forward for a moment and then, with a hissing intake of air, stood erect. He stared intently at the two men who kept looking from his eyes to a point somewhere between his and their feet.

“Well?” he said, after a few tense seconds.

“Well?” Jack replied warily, “are you going to let us pass?”

Marshall jabbed the end of his walking stick into the ground and leaned heavily on it. He stroked his unshaven jowls with one hand and surveyed the two men. “Yeah . . . yeah. I suppose so,” he said at last.

Both men visibly relaxed. They started to step forward, but Marshall suddenly pointed at them, jabbing his bony index finger in line with their chests.

“You just make damn sure you don’t go wreckin’ nothin’. Understand?”

Jack and Carl nodded as they edged their way past Marshall.

“You can walk on the land, but you be damn careful not to wreck anything!”

“No, sir! We won’t!” Jack mumbled, still intimidated by the old man. “We’ll be careful, for sure.”

Once he was past Marshall, Jack picked up his pace, followed closely by Carl. They came to a bend in the path and, briefly, chanced a glance back at Marshall. He was still standing there, leaning on his walking stick, staring at them with suspicion. They went around the bend, and it wasn’t until then that both men let out their breaths.

“Christ, that old man gives me the creeps!” Carl said, glancing back along the path.

Jack grunted as he ducked under a branch that hung over the path.

“Still gives me the creeps,” Carl repeated.

“Come on,” Jack said sharply, “let’s get moving. It’s gonna’ be dark soon.”
 

VIII
 

Marshall listened and watched as the two men walked away from him in the direction of the Bog. He was angry and upset that his privacy had been invaded. What the hell was the world coming to, he wondered, if someone couldn’t even get a bit of peace and quiet in his own goddamn woods! He kept looking angrily down the trail to where it turned off. One thing for certain, if they hadn’t been part of the search party, he damn well would have had them arrested for trespassing.

Marshall turned and started walking down the path in the direction opposite to the one Jack and Carl had taken. He wanted to make sure he didn’t meet up with them—or anyone else—again. He walked with a strong, purposeful stride along the thickly grown path, swinging his walking stick in time with the steps. Had he been a younger man, and had his thoughts that late afternoon been more pleasant, he would have let the quiet solitude relax him. But his thoughts were still churning with twenty-eight-year-old incidents, and his mind still burned with the intrusion of the two men. As the sun lowered and the woods grew darker, the Bog perfectly reflected his state of mind. Peepers began to sing a low, spooky undercurrent.

Suddenly, he halted in mid-stride. Catching himself with the walking stick, he cocked his head and listened. He had heard something—something other than the usual sounds of the Bog.

He waited, listening, sure that there had been something other than the gathering chorus of peepers and occasional note of a bird. Something. Or else he had imagined something.

A sudden feeling of uneasiness took hold of him. There was something—something in the Bog not related to his thoughts of the past—something there now—nearby.

He looked both ways along the trail, trying to find what could have made a sound or subliminally suggested that something was wrong. The trail was empty either way. Marshall felt certain that it was not Jack and Carl returning along the path. He was sure that they wanted to meet up with him again just as little as he wanted to meet them.

With a deep gut-wrenching fear, he realized—he knew that there was someone on the path ahead of him. His eyes tried to pierce the thick green trees and shrubs; his ears strained to hear the sound repeated that had alerted him. For a while, the whisper of blood in his ears was all that he heard. Then the sound repeated.

He crouched low, and stared ahead on the trail. A clump of bushes on the side of the trail suddenly shook violently, making a sound that reminded Marshall of the rush of blood in his ears. Branches snapped beneath the heavy tread of someone walking in the brush. Marshall felt a sudden rush of fear when, not thirty feet from him, a man suddenly stood up out of the brush.

He was back-to Marshall and didn’t see him, but Marshall immediately recognized him. Marshall’s mouth moved as though to speak, but before he could say anything, the man suddenly ducked back down into the brush.

“Goddamn trespassers!” Marshall whispered. He took a few, quick steps in the man’s direction, but something made him stop suddenly and freeze in a crouching position. Something, an inner sense, warned him of a danger that was very unlike his earlier meeting with Jack and Carl.

Keeping his eyes focused on the spot where the man had ducked down, Marshall waited, his breath held until it began to hurt. The bushes shook wildly, and Marshall saw the man stand up again. With a loud grunt that Marshall heard clearly, he bent forward and swung something up onto his shoulder. His legs buckled slightly from the weight of the load. At first, Marshall didn’t realize what the man’s burden was. His old eyes just saw a white blur. But with a sudden, dizzy rush of nausea, Marshall’s vision resolved the small, pasty-white body of a boy. The thin legs looked like frail, bloodless sticks; they were smeared with rusty, dried blood and streaks of dirt. The legs dangled behind the man’s back, swinging and feebly knocking him as he adjusted the weight of the corpse. With another grunt, the man shook the body until the crook of the stomach rested comfortably on his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“Mother of God!” Marshall whispered, too stunned to move. “Sweet Mother of Jesus!” He stood there shaking, watching with amazement. As the man slowly began to turn around, Marshall felt the pressure in his bladder threaten to release. Not knowing what else to do, Marshall let his legs give out from under him, and he tumbled to the ground into the brush.

For long, tense seconds he listened as the man walked with his grisly load on his back. He was picking his way carefully through the undergrowth toward the trail. Marshall wasn’t sure if he had been seen or not. He waited in a crumpled heap on the ground, listening to his frantic heartbeat as the plodding, shuffling steps came toward him. Marshall’s hand fearfully clutched the haft of his walking stick.

The footsteps got louder, closer, filling the Bog with their heavy tread. At any moment, he expected the man would trip over him as he lay there, hiding. Horror filled his mind as he pictured the stiff, lifeless corpse the man was carrying. He imagined himself as the man’s next burden, if he was found. A whimper of terror threatened to break out into a scream.

But in his sudden fear for his own safety and life, Marshall made the necessary conclusions from what he had seen. Talk about the missing Hollis boy had dominated all conversation and attention in the town for the past two days; Marshall had no doubt about the identity of the dead boy. The only question that echoed like distant thunder in Marshall’s mind was: What in God’s name is he doing with the body?

Of course, the most likely explanation was that the man had joined the search party and had been the one to discover the body of the missing boy. That was the simplest answer, but on a deep level—the same deep level that had initially alerted Marshall that he had not been alone in the Bog—Marshall knew that was not the answer. He knew for certain that the man was in the process of hiding the body, not discovering it.

Marshall listened as the man, puffing and panting beneath his burden, slashed through the thick underbrush. Suddenly, he heard a deep, relieved sigh followed by a dull thump. Marshall figured that the man had made it to the trail and was taking a rest. So far, he hadn’t been discovered.

Getting up onto his hands and knees. Marshall slowly crawled forward to where he could see the man on the trail. Fortunately, he still had his back to Marshall, so Les Rankin didn’t see Marshall in the brush. Marshall ducked down as Les, after prodding the corpse with the toe of his boot, cocked his head in all directions, scanning the bordering woods. The sounds of the Bog filled the air; the spring peepers’ song swelled and shadows thickened and reached out.

If there had been any doubt in Marshall’s mind concerning Les’ activities, the fiendishly hunted expression Les wore would have convinced him otherwise. Apparently satisfied that he hadn’t been observed, Les bent down and lifted the body from where he had let it drop.

Marshall took that time, while Les settled the body on his shoulder, to crawl on his hands and knees into the underbrush. Flattening himself on the ground, he pulled branches down in front of his face to screen himself.

Les groaned under the boy’s dead weight and then started walking directly toward Marshall. The pale white of the boy’s back seemed to glow with a phosphorescence. Marshall noticed, with some relief, that Les carried the body on his left side, the same side of the trail where he was hiding. He hoped that, when Les was close to him, the body would shield him from Les’ view.

The heavy tread of Les’ boots drew closer, and Marshall shrank back, trying to dissolve himself into the leafy mat on the woods floor. The damp ground seeped through his clothes, giving him a bone-deep chill. Les came closer, his footing steady and strong on the narrow trail.

As Les came right up to where he lay, Marshall closed his eyes. He couldn’t watch. His bladder ached with pressure. Right in front of where Marshall was hiding, the footsteps stopped. Marshall almost yelled with fear and tension. He slowly opened his eyes, expecting to see Les’ smiling face glaring down at him.

Les was muttering to himself, swearing softly as he shifted the corpse from his left to his right shoulder. Marshall could have reached out and touched the toe of Les’ work boot.

“Fuckin’ bastard!” Les mumbled softly.

Marshall tensed, waiting for the hand to shoot out and grab him roughly by the collar.

“I can’t wait to get the fuck rid of you,” Les said. And then he started on down the trail, away from Marshall’s hiding place.

Relief flooded over Marshall as he saw Les walking away, down the trail toward the Bog. He craned his neck so he could watch the man and his horrible burden. The dead boy’s legs flopped behind him, looking like mere bones in their thin whiteness. Marshall groaned and let his face drop onto the ground where he stayed for a while as his heart gradually slowed its racing.

Finally, using his walking stick and a sapling for support, Marshall pulled himself into a standing position. He strained his ears to see if he could hear Les walking on the trail, but nothing but the spring peepers’ song filled the air.

Marshall realized with a sudden fright that Les had walked off in the same direction the two searchers, Jack and Carl, had taken. He was heading toward the Bog! Marshall quickly concluded that Les intended to sink the boy’s body in the Bog—remove the evidence! He considered what he should do about it. What could he possibly do to prove that Les had killed the boy?

Marshall realized that he would have quite a bit of difficulty convincing Shaw or anyone else that Les was the killer. Les’ reputation around town, although not perfect, was still solid; he was a family man who worked hard for the town highway crew. He wasn’t the kind of person who would kill little boys!

With these thoughts came another thought. Marshall realized that, if anyone was under suspicion, he was. He knew that there were plenty of people in town who didn’t trust him. Living alone as he did and not at all neighborly, he knew that he would have a hard time convincing anyone of what he had seen. He would have to have some solid proof.

Deciding that knowing where Les hid the body was his best possibility, Marshall started off down the path in the direction Les had taken.

Marshall walked swiftly for his age. His left leg was beginning to ache, and his limp became more pronounced, but he hurried, trying to close the gap between himself and Les. He tried to balance speed with caution but decided to maintain a steady pace so, in case he bumped into Les, he could convince him that he was just out for a late afternoon walk. He was, after all, still on his own property.

The further he went along the trail, the closer and denser grew the vegetation. Marshall became apprehensive as the sky grew darker and the shadows in the brush thickened. It wouldn’t be dark for another few hours, but here, deep in the woods, night came sooner. The sound of the spring peepers grew increasingly louder until it was almost a wall of sound.

As Marshall turned a corner in the trail, he suddenly jolted to a stop, almost falling over. Ahead of him, on the trail, he could see that Les had stopped and was standing there in the middle of the trail. He still held the boy’s corpse on his shoulder, but he was leaning forward, as though listening intently to something.

Suddenly, a tinny voice filled with static pierced through the sound of the peepers. “Roger, Jack, why don’t you fellas head on back for some hot coffee.”

Les spun on his heel and started off into the thick brush along the edge of the trail. Marshall immediately realized the situation; Les was trapped! Jack and Carl were coming at him from one end of the trail; he was at the other end. This might be his chance to prove what he knew, to catch Les with the body. With a shout, Marshall started forward just as Jack and Carl broke into view.

“Hey! Here!” Marshall shouted, pointing to where Les was thrashing into the brush. Les looked around at Marshall and glared angrily at him. “Hey! You got something there?” Marshall shouted.

Les stopped, his burden still on his shoulder, turned, and started back toward the trail as Jack and Carl came toward him.

“What the hell you got there?” Jack shouted.

“Holy shit!” Carl muttered.

As Marshall got closer, he shouted, “It’s the Hollis boy! It’s the Hollis boy!”

Les came out of the brush and dropped the body onto the ground. He cast a quick glance at Marshall, then addressed Jack and Carl. “I found him,” Les said, his voice tight with tension. “I found him . . . he was buried over there.” He indicated the general direction with a wave of his hand.

“Holy shit!” Carl repeated, as he looked at the frail, broken body.

Les glared at Marshall, giving him a piercing, questioning look. Marshall stammered, trying to say something, but no words would come out.

“Take it easy, old man,” Jack said, clasping Marshall on the shoulder. “Don’t go havin’ a coronary.”

“But . . . I saw . . . he. . . .”

“I was out beatin’ the brush,” Les said, his voice still straining to stay even. “I must’ve got separated from the rest of the guys. They’re around here somewhere. I . . . I came down along this trail and decided to head over to the open water at the Bog. ‘Bout fifty feet in, I saw . . . oh shit! I saw this foot sticking up out of the brush.” Les’ voice cracked.

“Hey, take it easy, Les. Christ, you’re a hero!” Jack said.

Marshall looked blankly from Les to the corpse to Jack. His mouth worked, trying to form words. “But . . . I saw . . . I. . . .”

“What’d you see?” Les asked with a sudden intensity that Jack and Carl didn’t seem to notice.

“I saw you carrying him,” Marshall said.

“I found him,” Les said firmly. He cocked his thumb toward the thick brush. “I found him in there where whoever killed him had buried him.”

Jack was bending down, inspecting the Hollis boy’s body. He didn’t touch him. “Looks like he’s been dead for a day or two,” he said finally. He stood up and looked at Les. “Why’d you move him?” he asked.

Les shrugged and looked confused. “I dunno’.”

“Don’t you remember?” Jack said. “Shaw made a point of telling us not to move the body if we found it. We were supposed to leave it where it was so they could check it out.”

“I dunno’,” Les said. “I guess . . . I guess I just got kinda’ freaked and carried it out to the trail without thinking.”

“Shit! Too bad,” Jack said. He took his walkie-talkie from his belt and snapped it on. Holding it closely to his mouth, he said, “Breaker, breaker. Virg, you there?”

“I’m here. Over,” came the static reply.

“Virg, this is Jack. . . . We, uhh, we’ve found the Hollis boy.” There was a tense second of silence, then Jack finished, “He’s . . . he’s dead.”

“Roger. We know where you are. We’ll be right out.”

Jack snapped off the walkie-talkie and put it back on his belt. He looked over at Les, who stood tensely regarding the corpse at his feet.

“Hey,” Jack said brightly, “Take it easy, Les. For Christ’s sake, you’re the town hero!”








HOLLAND, MAINE, WEDNESDAY, JUNE 8, 1977

MISSING BOY FOUND DEAD
 

HOLLAND—The body of Jeffrey Hollis, age twelve, was found late Tuesday afternoon by Mr. Les Rankin in a wooded area north of town. This is the second murder this year in this small town in Maine, and the local citizens are outraged.

The Hollis boy had been missing since late Sunday afternoon. Police and local citizens, aided by the state services, spent two days combing the area, concentrating on the woods near the Holland Bog.

Police Chief Virgil Shaw had refused to comment on any connection between this most recent death and the death of William Wilson, also of Holland, last week.

Les Rankin, who discovered the body, was part of the local search party organized to look for the missing boy. He refused to comment on the incident.

No one has been arrested in connection with the deaths, but local people are referring to him as “The Bog Man.”







Chapter Six
 

I
 

Les sat in a chair and hooked his thumbs through his belt loops. Leaning back and looking up at the ceiling, he began whistling a vague, tuneless song. The silence in Shaw’s office was beginning to eat at his nerves, and he knew he had to stay calm. He knew that anything less than “good-ole’ Les” might give him away.

He glanced over at Marshall, who was also sitting in the office waiting for Shaw and the State Police Lieutenant Porter. Marshall sat motionlessly, his eyes barely blinking as he stared out at the light rain.

“Shitty weather, ain’t it?” Les said to Marshall. The old man didn’t respond.

The door to the inner office snapped open, and Shaw walked in, followed by Porter. Shaw cleared his throat, pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and then, sitting down at his desk, started shuffling some papers. Porter walked over to the coffee pot and drew himself a cup, not bothering to offer to get one for anyone else.

“Shitty weather, ain’t it,” Les said again, directing his comment at Shaw. “ ‘Course, now that the boy’s been found, at least we won’t have to go slogging around in the Bog with weather like this.”

Shaw grunted and adjusted his glasses again.

‘Course, we’ve been gettin’ more ‘an our share of good weather. I ain’t never seen a prettier June.”

Shaw grunted and jogged his papers into order. He peered at Les from badly bloodshot eyes.

Porter had been standing, leaning against the coffee table. Now he pulled a chair up beside Shaw’s desk. He sat down, his face expressionless. He was a perfect contrast to Shaw. Whereas Shaw looked old, tired, and drained, Porter looked fresh-shaven and lively. Les knew he would have to watch what he said and did around Porter; the guy looked efficient and as cold as steel—a perfect cop, Les concluded, a perfect ball-busting cop!

Shaw picked up the papers and skimmed through them again. As he read, he underlined a few sentences with red pencil. When he was through, he handed the pages to Porter. Porter quickly read the underlined sentences and then passed them back to Shaw.

“Friggin’ rain,” Les muttered to himself, now that he knew no one was listening to him.

“It’s your ball game,” Porter whispered to Shaw, softly. But not so softly that both Les and Marshall didn’t hear him.

Shaw cleared his throat and leaned his elbows on the desk. “OK.” He paused, cleared his throat again. “We do have some confusion here that I’d like to clear up.”

Marshall slowly moved his eyes in Shaw’s direction and stared at the police chief with a dull, distant glare. Les was still leaning back in his chair, but he lowered the front legs to the floor and sat forward, looking attentive.

Shaw started drumming his fingers on the desktop as he looked from one man to the other.

“What kinda’ problems, uhh, confusion you got?” Les asked. He sounded earnest, but there was a thin edge to his voice.

“Well,” Shaw said slowly, “I’ve taken statements from each of you and, well, they just don’t jibe.”

Marshall shifted his weight from one side to the other. Les planted his elbows on his knees.

“How do you mean, ‘don’t jibe’?” Les asked.

Shaw shook his head and cast a quick glance at Porter, who sat, unblinking, watching the two men. “Well, according to each of your statements, things just didn’t happen the same way.”

Les glanced at Marshall, but the old man was still staring vacantly ahead, as though focused on something outside the room.

“Les, you stated that when you found the body of the Hollis boy, you started to call for help, that you had heard Carl and Jack go by earlier and knew they were close by. You stated also that you saw Mr. Logan walking along the path and that you called to him, is that correct?”

Les hesitated for a second, then nodded his head. “Uhh, yeah. Yeah, I did.”

“You state further that Mr. Logan looked up when you yelled to him and then he began to walk toward you as you carried the body toward the path. Right?”

“That’s what happened,” Les said more firmly. A serious expression washed over his face, and he stared fixedly at Shaw.

“One point I would like to clear up, Mr. Rankin,” Porter suddenly broke in, “is why you moved the body in the first place.”

Les shrugged his shoulders and swallowed hard.

Christ, he thought, they’re gonna’ nail me!

“Hadn’t you been instructed before the search began that you were not to move the body? That it was of the utmost importance not to move the body?”

“I suppose I panicked when I found it,” Les said, not sounding at all confident. “I guess it just slipped my mind and, knowing there were some other guys nearby, I guess I thought I’d get it up to the path at least.”

“That was a mistake,” Porter said firmly.

Shaw spoke as he adjusted his glasses. “Les, you and I have spent many a fall afternoon hunting deer during the season. I know you’re a good hunter and that not a hell of a lot bothers you, and it surprises me that you’d . . . you’d lose your nerve—even with something like this.”

Les looked anxiously at Shaw. “I’ve killed plenty of deer and other animals in hunting season, but I never found a body before.” He tightened his voice for effect. “Not a person!”

Shaw nodded. “Sure . . . sure. How could any of us know how we’d react in a similar situation?”

“Anyway,” Les said, regaining his composure, “the rain we got last night would’ve washed away anything like tracks, wouldn’t it?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Porter said solemnly.

“Too bad,” Les echoed.

“Well,” Shaw continued, “what bothers me more than your moving the body is that your statements don’t at all match up with Mr. Logan’s. Mr. Logan has stated that he first encountered you once you had uncovered the body and were carrying it along the path. He firmly denies that he heard you call to him.”

“Yeah, well, he’s an old man. Maybe he didn’t hear me call, but I did,” Les said firmly. “Maybe he’s hard of hearing.”

“I can hear perfectly well, young fella’!” Marshall said, turning angrily toward Les.

“Also,” Shaw continued, “Mr. Logan, you state that Mr. Rankin was carrying the body slung over his shoulder and walking along the path, not up the path. Correct?”

Marshall nodded, his forehead creased into a frown.

“Now Les,” Shaw went on, “you say that you hadn’t made it up to the path when Mr. Logan arrived on the scene. What I have to know first of all is, when did Mr. Logan first see the body? Was it before you made it to the path or after you started along the path in the direction Carl and Jack had taken?”

“I . . . I really can’t say for sure,” Les said. Agitation crept into his voice, and he shot a sharp, questioning look at Marshall.

—How much does that fucking old man know? he wondered, as his fear of discovery rose like bile. What the fuck did he see?

“I . . . I just remember that I saw . . . I saw the kid’s bare foot sticking out from underneath . . . underneath a pile of leaves and stuff. I . . . I probably panicked some. I dunno’! Christ! I have kids of my own! I can’t remember exactly what happened. Shit! I can’t say for sure!”

“Hey, come on,” Shaw said, his voice kindly, “take it easy.” He leaned across the desktop and tried to pat Les on the shoulder, but Les shied away. “I know it must’ve been quite a shock for you to—”

“Christ! You don’t know!” Les shouted. He looked at Shaw with wide, fear-struck eyes. “It scared the fuckin’ shit outta’ me! Christ! I’ve got kids of my own. One of my kids could’ve been dead out there!”

“Just relax, will you?” Shaw said firmly. He glanced over at Porter, whose expression apparently hadn’t changed; he was still studying the two men they were interviewing with a scientific detachment.

“Yeah. Sure,” Les said. He let the tension slowly drain from his body. His shoulders sagged as he leaned back in his chair. He was immensely pleased with himself for turning his worry and agitation at being discovered into appearing shocked by the experience of finding the boy’s body. He hoped silently that both cops read it as that and didn’t probe much deeper; he wasn’t sure how long he could hold up the front.

“Now Mr. Logan,” Shaw said, turning his gaze to the old man. He narrowed his eyes and studied Marshall for a brief moment, then continued. “Are you absolutely certain that you saw Mr. Rankin carry the boy’s body down along the path, that he moved it quite a distance along the path?”

Marshall returned Shaw’s stare and replied evenly, “I told you what I saw.”

Les cast a worried glance at the old man and felt the tension beginning to coil along his spine again.

“At least that’s what you think you saw, Mr. Logan,” Shaw said softly. He suddenly shifted back in his chair. “Well, I don’t know exactly what to think about all this. It still bothers me that we can’t agree on such a minor point, but—”

“But it’s exactly such minor points that can turn a case around and provide a solution,” Porter broke in. “I’m sure you realize how important it is that every single shred of evidence match up. Otherwise well. . . .” He let his voice drift away suggestively.

“One further point I want to settle this morning,” Shaw said. “Mr. Logan, Jack told me that you expressed some concern that members of the search party were trespassing on your property.”

Marshall kept his face stonily still.

“In a unique police situation such as this, I would assume that the police force would have the complete cooperation of the townspeople. Isn’t that so?”

Marshall nodded.

“If you have any objection to our being on your land, I wish you would express it now. This morning, I’ll have to send a team of investigators out to where the boy was found. Granted, with the rain, I don’t expect to find much in the way of footprints, but there might be something more substantial, such as a bit of clothing from the murderer.” He paused and adjusted his glasses. “I would like permission to be on your property, if you don’t mind.”

Marshall was silent for a long moment, then he nodded. “Yeah. Fine,” he said, looking down at the floor. “Just make sure your fellas don’t go ruinin’ the land or botherin’ me!”

“I’ll be sure,” Shaw said reassuringly.

“‘S that it?” Les said, trying to keep his voice from sounding too anxious. He shifted and started to stand.

“For now, yes,” Shaw said. “I’ll be around later today to talk with both of you again. If we find a suspect and get it to court, of course, both of you will be expected to testify. I’d like to know if either one of you would be opposed to taking a polygraph test.”

“A what?” Marshall snapped peevishly.

“A lie detector test,” Shaw said.

“No problem,” Les said brightly. He looked over at Marshall and again the thought ran through his head: How much does that fucking old man know?

Marshall returned Les’ stare, then looked at Shaw. “I ain’t about to let you go strapping me into any lie detectin’ machine,” he said gruffly.

“It would help us sort out a lot of what both of you have said in your statements. I don’t have any legal power to force you to do it, Mr. Logan, but any cooperation you could give us would—”

“Why in hell should I cooperate when you don’t even believe me when I tell yah what I saw?” Marshall asked.

Shaw smiled. “The tests would help us determine at least how much you believe what you’re saying is the truth.”

“If I tell the truth of what I saw, the machine will show it?” Marshall asked, sounding suddenly excited.

“Well,” Shaw hedged, “to a degree. It would at least give us something to go on.”

“Anything I said, if it’s true, that machine will show it?” Marshall asked. There was an edge of excitement in his voice and he was leaning forward eagerly in his chair.

“You ain’t suggestin’ that one of us is lyin’, are you?” Les asked pointedly. “That one of us ain’t tellin’ the truth.”

Shaw looked from Marshall to Les. He frowned as he adjusted his glasses and tried to read each man’s reaction. A quick glance at Porter, whose face remained blank, revealed nothing.

“I’m not saying that . . . no sir,” Shaw said quietly. “It’s just that I want to clear up this confusion on what happened out there. Someone murdered that little boy and probably the same person killed the Wilson boy. It’s important that we get everything straight.”

“I don’t give a shit,” Les said. He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops again and leaned back nonchalantly in his chair. “It’ll give me a chance to prove that this old man don’t know what the fuck he saw out there.”

“That may be,” Shaw said. His voice was steady and icy.

“I’m willin’ too,” Marshall said with an earnestness in his voice that unnerved Les. He tried not to show his discomfort as a wave of chills raced along his spine.

“Fine,” Shaw said. “I’ll contact the polygraph department and see when we can schedule the tests. I’ll let you both know by tomorrow.”

Marshall nodded his head solemnly. Les smirked, although his pulse-rate had increased.

How much does that fucking old man know? he wondered, the thought repeating in his mind with increasing urgency. How much does that fucking old man know, and what the Christ is he gonna’ say?

“That’ll do it for now,” Shaw said, sounding business-like. He rose from his seat and walked over to the open office door. “You fellas just head on home for now and . . . and try not to think too much about what you found.”

Marshall rose slowly and pulled his heavy coat on. He took his cloth cap from the pocket and put it on, pulling the flaps down to cover his ears. Limping slightly, he walked to the door and left without another word. Shaw watched him as he made his way along the sidewalk, sloshing through the puddles.

Les zipped up his jacket and started to leave, but he hesitated, as if he wanted to say something. Shaw stopped him at the door by clapping him firmly on the shoulder. Les looked at the police chief and felt tension again building inside him.

“I just wanna’ say, Les, that I think you did one hell of a job.”

Les grunted and looked down at his feet. He cast a quick glance at the receding figure of Marshall, making his way down Main Street.

“We went over that ground a dozen or more times and missed that kid. It took some sharp looking to find him.”

“I just wish I hadn’t fucked up by moving the body,” he said weakly.

“You did a good job,” Shaw repeated. “Thanks for cooperating.”

“Sure.” Les took Shaw’s proffered hand and shook it. He glanced over at Porter, who was watching silently.

Fucking perfect ball-busting cop, he thought bitterly.

He smiled and left, hurrying out to his car. As he slammed the door shut and started up the motor, his mind was already working on what he had to do. Somehow or other, he had to make sure that, if Marshall had seen anything out there, if he had seen him uncover the body before moving it, he would never get a chance to say so—especially if he was hooked up to a lie detector. No matter what, he couldn’t change it. The old man had to have some kind of accident . . . soon!
 

II
 

“He’s a strange old coot, isn’t he,” Porter said over his shoulder as he drew himself another cup of coffee.

“Huh?” Shaw said, looking up from his desk where he was sitting with his head in his hands.

“That old man Logan. If the phrase ‘strange coot’ fits anyone, it sure fits him.” He took a quick sip of coffee and looked at Shaw with the same blankness as he had watched Marshall and Les.

“He’s a bit odd,” Shaw offered distantly.

“He’s lived here all his life, right?”

Shaw nodded.

“The guy never married?” Porter asked. The way he asked the question made Shaw snap to attention. “No. He never did.”

Porter stood still, leaning against the coffee table silently rubbing his hands together. “I’ve seen a lot of people in the course of my work,” he said after a moment. “I’ve had to deal with plenty of situations where I wasn’t exactly sure who was innocent and who was guilty, but I just can’t get a fix on that old man.”

“Marshall?” Shaw asked. He sounded surprised, maybe confused. “I’ve known him all my life and—” he paused and scratched his neck—“I can’t really say I can get a fix on him either.” He stood up and walked over to the window, his breath fogging the pane. “All my life. His family’s been here longer than mine.”

“Do you feel as though he’s a pretty level guy?” Porter asked. “Or that he might be the person responsible?”

“Marshall?” Again, Shaw sounded surprised.

Porter nodded, unsmiling.

Shaw looked at the police lieutenant then back out the window at the falling rain. “You’ve been listening to the talk around town, haven’t you?”

Porter nodded. Shaw watched the ghostly reflection in the window.

“I’ve spoken with several townspeople. And, yes, a few suggested that Mr. Logan might, shall we say, be more involved than you suspect.”

“Don’t believe it for a minute,” Shaw snapped, turning to face Porter. His glasses slid down his nose, and he adjusted them quickly. “Marshall’s an old man who values his privacy, that’s all. What a few narrow minds around town say about him should be ignored.”

“Like I said, though,” Porter said coolly, “I’ve seen a lot of people in my line of work, but I’ve never seen anyone sit so quietly, so emotionlessly through an interrogation like we just had . . . until the mention of the polygraph.”

“I wasn’t aware we were interrogating anyone,” Shaw said.

Porter ignored the remark and scratched his head in thought. “He doesn’t act guilty,” Porter continued, “but he surely didn’t seem totally innocent, either.”

“Marshall? Guilty? . . . Of this?” Shaw riveted Porter with a wide-eyed expression.

Porter shook his head. “Well, maybe not guilty, but I can tell you for damn sure that Mr. Logan was definitely withholding information.”

“Come on,” Shaw said. “Marshall’s always been like that. Ever since I can remember he’s been the town hermit . . . the old boogeyman living out there by the Bog. But he’s a decent, honest fella’.”

“That may be,” Porter said, turning a cool gaze at Shaw, “but somebody’s responsible, and I’ll wager money that Mr. Logan knows something he didn’t tell us.”
 

III
 

“Well it was a goddamn stupid shithead of an idea, if you ask me!” David shouted. He faced Allison across their unmade bed in the motel. “I wouldn’t say that was a very brilliant practical joke!” He looked away from her and began buttoning his shirt.

Allison’s eyes softened with hurt pride, but she maintained a steel-like expression. Her jaw muscles worked furiously as she formed words in her mouth. Finally, at a loss for anything else, she simply muttered, “Fuck you.”

“Fuck me!” David hollered, turning. “Fuck Me!” He slammed his balled fist into the mattress, making a dull thump. “Fuck ME! You’re the one who acted like a goddamn whore, for Christ’s sake!” He glared at her and shook his fists with frustration. “I just can’t believe you’d pull something like that!”

“I was just playing a little joke on him, that’s all,” Allison said, her voice all innocence. She had shifted to her little-girl-hurt voice; she was good at trying different voices until she found the one that worked.

“Well I’d say you picked the wrong fucking guy to pull a practical joke like that on.” David shook his head and waved his hands violently in the air. “Les is a goddamned married man! You don’t do shit like that in a small town like Holland. Christ! He’s got about as much savvy as I’ve got in my little finger, and you come on to him like some Forty-Second Street whore!”

Allison’s anger suddenly flared; the little-girl-hurt exploded. “Shut your fucking mouth!” she screamed, pointing her finger inches from David’s face. “I wasn’t the only one playing that game. He was playing me for all I was worth, too. I just decided that I’d put him in his place, thinking he can come on to me.”

“Sure . . . sure,” David said, smirking, “and I suppose you didn’t strut right in there, and wiggle your ass all over the place.”

“He was looking for it!” Allison shouted, her voice cracking.

“I don’t give a shit! I really don’t give a sweet shit if Les fucks every school girl in town. I just don’t want my woman acting like a slut.”

“Slut! Is that what you think of me?”

“I just don’t want you thinking you’re the best set of knockers to hit this town. And I sure as hell don’t want any rumors spreading that you were shagging him—Les or anyone!”

“I can do whatever I goddamn please.” Allison said, her anger instantly replaced by an imperial haughtiness. She folded her arms across her chest and tilted her face toward the ceiling.

“The Christ you can! I don’t want it looking like you came up here with me just to start fucking every horny guy in town.”

“What the Christ do you care?” Allison said with disdain. “I thought you told me you didn’t give two shits about this town. On the drive up, if I remember correctly, you said you couldn’t care less if Holland Maine just dried up and blew away. Didn’t you Didn’t you?”

“It reflects on me, and I just don’t think it looks good,” David said. His voice had softened, but his anger hadn’t yet subsided.

“I don’t really see why you’d care what anyone around here thinks,” Allison said. The snide tone in her voice almost made David explode again.

“You’re right,” David said evenly, “I don’t give a shit about this town, but while we’re here, I sure as hell don’t want you going around embarrassing me.”

“Embarrassing you!”

“Yeah, embarrassing me. Christ, Allison, tongues wag around this town more than flags on the Fourth of July! I’d just rather not have everyone saying that little Davie Logan grew up, moved to New York City, and started running around with city whores.”

Allison drew back as though she had been hit in the face. “A city whore? Is that how you think of me?”

“No, I—“

Allison’s clenched fists shook with suppressed rage. “I’m a city whore, huh? Well, if that’s how you feel about me, I don’t see any reason why I should stay around here. I’ll just head on back to the city.”

“Hey, it’s not that serious. I meant that—”

“I know just what you meant.”

David came around the bed and grabbed her by the arms. He tried to keep his grip tight, but she shook loose and spun away from him.

“I mean it!” she shouted. “I don’t have to take any of this bullshit. I’m leaving.”

“Alli—”

“If you’re so goddamn worried about what these moron hicks think about you, well—” she shook her head with disgust and let her upper lip curl back—”well, I’ll just leave so I won’t embarrass you my further.”

She knelt down and fished her suitcase out from under the bed. David watched, unable to say anything. He clenched and unclenched his fists with frustration.

Allison threw the suitcase onto the bed, went over to he dresser, and started to pack her clothes. She tossed them into a pile on the bed and then jammed them into the suitcase.

“For Christ’s sake, Allison!” David gripped her shoulder. She turned, glaring at him. “Will you just cool it for one goddamn second?” He pushed, trying to make her sit down on the bed.

With a sudden grunt, she lashed out at him with her open hand. Her palm slapped across his cheek with a loud crack. “Keep your fucking hands offa me!”

Stunned, David took a few steps backward until he was standing with his back against the wall. His shoulder brushed against one of the cheap oil paintings and knocked it askew. He rubbed at his cheek where an angry red welt was beginning to rise.

“Have it your way,” he said softly, not sure if she heard him above the exaggerated sounds she made as she packed.

Allison glared at him. Her lower lip trembled. She reached for the phone on the nightstand beside the bed. “Hello, desk?” She paused and regarded David a bit more coolly. “Desk? This is Miss Vickery in room 12. I’d like you to call a taxi to pick me up and drive me to the airport as soon as possible.”

She waited, eyelids flickering. “Yes, to drive me into the Portland airport. No, Mr. Logan will not be checking out just yet.” The smirk on her face increased until the smile was almost ghoulish. “Oh, and could you please check and see when the next flight out to New York is? Yes, the city. Thank you.”

She replaced the receiver gently. The look of triumph that lit her face made David’s anger rise, but he remained silent as she completed her packing.

After the suitcase was full and she had closed it, she looked at David. “There,” she said, folding her arm in front of her, “are you satisfied?”

David was silent for a moment. When he answered, his voice sounded hollow and weak. It irritated him that it might make Allison think she had won. “Whatever you want,” he said distantly.

“If you’d be so kind,” she said over her shoulder as she picked up her suitcase and started for the door, “as to bring anything I might have forgotten. . . .” Then she was gone.

“Hey, wait a minute,” David said, going to the door, and watching her walk down to the curb. He heard the sound of a car and, looking up, saw a cab pull into the motel, driveway. She stalked over to the waiting taxi and got in without once looking back at David.

As the cab drove slowly out to the main road, David leaned on the door frame and watched. He was unable to decide if he felt hurt or relieved. The ambiguity made him decide that it must mean it was good to see her go.

Once the sound of the cab had receded in the distance, David eased the door shut, locked it, and lay down on the rumpled bed. The cloying smell of Allison’s perfume and the stinging, stale cigarette smoke were all that was left of her. Propping himself up on his elbows, David studied the half-filled ashtray on the nightstand. For the first time in almost a year since he quit smoking, he really wanted a cigarette.
 

IV
 

Les clicked open the chamber of the revolver and, holding it up to the bare bulb that illuminated his basement workbench, stared down the shiny metal tube. He smiled, considered running one more cleaning patch down the barrel, but then nodded with satisfaction and clicked the chamber shut. He spun the bullet chamber around a few times. The faint clicking sound gave him a pleasant, tickling feeling in his stomach. He placed the revolver gently down on the workbench and started putting away the cleaning kit.

“Lunch’s about ready, hon’,” Leah called from upstairs.

Les glanced up at the stairwell and grunted, “Yeah.” He put the cleaning kit into the bench drawer, then took out a box of cartridges. He flipped open the box and stared at the bullets for a moment. The rounded lead tops of the bullets reminded him of the little lead sinkers he had used for fishing when he was young. He ran the tip of his forefinger over the bullets and smiled. “These ‘sinkers’ are for bigger fish,” he said, a low laugh rumbling in his chest. He poured the bullets out into his hand.

“Honey,” Leah called from the top of the stairs, “I said lunch is about ready.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you,” Les said, glaring up at the stairway. He cupped the bullets in his hand and held his hand close to his chest. He was afraid Leah would come down into the basement, and he didn’t want her to see him with the gun—just in case he did end up using it.

“It’s getting cold,” Leah said.

“Just a goddamn minute, for Christ’s sake!” He put the bullets on the workbench, ready to scoop them and the revolver into the open drawer if she started down.

“What are you doing there?” Leah asked. Her voice sounded fainter this time, and Les figured she had walked back into the kitchen. He heard the clatter of pots and pans.

“Just cleaning up a few things, that’s all,” Les said. He looked anxiously at the stairwell for a few seconds longer, then, reassured, picked up a few bullets and snapped open the chamber. As he started slipping bullets into the chamber, a smile lit his face that gradually spread into a wide grin.

The last bullet dropped into place. Les snapped the chamber shut and hefted the revolver in his hand.

“I’ll go get him,” Georgie said from upstairs. There was a rapid sound of running feet, and then the steady clumping of the boy’s careful descent down the cellar steps.

“I said I’m coming right up!” Les shouted, dropping the revolver into the drawer and then scooping the remaining bullets in on top of it.

“Dad—”

He ran the drawer shut and turned around quickly to face Georgie, standing at the foot of the stairs. “Dad, Mom says lunch is ready. Come on.”

“I’ll be right up!” Les said evenly. He leaned the small of his back against the closed drawer.

Georgie was hanging back, as though afraid to come any closer to his father.

“Go on, get upstairs yourself,” Les said, reaching for the pull-chain on the light. Georgie turned and started up the stairs. Before he snapped the light off, Les quickly slid the drawer open and grabbed the revolver. He was just about to slide it into his waistband when Georgie yelled, “Hey! Is that a gun?”

Les wheeled around and looked at his young son, staring at him with wide-eyed fascination.

“Hey Mom!” Georgie yelled, cupping his hands to his mouth, “Mom! Dad’s got a gun!”

Les hefted the revolver and started passing it from hand to hand. “Shut up,” he said with a low hiss in his voice.

“Les?” Leah shouted from upstairs. Her voice was edged with concern. “Les? Do you have a gun down there?”

Les shot an angry glance at Georgie, then in the direction of the stairs. “Yeah,” he said dully, feigning disinterest.

“Do you? Do you have a gun?” Leah repeated.

“Yes, for Christ’s sake. Yes, I do!” he shouted, addressing a spot on the cellar ceiling where he guessed she was standing.

“What in heaven’s name for?”

“I was cleaning out my old revolver, you know?”

Leah came down the cellar steps slowly. At the foot of the steps, she stopped and rested her hand lightly on Georgie’s shoulder. Husband and wife eyed each other nervously for a few tense seconds. Ceorgie melted back into the folds of his mother’s dress.

Finally, Leah broke the silence. Her voice fought to stay steady. “Hon’, why don’t you put it away? You know how I feel about having guns in the house.”

Les gripped the gun handle firmly and shook it, feeling the revolver’s weight. “I was cleaning it out, you know?” he said. “What with everything that’s been happenin’ around town, I thought it might not be such a bad idea to have a little extra protection, you know?”

Leah eyed Les for a second, then began shaking her head sadly from side to side. “No, Les, I don’t know.” Her eyes glassed over with tears. “I don’t understand why things like what happened to Jeffy and Billy have to happen.” One tear spilled over. “And I don’t understand why, as soon as they do, people have to get their guns. That isn’t gonna’ solve anything.”

“It will if that bastard comes around here,” Les said.

Leah’s face was streaked with tears, shiny lines on both cheeks. “It won’t solve anything. And it surely won’t bring back Jeffy and Billy.” She gripped Georgie’s shoulder tightly, and the small boy sank into the protection of his mother’s apron.

“It will solve the problem if that bastard comes around here,” Les repeated. His voice cut with harsh hostility. He hefted the revolver, then snapped the chamber open, spun it once noisily, and clicked it shut with grim finality.

“What bastard?” Leah asked softly. She stared at her husband with glistening eyes. “What bastard are you talking about?”

“What do you mean?” Les shouted, glaring at Leah.

Leah shifted her stance and held Georgie close to her. Her fingers worked their way through the boy’s hair, twisting it into tiny twirls. “Nothing,” she said finally, “nothing.”

For a few tense seconds, they stared at each other. The only sound was the slap-slap as Les passed the revolver from hand to hand.

“Anyway,” Leah said distantly, “lunch’s ready. Wash your hands and come on up.” Georgie led the way up the cellar steps. Les listened as they walked into the kitchen and Leah started setting out plates for lunch. He heard her go to the upstairs hallway and shout for Robbie and Sammy.

Les studied the revolver in his hand, gripping it tightly and shaking it. “This’ll solve the problem,” he said. His voice was gritty, and a tight smile played with the corners of his mouth. “This’ll solve the whole fuckin’ problem!”

He tucked the gun into his belt and pulled his shirt down to cover the obtrusive bulge as best he could. He enjoyed the feeling of the cool steel pressing against his belly. He gave the light pull-chain a quick tug. The cellar was plunged into thick darkness. He started up the stairs.
 

V
 

Fifteen minutes after Allison had left, David was still sitting on the edge of the bed, studying the twisted grain pattern on the door. He was trying to sort it all out, but he was still too heated to get any coherent thoughts about what had happened and what he felt about it.

He felt that he was right—that Allison had made a mistake playing with Les and then shutting him down so hard. He didn’t really care how Les reacted to it; he hadn’t felt particularly pleased to see his old friend after so many years, so it didn’t bother him on that score. But as he considered it, he was beginning to realize that he honestly didn’t care how Allison had come across in the situation either.

Of course, the first thing that crossed his mind was that he should wait until he was sure Allison was back at her place in the city and give her a call. He could apologize, tell her that the hassle of settling the old estate had gotten him on edge and that he would see her when he got back to the city after the weekend.

“Horse pucky,” he muttered. He glanced at his watch and figured that she’d be back in the city probably no later than ten o’clock.

But that was almost seven hours from now. He sighed deeply when he considered how much time he’d have to think about what he would say.

“But why apologize?” he said, sitting up straight and pounding the mattress with his fist. “She owes me the apology!”

He tried to calm himself, but whenever he thought about her cockteasing Les, his anger burned. She was the one who packed and left! She was the one who told him to forget it! She would have to be the one to apologize! The thought of him apologizing made his stomach churn.

So what else would he do?

His mind hedged around the most logical answer for some time. He fenced with it like an arch-villain. Finally, he picked up the thought and turned it over gingerly: he probably should accept the fact that this was it—he and Allison were done.

It was time to be honest with himself, David decided. He didn’t hedge away from the thought: while Allison satisfied him physically, she had never satisfied him mentally.

“Except as a mind-fucker,” he mumbled, shifting his position.

Allison was a basically self-centered, selfish person. David could admit that to himself easily enough. What troubled him was that he put up with her bitchiness simply because she could throw a mean fuck. He swallowed hard as he considered that just possibly he had been just as self-centered and selfish for the past five years.

He forced a smile and chuckled deep in his chest. “OK, OK, so what? So what if I’ve been using her for her body?” he said, addressing the ceiling. “No crime there, right? We’re mutually consenting adults, as they say. Right?

“So,” he said, looking up, “so now it’s time to stop.”

Saying it out loud made it a little easier to think about. It also made the decision more firm in his mind. The ceiling bore silent witness. He swung his legs from the bed and onto the floor, standing up quickly. He began pacing the length of the motel room, running his hands through his hair as he considered the implications.

“So we split up,” he said gruffly. “That’s it. It’s over.” He snapped his fingers with a dull pop.

He knew that realizing he and Allison were through would be a lot harder than just saying it; but, he thought, maybe if he said it loud enough and often enough, the idea would sit easier.

“It’s over! We split. We’re through. It’s just that goddamn simple,” he repeated as he paced back and forth.

But still . . . he remembered the times oh—Lord! the times he had with Allison.

The sudden ringing of the telephone made him jump. He turned toward the phone on the nightstand but, before he lifted the receiver, he saw that Allison had left a pack of cigarettes there. He quickly shook out a cigarette and lit it. With blue, choking smoke curling up into his face, he lifted the receiver.

“Hello!” he snapped, angry at himself for being startled and that his thoughts had been interrupted.

For a second or two there was static silence on the other end of the line. Distantly, in the background, David heard a faint roaring sound that gradually built. It took him a second to realize that it was the sound of a crowded restaurant.

“Hello,” he repeated, his irritation growing. His eyes shifted to the closed Venetian blind.

“You want to know something?” a woman’s voice said, soft and low.

“Huh?” The nicotine reached his blood and made his stomach lurch.

“I think you’re one helluva rotten son of a bitch!” Then the connection was broken, and David was left with the buzzing receiver held to his ear. He slowly placed the phone back in its cradle, fighting the impulse to smash it down. He looked coolly at the silent phone for a moment, then he took the cigarette from his mouth and flicked the ash, dusting the telephone.

“That’s it” he said, fighting the anger and the hurt. “It’s over.”
 

VI
 

From outside the restaurant, Les could see through the windows that the place was more crowded than usual. As he walked in through the front door, Frank Schroder cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Here he is now!”

A chorus of cheers and whoops rose, filling the dimly lit Sawmill. Les started and looked around nervously as everyone in the bar stood up and applauded him, tilting their glasses in his direction.

“Hero for a day!” someone shouted above the cheering.

“All right! Someone get this man a beer!”

The shouts, whistles, and cheers rose higher and then slowly faded away as Les moved through the throng toward the bar and the beer that waited for him there. He was reaching for the brew when someone clapped him roughly on the shoulder, almost making him spill the beer. He turned and looked at Schroder, who regarded him with a beaming, proud look.

“I’m buyin’ the next one for yah,” Schroder said, grinning.

Les nodded, took the beer, and drank deeply. “Sure,” he said weakly, wiping the foam on the back of his hand. He forced a smile. “Thanks.” He leaned on the bar, trying to appear casual in the limelight.

“And then the next one’s on me,” someone else shouted. Les saw his road boss, Jerry Wescott, pushing toward him. He came up beside Les and extended his hand. “Congratulations, Les!” They shook hands firmly. “By Jesus, you gave our crew a good name. You did a damn good job there, boy.”

“Ummm,” Les mumbled, his face downcast. He drank another swallow, then with a deep breath turned to face the throng. As he looked around at everyone, their eyes riveted on him, Les had a sudden, dropping feeling in his gut.

What if they know what really happened? he thought. What if everyone here knows the truth and this whole fucking thing is a put-on? What if. . . What if. . . ?

He shook his head, trying to push the thought away, but it would not leave him—it grew, flexing in his stomach like an icy hand.

They all know and they’re doing this to break me down! They’re doing this so I’ll crack! Christ! No! He shook his head again, finding it difficult to get a deep breath. A cool prickly sensation ran across his back between his shoulder blades.

“So tell me, how’d you find him?” Wescott said suddenly. The noise in the bar had subsided, and people were beginning to break into separate groups to drink and talk.

“Huh?” Les said, shaking his head as though dazed. The paranoid thoughts still chattered in his head, but he was resolved not to let them get a better hold.

“We’d been over that area at least a dozen fuckin’ times, ‘n no one found a trace of that kid. How’d you find him?”

For a flickering moment, Les studied Wescott’s face, trying to determine if he really wanted to know or if—

—Oh shit! They all know!

—he was trying to get Les to talk, to admit what had really happened out there in the Bog.

Les shrugged his shoulders, trying to look casual.

He tried to sound at ease but, to him, his voice sounded strained and hollow when he spoke: “I dunno’. I guess I was just in the right place at the right time is all.”

“Fucking Hawkeye, that’s what you are,” Schroder said good-naturedly, clapping him on the back again.

Wescott cocked his head. “Yeah, I suppose, but a hell of a lot of fellas went over that area and didn’t come up with a thing. ‘Sides, I thought you weren’t out on the search yesterday. Hadn’t you called in sick?”

Les’ throat closed off with a sharp click, but when he looked at Wescott, his face was firmly set. “I got kids too, you know. What was happening out there affected me, too,” he practically shouted. A few of the people nearby stopped talking for a moment and looked at Les and Wescott. Les’ eyes flicked nervously about the barroom, then back at Wescott.

Wescott squinted, regarding Les.

“I got to feelin’ guilty,” Les said, softer. “You know, letting everyone else do the brush beating when it could affect me just as much as anyone else.”

“Sure,” Wescott said, “sure. I know.”

“You don’t seem to mind lettin’ others do the work when we’re laying a new road bed,” Schroder said, smiling widely.

Les looked at him unamused. Schroder shifted nervously from one foot to the other and then, deciding that his jokes weren’t appreciated, ambled away to join one of the knots of people at the far end of the room.

“Hey, Les,” Wescott said gently, “you gotta’ lighten up, you know?” He leaned toward Les and placed his hand firmly on Les’ shoulder. Les squirmed under the touch and grunted. Wescott’s grip tightened slightly, and again the panicked thoughts began to rise in Les’ mind.

What if this son-of-a-bitch really knows and is just trying to wear me down?

Wescott went on, “I know you’re probably pretty worked up about finding that kid. Especially in the condition he was in. You didn’t hear anything about the autopsy they did on him, did you?”

Les shook his head no.

“Just as well I guess. But I’ve heard that the kid had been raped.”

Les gulped, fighting the tightening feeling he had in his stomach.

“Whoever the fuck killed that kid, it looks like he jammed him one up the ass before he did.”

“No shit,” Les said tightly. He reached for his beer and drank a big mouthful.

“I mean—” Wescott indicated the whole barroom with a broad sweep of his arm—”all this, treatin’ you like a hero must feel kinda’ nice and all, but I bet it can’t take away the shock of findin’ someone dead and . . . and mutilated.”

He’s trying to fuckin’ wear me down! Les’ mind screamed. He swallowed hard and forced his voice to stay steady and low.

“Yeah. The whole thing has me . . . kinda’ worked up, you know?” After another swallow of beer, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and only then, slowly, was he able to look Wescott in the eye. Wescott was still holding him by the shoulder, and the grip seemed to tighten slightly.

“Well, I know it don’t sound like much,” Wescott said earnestly, “but you gotta’ try not to let it get to yah.” The grip eased, and Wescott clapped Les hard on the back. “OK? Just don’t let it bother yah. And about this guy, whoever the Christ he is who’s doing this, don’t worry. The cops are gonna’ run him down before he gets your or anybody else’s kids.”

Les cringed and shifted his eyes away from Wescott’s stare. For a tense moment, he stared at the slick top of the bar as he chewed on the back of his thumb. “How d’yah know that?”

“Huh?” Wescott leaned closer to Les.

“I said, how do you know this killer’s gonna’ get caught soon?”

“Hell, I know,“ Wescott said, leaning back with a smirk of being privy to inside information. “Shaw and Porter, the statie there, said they had a pretty good lead, that they thought they might have an arrest in a day or two.”

A warm flush of fear hit Les with such intensity that he felt an urgent need to urinate. He held his beer glass tightly so his hand wouldn’t shake. “Really?” he said weakly.

“Yeah, yeah,” Wescott said, inflated with self-importance. Lowering his voice, he said, “‘Course, they didn’t give me any details or anything, but I’ll tell yah, Les, you can feel pretty sure that nothing like this will happen again. They’re gonna’ nail down that bastard, whoever he is.”

“I think it might have been Logan, you know?” Schroder said. Startled, Les turned around and looked at Schroder, who had left his table and was drifting back over to them.

“Marshall?” Wescott said, sounding surprised. “Come on, Frank, you’ve known Marshall all your life, you can’t say that—”

“Naw, not Marshall,” Schroder said, shaking his head, “not Marshall, his nephew—David.”

Wescott snorted and then chuckled. Les stood there, staring wide-eyed at Schroder.

“It could be him. None of this started happenin’ until he came back to town.”

“Awww, you’re crazy. It ain’t fuckin’ David Logan either.” Wescott dismissed Schroder with a wave of his hand, but Schroder pressed on.

“Well, it’s true,” Schroder said, sounding defensive. “Soon as he came back to town, Billy Wilson was found dead, and—”

“For Christ’s sake, Frank, it was Logan who found the Wilson kid and got the police out there. You don’t mean to tell me that he’s gonna’ kill and then call the police in on it, are you?” The mockery in Wescott’s voice cut deep.

“What better cover could he have? Makes him look nice and innocent, don’t it?” Schroder’s eyes widened and burned with the intensity of a fanatic.

“You’re full of shit, Frank. Logan had that woman with him.” Wescott cupped his hands in front of his chest and shook them suggestively. “The one with the big fuckin’ knockers.”

Schroder didn’t laugh. He glanced at Les, who was staring at him with a dull, distant look. “What do you think?” he asked.

Les shrugged.

“You’re saying that Logan and his chick did this together? Ahhh, you’re outta’ your fuckin’ mind,” Wescott said.

“It’s possible. There’s a lot of weird people in the world. How the hell do you know it ain’t them?”

“You’ve had too much to drink. Either that, or you’ve been talking to Mac too much. Next thing you know, you’ll be sayin’ you saw a UFO out there picking up the bodies and examining ‘em.” Wescott chuckled loudly and then looked at Les’ near-empty beer glass. He signaled to the bartender. “Hey! Another one here for the hero!”

Les nodded silent thanks, folded his hands and leaned on the bar, trying to fight down the twisting tension he felt. The bartender slid a full glass over the bar. It came to rest at the apex of Les’ folded hands.

“So who do you think it is?” Schroder said, pressing.

“I ain’t got the foggiest goddamned idea, but it sure as hell ain’t Logan or anyone else from around here. It’s gotta’ be some pervert from . . . from someplace else,” Wescott answered. His voice trailed away with lessening conviction.

“Like maybe Logan,” Schroder said sharply. “He’s from New York, right?”

Wescott shrugged.

“What do you think, Les?” Schroder asked suddenly.

The question surprised Les. He spilled some beer when he turned and looked at Schroder. “I . . . I dunno’.”

“You knew David when you were kids. You and he were buddies in high school. You think he could be the one?”

“Beats my ass,” Les replied casually. His stomach was churning and he felt as though someone were choking him.

“Well, I think it’s him,” Schroder insisted. “And I wouldn’t be at all surprised if his uncle—old man Logan—was in on it with him. No sir-ee. That whole family always was kinda’ strange.”

“Frank,” Wescott said in a calm, fatherly tone, “why don’t you just get yourself another drink, sit down, and try to calm down just a bit, huh? I think your imagination’s in high gear; you oughtta’ downshift.”

Schroder turned away, disgruntled.

“Hey, come on, Les. Drink up!” Wescott said, slapping him roughly on the back.

Les took a large gulp of beer, then slipped the half-full glass onto the bar. He covered his mouth with his hand and belched softly, then finished the glass with four huge gulps.

“Lemme buy you another,” Wescott said. He took his wallet from his pocket and slapped a fiver on the bar.

“Naw. I gotta’ get goin’,” Les said. He straightened up and tugged at his belt. Beneath his shirt and jacket, he felt the cool pressure of the revolver against his side.

“You mean to tell me that you’re gonna’ leave here after only two beers?” Wescott’s voice rose with amazement. “Am I talkin’ to the real Les Rankin, for Christ’s sake? Come on! Hey! Over here. Another beer!”

“Shit, man, I gotta’ get goin’,” Les said.

“Not until you have another drink,” Wescott said, forcing Les back to his position at the bar-rail.

“Yeah, well, I guess one more won’t hurt. But then I gotta’ get goin’. It’s almost dark.”
 

VII
 

The sun had set, and the western sky was deepening to purple as Les drove down the Little River Road. He had stayed at the Sawmill for three “last” beers, and the alcohol was beating on his head with soft hammer blows. The car window was open, and the cool evening air rushed over him, refreshing him and just taking the edge off his drunkenness. He knew that any other night he would have been blind drunk by now.

Reaching down to his waistband, he felt the bulge of his pistol and patted it. That reassured him slightly and forced him to keep his mind on what he had to do.

All afternoon he had been plagued by one dominant thought —

—How much does that fucking old man know?

How much does he know, and what the Christ is he gonna’ tell Shaw at that lie detector test?

If Marshall had seen him uncover the Hollis boy’s body, there was no doubt that he would have said something to Shaw then and there in the office.

Why the hell didn’t he say something?

Of course, it was possible that Marshall hadn’t seen anything until he had the body out on the path. Still, Les had to admit to himself, only a fool would have thought he was not trying to hide the body.

So why hadn’t he said anything there in the office?

If the old fucker didn’t know, he must at least suspect the truth. By all rights, Les knew Shaw should at least suspect him of something, but old man Logan couldn’t have said too much . . . not yet, anyway.

“That may be why he’s waiting until the lie detector tests,” Les muttered, punctuating with a loud burp.

It was possible, Les allowed, that Marshall didn’t know or suspect the truth. That was a possibility, but with even the slightest chance that the old fucker was going to talk, well. . . .

Les patted the revolver again and let a thin smile twist the corners of his mouth upward. He felt content, knowing that tonight he would find out—for sure exactly what that old geezer knew.

When Les came to the driveway of the old Logan homestead, he slowed the car to a bare crawl. He considered dousing his headlights, but then thought that if he did meet anyone on the road, it would look too suspicious. Around the next bend in the road was Marshall’s driveway. He took the turn, dropped the car into neutral, and coasted to a stop just at the foot of the driveway. He leaned forward, scanned the sloping land that went up to the old man’s house.

For several minutes, he sat there, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel and peering up at the dark slash of the roof—it was all that he could see of the house from the road. He debated driving right up to the house but considered that if Marshall did have an “accident,” he wouldn’t want to chance having his car seen up there. He put the car into gear and drove slowly down the road until he came to a rutted, dirt turn-off. He pulled in behind a row of trees that would screen his car from the road, cut the motors and lights, and then stepped out.

He stood beside the car, aware that he was breathing rapidly and his heart was racing. He calmed himself, trying to feel secure that, after tonight, he would no longer have the threat of the old man to bother him.

Off in the Bog, the spring peeper chorus swelled in the darkness. What at first sounded like distant jingle bells, slowly rose in intensity, filling the night. The sound began to work on Les’ already overwrought nerves, and he imagined that he heard another sound. This sound seemed to compete with the peepers song as it grew steadily, braiding in and out of the darkness. It swelled and rose until it joined with the song of the peepers, fusing the night sounds into one long, pulsating scream.

A whimper escaped from Les as he turned, leaned his forehead against the still warm car hood, and jammed his fingers into his ears to stop the sound that grew to maddening intensity. With his ears blocked he could still hear the peepers’ song, but it dulled it enough to give him a moment to regain his composure. The screaming sound receded into the night.

He lost sense of time as he leaned there, pressing his ears closed, fighting the panic that rose and fell in washing waves, whirring with dentist-drill intensity.

This is no goddamn time to fall apart, for Christ’s sake! he shouted in his mind, trying to force the sound of the peepers further back. Hang on! Hang on!

His eyes focused on the dull reflection of the night sky on the hood of his car. His breath misted over the metal with small droplets. His heart was still racing with heavy, sledge-hammer beats, but he felt the tide of fear—or whatever—slowly recede.

He slowly removed his fingers from his ears, keeping them poised, ready to jam them back if he heard that bone-chilling scream. He gritted his teeth, waiting to see if he could listen to the night sounds without hearing . . . something else.

A shallow, ragged expulsion of breath shook his shoulders as he stood up and looked around. The night pressed closely like a thin veil. Straightening up, he hitched his pants and then patted the hidden revolver. That brought back a small measure of reassurance, but in the corner of his mind, Les feared that the sounds of the Bog could at any moment turn on him. He grunted once, piglike, and then started down the road toward Marshall’s house.

As he came up the driveway, he saw that there was just one light on in the old man’s house. The gravel of the dirt driveway crunched underfoot so he walked on the thin grass to muffle his approach.

The house stood out starkly against the night sky. Les allowed himself the childish impression that it was a haunted house—the home of the boogeyman. He tingled with the excitement of a ten-year-old as he challenged himself to go boldly—right up to the house.

As he got nearer to Marshall’s house, Les was grateful that the old man didn’t have a dog to warn of his coming. The old fucker just had a flea-bitten old cat that everyone said he talked to like it was his goddamned wife or something.

At the foot of the walkway Les paused, watching the one lit window with intensity, waiting to see if Marshall was home or had just left a light burning. The yellow rectangle of light seemed warm, almost comforting, and Les was a bit angry that it removed the haunted house atmosphere that helped spur him on.

Suddenly, a vague shadow passed by the window. Les dropped to the ground and slid the revolver from his waistband. He flattened himself, as close to the ground as he could while still keeping his eyes on the window. The shape didn’t reappear again, but it had been enough to let Les know that Marshall was home.

“Time you had a bit of an accident, old man,” he whispered as he got onto his hands and knees and made his way across the lawn to the front door.

He crouched on the doorstep, his breath rapid now as he considered what to do next. He knew he didn’t want to burst in on the old man and just waste him—that would be the quickest, but Les wanted to make sure the old fucker had plenty of time to realize he was being hunted. Hell, if he got so scared and died of a heart attack, all the better; there was no way a heart attack could be traced through ballistics. The revolver was Les’ last option, not his first.

Pressing his ear against the door, Les listened for sounds of activity in the house. Faintly, he could hear the garbled sound of Marshall talking. At first, Les thought he might be on the telephone, but then he figured he was probably just talking to his cat. He couldn’t make out any of what Marshall was saying.

Suddenly, a loud crash from within made Les jump. He hopped off the front steps and pressed his back flat against the wall. His revolver was pointed at the front door.

“Alf! For Christ’s sake! What in the hell did yah do that for?”

There was the sound of heavy footsteps inside. “Come on! . . . Come on!”

The outside light snapped on. As the front door started to swing open, Les dashed around the corner of the house and ducked behind the woodpile beside the barn. He peered up over the split wood and watched as Marshall tossed the cat out into the night.

“You get on outside ‘n find a mouse or somethin’. Leave my damn supper alone!”

Marshall stood in the doorway a moment, watching the cat, who sat in the walkway calmly licking his paw to show that he was completely unruffled. The faint light behind Marshall made him look thin and frail almost ghostlike, Les thought, tightening his grip on his revolver. He pressed his chin against the splintery wood and whispered, “Only I’m gonna’ waste you away tonight! You ain’t gonna’ haunt me any more!”

“Go on!” Marshall shouted, waving his hands, “go find your own damn supper.”

Alfie waited one moment longer, then sauntered off into the field. Marshall went back inside, and the outside light winked off.

Les walked slowly from the woodpile to the side of the house. He forced himself to breathe small, shallow breaths, even though in his excitement he found that difficult. He edged his way along the side of the house, keeping his back against the wall until he was directly under the lighted window.

Inside, he could hear the sound of clattering dishes and silverware as Marshall apparently cleaned up the mess his cat had made. Les could hear the faucet running and the faint sound of Marshall talking to himself.

Once the clattering had stopped, Les decided to chance a peek inside to see what the old man was doing. Slowly, he turned to face the wall and straightened up until just the corner of one eye was above the windowsill. Les breathed a sigh of relief to see that Marshall was sitting at the kitchen table with his back to the window.

Marshall was eating, sopping up gravy with a crust of bread. Les chuckled to himself, thinking that Marshall had probably scraped the meal right off the floor and put it on his plate. For some reason, that made Les’ disgust with Marshall deepen, and he was thankful that tonight he would be getting rid of him for good.

Marshall ate quickly; it wasn’t long before he got up from the table and walked to the sink to rinse his dish. Les jerked his head down and listened to the sound of running water. Once it had stopped he cautiously looked in through the window again. Marshall had filled the tea kettle, put it over the blue gas flame of the stove, and resumed his seat at the table. Les noticed that he was reading the newspaper.

While Marshall leaned over the paper, Les noticed that the paper looked old, yellow and brittle. Maybe it was the dim lighting of the kitchen, he thought, but it looked as though Marshall was reading something other than today’s news. Another thing that struck Les as odd was that Marshall never turned the pages of the paper. He read for over three minutes and never turned from page one.

Whatever that old fucker’s reading, it sure must be interesting, Les thought.

Even when the water in the kettle was boiling, blowing a plume of steam up at the ceiling, Marshall lingered over the front page of the newspaper. Finally, he glanced at the boiling water and walked over to the stove. He took the kettle from the stove and reached for his stained coffee mug on the sideboard.

Les stood on his tiptoes, straining to see if he could read the headlines of the paper Marshall had been studying. All he could see was one word of the headline: ANOTHER. Just below that was a grainy photograph that Les could not make out.

Concentrating so much on the newspaper, Les forgot about Marshall, who was standing by the counter mixing sugar and milk into his coffee. As Marshall turned to put his spoon into the sink, their eyes met and locked.

Les was frozen for a second, like an animal in the glare of approaching headlights. He heard Marshall shout, “Hey! What the hell?” as he ducked down, pressing his back against the clapboard side of the house. He heard the thumping steps of the old man as he started for the front door.

“Goddamn!” Les muttered, squeezing the butt of his revolver as he aimed it at the door. “Goddamn!”

When a light suddenly washed over Les, he thought for a moment that the old man had turned on his outside light. But the light moved. Les glanced down the driveway, and saw that a car had turned into the driveway and was nearing the house.

“Fuck!” His eyes jumped nervously from the approaching car to the front door. As the door opened a crack, Les dropped into a standing crouch and started moving away from the house, back toward the woodpile. All the while his eyes shifted from the car to the door and back again.

The light beside Marshall’s front door came on as the door opened wider. Les raised the pistol and shot once, the report deafening him for a moment. He ran to the woodpile, not bothering to see if his shot hit. The headlights from the car in the driveway shot up over his head, illuminating the large bulk of the tree in the backyard.

As the car pulled to a stop, Les glanced back and saw Marshall dash from the house. He knew he was safe, undetected at least for the moment. The old man stood in the center of his walkway, gawking this way and that as he scanned the surrounding night; Les couldn’t tell if he had been hit or not.

Les cursed softly under his breath and wished that he now had the time to take a careful aim. He’d get that old fucker right between the goddamn eyes!

Les watched from the border of the lawn, confident that even if he was seen he could easily lose any pursuit in the woods. No one knew the Bog at night better than he did. He waited for a moment, listening, tensed, then turned and ran into the dark woods. The last thing he heard from the direction of the old man’s house was the sound of the car’s engine idling.

After he had run about a hundred yards or so into the woods, Les halted and listened. The night sounds of the Bog filled his ears. The memory of his earlier panic filled him with apprehension, but he mastered the fear, held it in check. As far as he could tell, no one was following him. He wondered if the old man would be fool-hardy enough to try to run him down.

“Let him try,” Les muttered, slapping his revolver in his hand. “Just let him try.”

Les stood in the darkness of the woods for a long time wondering what to do next. He knew he should probably just get on home before Leah wondered where he was. But he was also wondering who had driven up into Marshall’s yard.

What if it was Shaw and that statie, Porter? Les thought. What if they were coming out now to talk with that old fucker and find out what he knows? Should I go back and find out?

Les was pretty sure Marshall hadn’t recognized him outside the window. Pretty sure—but it wouldn’t take a hell of a lot of brain power to figure out who would be creeping around his house at night; not if Marshall knew what Les had done.

And if it did turn out to be Shaw and Porter, they just might come out looking for him if the old man had gotten scared enough to spill his guts.

“Shit!” Les hissed, kicking at the decaying leaves underfoot. He wanted to know, but the chances were just too great.

One final thought crossed Les’ mind before he turned and started through the woods, making a wide circle that would bring him down to the road where he had left his car: What if that one shot—one-in-a-hundred—one-in-a-thousand—hit the old fucker? What if that old son of a whore is lying on his doorstep right now, slowly bleeding to death?

“It’ll serve that bastard right,” Les whispered, walking silently along a narrow trail. The swelling sound of the spring peepers grew in intensity, but it hardly bothered Les now, he barely heard it; his mind was filled with what he had to do next—provided he hadn’t gotten his one-in-a-thousand shot already.
 

VIII
 

After the phone call from Allison, David had spent another hour or so sitting on his bed, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling. After the initial nausea of smoking again after a year, he was surprised at how rapidly his body adjusted to the intake of nicotine. An occasional wave of dizziness made him glad that he was lying on the bed, but he realized as he looked over at the nearly full ashtray, that he should eat something soon—if only to help settle his churning stomach.

Grunting loudly, he stood up beside the bed. For a moment he felt as though he would crumple back down, but he braced himself and walked into the bathroom. After splashing water onto his face and brushing his teeth vigorously, he got dressed. It was time to go for a drive—to get something to eat to help him clear his head.

He stepped outside the motel room and tugged on his jacket. The late afternoon sun hit his eyes. He squinted, shielding his eyes as he walked down to the car.

His first thought was to go down to the Sawmill and have a quick bite to eat, then come back to the motel and sleep. As he drove down Main Street, though, he realized that in all likelihood, everyone at the Sawmill would be talking about yesterday’s discovery of the Hollis boy. He decided that the last thing he needed was a fresh reminder of finding Billy Wilson last weekend, so he drove straight through town and down Route 302 to North Windham. There was a restaurant there, just out of town, called The Red Sands. They had a reputation for the best seafood in the area, and David wanted to see if their reputation was still deserved.

Two hours later the sun had set. Feeling well-stuffed with boiled lobster and a hearty salad in his stomach David drove back to Holland satisfied and tired. He had bought another pack of cigarettes, but had restricted his smoking because he was already thinking about stopping again.

As he drove up Main Street, he considered going back to the motel, but then the thought that Allison might call just to get in one more last dig made him turn around and head back on into town. He drove the length of Main Street again and was about to turn around and go back when he got the idea to go out to his uncle’s house for one final visit.

Before he and Allison had had the big blow-up, he had been pretty much decided on letting Sidney Latham and his contractor buddy have the property. He suspected that he could get a better price, but with the economy the way it was and feeling anxious to be rid of the old albatross, he figured he could get a quick closing, get the money, and then maybe drive on up into Canada as he and Allison had originally planned.

“Voulez vous à couchez avec moi?” he said aloud to himself, repeating the only sentence of French he knew. An old college buddy had told him that was all he had to know to have a good time in Quebec. He smiled, thinking of the prospects; a hell of a lot better than hanging around in Holland for another week or more, trying to milk a little extra money out of the property sale.

He turned right onto the Little River Road. As he drove toward Marshall’s, he found himself forgetting about Allison and thinking about his boyhood. At the wooden bridge, he unconsciously raised his feet from the floor of the car so Old Man Troll wouldn’t grab at him.

The abrupt change in the landscape as he approached the old homestead always surprised him. It seemed as though one minute you were in a thickly settled area, almost suburbia, and then you were lost somewhere in the boondocks. Just like the old joke: blink your eyes and you’ve missed the town. But the old joke didn’t make David smile as he looked out at the desolate Bog, swallowed by the thick blackness of the night.

“Old Man Troll is out there,” he whispered to himself, shivering at the sight of the jagged line of trees standing out against the night sky like a violent slash.

What black shadows moved in the Bog, he wondered.

When he came up to the old homestead on the left, David stepped on the gas pedal just a bit harder, not even bothering to lock up at the darkened old place. He felt its looming presence behind the screen of trees, but he tried to ignore it, telling himself that at least that part of his life was signed, sealed, and just about delivered. He continued up the road until he came to the turn for Marshall’s driveway.

As he started to take the turn, his eye caught a quick flash off to the right. His headlights had reflected off something and he gave it little thought, figuring it was probably just a beer can or something tossed out of a car by a passing motorist.

He hesitated for a moment at the foot of the driveway, asking himself why he was bothering to do this. His last interaction with Marshall had been cold to the point of blatant rudeness. Why not just leave the old man in peace? If he didn’t want his last living relative to bother him, why push it?

“The old man lives alone,” David said softly as he looked up in the direction of the house. “That’s the way he likes it, and that’s the way it will always be.”

David grinned tightly, shook his head, and decided on one last try. Like the sale of the property, he felt his relationship with Marshall was signed, sealed, and just about delivered. After this weekend, he could scratch the old homestead, Uncle Marshall, and Holland, Maine, out of his life forever!

As he drove up the steep incline, David still felt doubt as to what he was doing. But as he crested the hill and his headlights swept across the front of the house, he saw the light on the porch come on. Marshall now knew he had a visitor.

“Hell,” he said aloud, “might’s well go through with it.”

He started to slow his car, and as the lights swung around, David saw something that made a surprised gasp catch in his throat. He saw an indistinct form, a dark shape against the darker woods behind, shift silently like a shadow and dissolve into the night.

“What the—” He hit the brakes hard, making the tires skid in the loose gravel. The hissing sound masked the sound of the gunshot, and David thought his muffler had backfired.

It had just been an instant—barely perceived before it shifted and blended into the dark enfolding forest, but in that instant, David felt a sudden sinking in his stomach.

—A massive, black shadow loomed over him, blotting out the night sky.

David stopped his car and then jockeyed it around until the lights washed over the spot where the shape had disappeared. For a brief moment he thought that perhaps he had seen nothing, but some deeper level of his mind sounded an alarm.

David sat still, staring off into the darkness as the memory of what he and Allison had seen last Friday night as they were driving into town, rose unbidden.

“Could that have been—?” he said, mouthing the words to himself.

He stared into the darkness, trying to peel it away to see who had been outside his uncle’s house.

“Could that have been the same person who . . . who . . . who had killed Billy Wilson?”

David knew it was impossible to know for certain, and he immediately determined that he might not have seen anybody just now; it might have been a shadow from the trees, or a dog, or something—anything! Almost anything would be enough, he thought, to remind him of the person he had seen in the Bog before he found Billy Wilson. Hell, maybe he had smoked too many cigarettes and had had a momentary hallucination.

He shut off the motor of the car and sat for a moment longer with his head out the window. He listened intently but could only hear the chorus of spring peepers that filled the night.

Marshall had come to the door and walked down to the driveway. He stood there, halfway between the house and David’s car. David got out and started up the walkway toward his uncle, wondering if Marshall had come out because he had heard the car coming up the road or if he, too, had realized that there had been someone snooping around outside his house.

“Evening,” David said, as he came up to Marshall. He forced the edge from his voice, jammed his hands into his pockets, and affected a casual manner. If Marshall had seen anything unusual, David figured, it was up to him to tip his hand first.

Marshall was still standing motionless, then with a sudden rasping in his throat, he said, “G’evenin’ to yah. What you doin’ out here tonight?”

Surrounded by the night and the loud chirring of the spring peepers, the two men faced each other, neither one speaking for what David considered an uncomfortably long time. All the while, David wondered if right over there, beyond his uncle’s shoulder, in the woods, in the dark, the person waited and watched.

Old Man Troll.

David noted that his uncle’s face looked frail and worn. Deep lines creased his cheeks, highlighted by the light shining from the porch. The night sounds seemed to swell louder.

“I . . . uh . . . I was out for a drive,” David said, irritated by the tension he heard in his voice, “and uh . . . I just thought I’d drop by. I thought you might like to know what I’ve decided to do with the house.”

“I told you before,” Marshall said sharply, “that I ain’t one goddamn bit interested.”

It was exactly the reply David had expected, but there seemed to be tension in Marshall’s voice, too. David wondered if it was really there or if he was just hearing it because of what he had seen.

He’s out there!

Deciding to force the issue, David straightened up and said, “Well, I’m going to fill you in, like it or not. I’ll be heading back to New York in a day or so, once the estate sale is settled. I probably won’t be back this way for a long time.” He paused, then added, “If at all.”

Something inside Marshall seemed to soften, and he took a step backward and started for the door. “Well, no use jawin’ away out here in the dark, for Christ’s sake. Come on in for a spell.”

      Surprised, David followed his uncle up onto the porch and then stepped inside the house as Marshall stood back and held the door open for him. He noticed that before Marshall came inside, he looked around outside, scanning the yard. The fact that Marshall bolted the door once he was inside did not escape David’s notice either. Marshall snapped off the porch light and then indicated the kitchen to David with a wave of his hand.

The memories that flooded back to David as he walked into Marshall’s kitchen almost overwhelmed him with an unnerving combination of attraction and repulsion. He felt both at home and as unwelcome as a stray mongrel dog.

The room was almost exactly as David remembered it, and he was surprised at the fact that it didn’t seem smaller than his memory of it. The first, almost overpowering sensation was that it smelled exactly as it had when he was a boy—the smell was like . . . like wet Manila rope, David thought, grasping for a comparison that never quite described the aroma.

David walked to the small table that stood in the center of the room. He let his fingers brush over the checkered oilcloth tablecloth. It had a slick, sticky feeling to it. He looked around at the appliances, noting that they were the same ones that had been there twenty years ago. The small gas stove, once white, was now yellowed with age. The battered refrigerator hummed in the corner, trailing a frayed cord to the outlet in the wall. The old slate sink that still had a hole where the pump had been was stained to a dull lead color from the perpetually dripping faucet.

David looked for a long time, soaking in the mixture of sight, smells, and memories. The only thing that looked different was the—relatively—new wallpaper with a pattern of roosters interspersed with assorted pots and pans. The small, dingy kitchen filled David with deep feelings of nostalgia and sympathy—sympathy for his uncle Marshall because the kitchen seemed to suit him so well.

Uninvited, David drew a chair away from the table and sat down. “Do you mind if I smoke?” he asked, reaching for the pack of cigarettes in his pocket. He shook one out, placed it in his mouth, lit it, and exhaled slowly; all the while, Marshall didn’t speak or move.

“Do you have an ashtray?” David asked, holding up the burned out match.

Grunting softly, Marshall walked over to the counter and picked up an old mayonnaise jar top. He put it on the table next to David’s elbow, grunted again, and walked over to lean against the counter.

“Thanks,” David muttered, dropping the match into the jar top and then rolling the end of his cigarette to smooth the ash to a burning tip. It was then he noticed that there wasn’t another chair at the table; he was sitting in the only one. Of course, it made sense; Marshall lived alone and probably never had visitors. Flushing with embarrassment, David moved as though to stand up, but then thought better of it and decided that if Marshall wanted to join him at the table, it would be up to him to get his own chair.

Marshall watched David silently. He squinted and cocked his head forward and slightly to the side, reminding David of a rooster about to peck at a pile of corn.

David shifted his eyes away nervously and noticed the newspaper that was on the kitchen table. His eye quickly scanned the headline. It sent a chill racing along the length of his spine.

BOG CLAIMS ANOTHER VICTIM

Marshall started and took a quick step forward when David picked up the paper and started reading the article. He seemed about to challenge David but then leaned back on the counter, apparently deciding that it was already too late to stop him.

David looked at the date at the top of the page: Friday, June 4, 1976. The cigarette ash grew long as David read through the article. When he was finished, he flicked the cigarette ash into the jar top and looked up at his uncle.

“This is last year’s newspaper,” he said softly. “Why d’you have this out?”

Marshall shifted his feet and then walked over to the loudly rattling refrigerator. “Wanna beer?” he asked as he swung the door open.

David shook his head slowly from side to side as he continued to study the old man. He felt a strange, emotional distance between them and was surprised at how easily he could convince himself that there was no blood relationship between them.

“I think I’ll have one,” Marshall said. He took out a twelve ounce can of Pabst and snapped the top. As he raised the can to his mouth, David saw that his hands trembled; something made him think it was more than old-age palsy.

“Why do you have this old newspaper out?” David asked again. This time there was a deep intensity in his voice.

Marshall took a long pull of beer, swallowing noisily. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, and again David thought of the resemblance his uncle had with a rooster. He again noticed the rooster-design wallpaper and, had there not been so much tension in the kitchen, would have found it quite funny.

“I was . . . just readin’ up on those young ‘uns that disappeared last spring. . . . That’s all. . . . Got kinda’ curious about it, now that they found that there Hollis boy.”

He took another noisy swallow of beer and followed it with a deep belch.

“Ummm,” David murmured as he took a final puff on his cigarette and ground it out in the makeshift ashtray. “Shaw was telling me about it.”

“Created quite a stir about these parts,” Marshall said. His voice sounded hollow and not at all connected with what his thoughts were.

David stroked his chin, still eyeing his uncle. “Shaw said that it did. And just lately, I’ve been hearing people say that whoever killed these kids this year might also have done it to the two who disappeared last year.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Marshall said weakly. He sounded calm enough, but David thought there was something . . . something in his manner that said he was keyed up about something. He wondered if Marshall had seen the person outside his house. If he had, David thought, then he also might have some idea of who it was. David debated asking Marshall point blank, but he knew his uncle well enough to know that he would instantly deny it—no matter what he really knew.

A deeper, more disturbing thought arose in David’s mind as he stared blankly at his uncle: What if he’s the one who’s been doing it? . . . Killing these kids? Christ, is it possible?

Marshall took another swallow of beer. David noticed that he was glancing out the kitchen window into the darkness of the night.

It is possible! You can never tell about people. Anyone! Anyone can reach a point where they break!

David shifted in his chair as discomforting thoughts arose. What about the mother—loving, devoted, kind of person who suddenly decides it’s time to cash in on those insurance policies her husband was so insistent that they get? Or the teenage son who suddenly flips out—no matter if it’s drugs or just bad brain chemistry and kills his mother, father, and sister— and then decides it’s time to deep throat a shot-gun barrel? How about the Viet Nam veteran who has seen so much insanity in the jungle that he no longer distinguishes between brushing his teeth and sitting on the ledge of a building with a high-powered rifle, laughing at how all those little, ant-like people below scurry for cover when he starts firing?

Marshall’s kitchen filled with tense silence, and then another image rose in David’s mind, making a thin sheen of perspiration stand out on his forehead. He remembered the dark, vague silhouette he had seen carrying something over its shoulder and flinging that something off into the brush before melting like a wisp of fog into the Bog.

“What do you know about this?” David said suddenly, surprising even himself by the intensity in his voice.

The shadowy image in the Bog remained indistinct in David’s mind, no matter how hard he tried to resolve it. Whoever it had been, he was sure it hadn’t been his uncle Marshall. No matter how well the old man might know the area, someone his age couldn’t have run off that fast.

When Marshall didn’t answer, David picked up the old newspaper and slapped it viciously on the edge of the table. “I said, how much do you know about this!”

He faced his uncle firmly, but still he remembered the form running from Marshall’s house and disappearing into the woods. Was it the same person? If it was, then Marshall might know who it was. And if he knew! Christ! He should tell the police!

Marshall’s eyes darted around the kitchen. “I don’t know nothin’,” he said finally.

“Really?” David almost shouted.

“Yeah, really.”

“I don’t think so,” David said. He rose and walked over toward Marshall. “I think you do—”

He cut off suddenly and turned around quickly when the telephone rang. Marshall twitched and almost dropped his can of beer as he placed it on the counter and walked into the living room to answer the phone.

David went back to the kitchen table and took his seat. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in the chair, listening to everything Marshall said to his caller.

“Hello?”

After a short pause, he said, “Who is this?”

Another short pause, then, in a harsh whisper, “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! If you think you can—”

He cut off quickly. David listened tensely. He heard the faint click as Marshall put the receiver in its cradle.

When he came back into the kitchen, Marshall’s face was deeply lined, and his skin was a pale, waxy color. David watched as he walked, limping, over to the counter where he had left his beer.

After a moment, David asked, “Who was that?”

 “Just a . . . a wrong number,” Marshall said faintly. His lips looked as pale as death.

“Really?”

“It’s none of your goddamn business!” Marshall suddenly shouted. He slammed his hand on the counter top.

David stiffened and leaned forward. “Maybe it was same person who was outside your house tonight when I drove up.”

“There wasn’t anyone outside my house tonight,” Marshall said. His eyes twitched, unable to look directly at David.

“Bullshitl” David shouted. “That’s a goddamned lie and you know it! Now I want the truth from you. What the hell is going on? What was someone doing outside your house tonight? And that phone call just then; who was it? What did he say? You’re acting as nervous as a goddamn animal with a gun pointed at it. He suddenly lowered his voice. “You can talk to , Uncle Marshall. For Christ’s sake, we’re family; if we can’t help each other, who can?”

Marshall let the last question hang in the air, suspended, drifting. As the silence lengthened, the two men looked at each other with intensity. Marshall’s mouth twitched, trying to form words, but still he said nothing.

“Please,” David said, softly, intensely.

Marshall opened his mouth and was about to speak when the telephone rang again. Both men jumped. David made a move to get up, but with surprising quickness Marshall grabbed him by the shoulder and forced him back into the chair.

“I’ll get it,” he said harshly.

Marshall’s grip on his shoulder was frail, and David knew he could have broken it easily, but he settled back and watched as Marshall walked into the next room.

“Hello,” he said. His voice was subdued and broken. There was a long pause and, as he listened, David felt a dull stinging in his eyes.

“No. . . . You don’t have to call anymore know what you’re thinking. . . .” Marshall replaced the phone on the hook.

When he came back into the kitchen, Marshall’s head was bowed, and he was shaking it slowly from side to side. From the corner of the kitchen, he took chair and dragged it over to the table. He sat down heavily, fixing David with a cold, haunted stare.

“You want the truth?” he asked. His eyes glimmered and his lower lip trembled. “You really want the truth?”

David nodded silently and reached for a cigarette.

“OK, Davie, you’re gonna’ get it,” he said, and for the next hour, Marshall told David everything he had seen that afternoon in the Bog.
 

IX
 

Police Chief Shaw sat in his easy chair with his feet propped up on the hassock. His right hand wrapped around a cup of coffee that had long since grown cold. He was staring at the TV, watching a rerun of Hee Haw. Tonight Roy Clark’s jokes struck him as particularly dumb, and even the girls with half-opened blouses failed to interest him.

Sylvia sat on the couch. Her hands moved expertly as she knitted the sleeves to a sweater, but she kept her eyes mostly on her husband. The TV was on low volume, and she waited for Virgil to break the silence. After more than a half an hour, she decided to start the conversation.

“Anything on your mind you want to talk about?” he said soothingly.

Shaw sighed deeply. Remembering the cup of coffee, he took a sip and wrinkled his nose.

“I know you’ve got a lot on your mind,” Sylvia said.

Shaw forced a smile, looked at her, and nodded. “Umm.”

Sylvia’s knitting needles continued their steady clicking, almost as if they were moving by themselves while her attention was elsewhere.

“You’re pretty much up against a stone wall with those . . . incidents with the children.” She found she couldn’t quite bring herself to say the word murders.

Shaw sighed again and shook his head. “That ain’t all.”

Suddenly, realization dawned on Sylvia. She put her knitting down, and reached over to her husband. “Sidney again?” she asked.

Shaw’s eyes flashed at her and he nodded. “Yeah, Sidney again.” Then he fell silent.

“What did he say?”

Shaw turned his eyes again to the TV, but she could tell that he wasn’t watching, that he was using it as a blank to help him focus his twisting thoughts.

After a moment, he looked back at his wife, took a deep breath, and said, “He called just as I was leaving the office today. . . .”

“And?”

“And he said that at the next town meeting, he was going to ask the selectmen for a vote of no-confidence to ask for my resignation.”

“Hummm.” She picked up her knitting again, but the pace of her knitting was now much slower. “When is the next meeting?”

Shaw sighed. “Two weeks from yesterday,” he said wearily.

“Well, then,” Sylvia responded brightly, “that gives you quite a bit of time to . . . to find a solution.”

Shaw didn’t answer.

“Or if you don’t think you want to stay with the job, it gives you plenty of time to write your resignation.

Shaw grunted and then stood up quickly. He held his hand out to his wife, who put her knitting back down and stood up beside him. Her arms snaked around his body and pulled him closely to her.

He smiled down at her upturned face. “You think that’s what I should do?” he asked earnestly.

“I’d say it’s your decision,” she answered.

“I’m so tired and . . . and I’m just not sure anymore.”

She broke away from his hug, went over and clicked off the TV. “I know you, and I know you can get to the bottom of it. You’ve got a lot of help behind you from the state; you don’t have to carry it all by yourself.”

“Sometimes it feels it, though,” he said.

“I know,” Sylvia answered. “Come on, let’s go to bed early. You need the extra rest if you’re getting up early again tomorrow.”
 

X
 

“What’s it like when you’re dead, Mom?” Georgie asked once he was safely tucked in under his covers.

Leah stood beside the bed, smiling down at her youngest son. His question had frozen the smile on her face. “Well. . . .”

She looked at him, head resting comfortably in a puff of white pillow, face scrubbed clean, teeth brushed and pearly, and death seemed so far removed from his childish innocence. She shivered, feeling an imaginary touch from a cold hand behind her.

“Well . . .” she said again, trying to tackle the subject. She looked deeply into his eyes and saw a dark, nameless childhood fear that unsettled her as it made her consider that even as an adult—a parent, she still had no reassuring answers.

“It’s. . . it’s when you leave your friends and family here on earth and . . . and go to live with God.” She scruffed his hair, then drew her hand down to stroke his cheek.

“Is it sorta’ like goin’ to sleep?” he asked brightly. His mouth widened into a grin, happy with his comparison, but his eyes still held the dark fear like slime deep in a pond.

“No. No. It’s nothing like going to sleep,” she answered quickly. She remembered not so long ago giving that answer to Sammy, when he had first come in contact with death. The family cat had died, and Leah had told him that Muffin was just asleep and couldn’t wake up. He had spent the next three months too frightened to go to sleep because the same thing might happen to him—he might not be able to wake up! He had stayed sitting in his bed at night, arms crossed over his chest, pillow propped against the wall and the light on, until he finally keeled over from exhaustion. Sometimes it would be so late that Leah would have been asleep for hours, so he didn’t get tucked in cozily.

“You just tuck in and go to sleep,” she whispered to Georgie. She leaned down and gave him a kiss on the forehead. Georgie smiled, snuggled into his covers and closed his eyes.

Good, Leah thought, sleep is the best release. As her mind dwelled on Georgie’s questions and the events in town that had ignited them, she wondered how sound her own sleep would be. She started to leave the boys’ room quietly.

“Mom?” Sammy called softly. Leah was standing in the doorway, about to snap off the light.

“Yeah?” she whispered. “What is it, hon’?”

“Can you com’ere a minute?”

She moved over to Sammy’s bed and sat down on the space he made for her by shifting up against the wall. She looked down at Sammy and her heart almost broke. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face was pale and drawn; he looked so old to her.

“What is it?” she cooed.

Sammy worked his mouth, forming words that never quite made it out. His eyes welled with tears but he fought them back, determined that he wouldn’t cry in front of his mother.

“Why. . . why,” he began, his lower lip trembling, “why’d that have to happen to Jeffy?” he finally managed to say before his voice broke. A single tear spilled over, carved a track down his cheek, and was absorbed by the pillow.

Leah shook her head sadly. “Honey, you’re getting to be a big boy now, and I have to give you a ‘big boy’ answer. I just don’t know. It didn’t have to happen Jeffy, but it did. It’s just . . . just one of those things you have to accept and try to deal with. It’s painful, but . . . but sometimes—a lot of times—things happen that just don’t make sense.”

Sammy looked at her, his eyes glazed. “Then it wasn’t like Jeffy had done something wrong and was punished for it, was it? Like you used to tell us that the boogeyman’d get us if we didn’t behave.”

Leah shook her head. “No, hon’, nothing like that, it’s just that—”

She stopped short and jumped when she heard the door downstairs open and slam shut. She stared at the lighted hallway and listened to the sound of heavy footsteps downstairs.

“It must be your father, or else Muggins would have barked,” she said, more to herself than to Sammy.

“I’m home,” she heard Les call from the bottom of the stairwell. His voice slurred, and she knew he had been drinking.

“I’ll be right down,” she answered, “I’m just tucking the boys in.” Georgie stirred in his bed but didn’t wake up. Sammy’s gaze was still fixed on his mother’s face as he groped for some “big boy” understanding.

Leah looked back at her son and forced a smile.

“But how could anyone do something like that?” he asked in a pained voice. His face twisted with emotions he could neither express nor understand.

She said nothing, but sat there with her hand resting on her son’s shoulder. Then, with a start, she realized that downstairs Les was dialing the telephone. She glanced at the clock on the boys’ dresser and saw that it was past nine-thirty.

Who could Les be calling at this hour? she wondered. She cocked her ears, trying to hear what he was saying.

“Mom?”

She held her forefinger to her lips. All she could hear from downstairs was an indistinguishable buzz.

“Just a sec,” she said, getting up and going to the head of the stairs. She almost called down to Les, but something made her stop and listen breathlessly. Les was speaking softly, and at first she couldn’t make out what he said. Then, with sudden intensity, the voice downstairs said, “If you do, old man, I’ll cut your fuckin’ balls off!”

Leah shivered. She was suddenly glad that she hadn’t called down to Les and that he didn’t know she heard him on the phone. She considered, for a moment, picking up the phone in their bedroom and listening but, afraid the click on the line would give her away, she started cautiously down the stairs. The stairs creaked under her weight. Les was still talking, but he had lowered his voice again and Leah could not make out the words. His tone was still threatening.

“Mom?” Sammy called from his room.

Leah jumped and turned around, afraid of discovery. “Sshhh,” she hissed sharply through her teeth, “I’ll be right there.”

“What’re you doing?”

“I’ll be right there!” she repeated angrily. “Stay in bed.”

Halfway down the stairs, she began to make out some of what Les was saying. She heard the word, “police,” and then Les snapped, “You’ve got that, you old fucker?”

She heard him replace the phone just as footsteps sounded behind her. She spun around and saw Sammy, looking down at her from halfway down the stairs. She waved him back silently, feeling panic rise in her stomach as she heard Les walk from the kitchen into the living room.

“Mom?” Sammy said.

“Ssshhh!”

“Christ!” Les shouted. “Who turned out all the fucking lights?” He sounded drunker than usual. Leah listened to him stumbling around in the dark downstairs, bumping into furniture. She felt relieved when she heard him sit down heavily on the couch. He switched on the light on the end table, and the light shone out into the hallway.

Leah turned to go back up with Sammy, who still waited for her patiently at the top of the stairs.

“What’s with Dad?” Sammy asked, an edge of nervousness in his voice.

“Just get up there into bed, young man,” Leah whispered, hoping Les wouldn’t hear them on the stairway.

“Hey! What the hell’s goin’ on up there?” Les bellowed. Leah felt a prickle of tension and glanced nervously downstairs.

“Leah! What the fuck’s goin’ on?” His voice slurred the words. He’s as drunk as a skunk, Leah thought. That was trouble enough, but who would he be calling at nine-thirty at night and talking like that?

“I’ll be right down,” she called, hurrying up the stairs. She heard the squeaking of the couch springs as Les heaved himself up and walked into the hallway. Leah spun Sammy around and pointed him in the right direction.

Maybe he had a fight with one of his drinking buddies, she thought. That was very possible. Les had been known to break up many a poker game because of his violent temper. But if that was the case, why would he sound so threatening, even mentioning the police?

She walked quickly into the boys’ bedroom, hoping that if Les was at the foot of the stairs, he hadn’t seen her. If he had seen her, she thought, he might realize that she had heard him on the phone; and if he knew or even suspected that she had heard him on the phone—Leah stopped thinking along those lines, not liking where they led.

“I asked you, what the fuck is going on up there?” Les shouted from downstairs. He punctuated his question with a loud, rumbling belch.

“Don’t yell, Les, you’ll wake up Georgie. I told you, I’m tucking the boys in and I’ll be right down.” She noticed that her voice was wound tight.

Sammy was crawling back into bed, and Leah pulled the blankets up to his chin. It hurt her deeply to see pain and confusion still in his eyes. She needed a determined effort to appear calm so he wouldn’t pick up on her apprehension and add it to his.

“Everything’ll be all right, hon’,” she said soothingly. “You just try and get some sleep and . . . and don’t think about Jeffy. Everything will be all right.”

“No it won’t!” Sammy said, almost shouting to relieve his pent-up tension. Tears ran freely down his face. “Nothin’ll ever be all right! Never! Jeffy’s . . . Jeffy’s. . . .” His voice broke off, and he turned his face into his pillow to muffle his braying sobs.

Leah patted him on the back, then turned and walked to the door. She stood there for a moment leaning on the door jamb, listening to her son’s crying. She felt pity for him and anger at herself because she felt that there really was nothing she could say or do to ease his mind.

Maybe this means he’s really growing up, she thought, because my answers won’t help him. He has to come up with his own.

From downstairs she heard a loud clatter followed by a terrific crash. She heard Les grunt and then utter a mumbled curse as he picked up whatever it was he had knocked over.

She let her gaze wander from Sammy’s huddled form to the stairwell. She knew there were questions she had to ask Les, but the more she tossed those questions around in her mind, the more they seemed to grow until they were, like Sammy’s childish inability to understand death, too big for her to form into words.

Who had he been talking to on the phone, sounding so threatening?

Why, earlier that afternoon, had he been down in the cellar, cleaning his revolver?

Had he used it?

Was he in trouble with someone?

Was there someone after him?

Her stomach clenched like a fist as she pondered these and other thoughts. She knew she would have to ask Les what was going on. She just wondered if she had the courage to ask him or even deal with him tonight, drunk as he was.

She snapped off the light in the boys’ room and, with a slow, shuddering sigh, looked at their huddled shapes, wondering if sleep was taking away the pain and worry, or if their dreams were reflecting the horror. In the darkness, she felt a warm tear leak out of her eye and run down her cheek.

Maybe Sammy is right, she thought with a mixture of sadness and dread, maybe nothing will ever be all right again . . . Ever!
 

XI
 

“I can’t believe it,” David said for the sixth or seventh time. “It’s Les? Les Rankin who’s been doing this?”

He ran his fingers through his hair and took another puff from his cigarette. The mayonnaise jar lid was overflowing with ashes and butts from the past hour as Marshall told him everything he knew and suspected.

“I just can’t believe it! Christ! Les Rankin! How can you be so sure?”

Marshall answered softly. “I just know what I saw. That’s all. Folks in town may think I’m an old codger with one foot in the grave, but my eyes ain’t failed me yet.”

David regarded his uncle’s face. It was still stern, but beneath that sternness, it now seemed less tensed, David thought. His features softened now that he had told someone the awful truth he had been keeping to himself.

Marshall sat with his hands folded on the table in front of him. He leaned forward, his eyes earnestly pleading for belief.

David exhaled noisily. “I . . . I guess I believe you, but—Christ—I mean, Les and I were pretty close friends a few years ago, and I just can’t . . . I dunno’.”

“I do!” Marshall said with intensity.

Conviction registered in his voice, but the truth—if what he said was the truth—was difficult if not impossible to register.

“I mean. . . .” David ran his fingers through his hair and then reached for his cigarette. “I mean, why in the hell would you lie to me about something like that?”

“You said you saw him that night you found the other boy’s body out by the Bog. Didn’t you recognize him?”

David shook his head. “It was dark, and whoever it was ran off into the woods before I could see him. I mean, I saw someone, but I’d be hard put to say it was Les Rankin.”

“It was . . . and is!”

David snubbed out his cigarette, got up from the table and began pacing back and forth across the kitchen floor. He tried to let everything Marshall had told him sink in. He found that it wouldn’t; that it stuck like a pig belly deep in mud.

He moved over to the kitchen sink where Marshall had been standing. The stuffiness of the kitchen pressed in on him as he rifled through his mind, trying to sort out how in the name of Christ his old buddy from high school could in any way be responsible for the brutal rapes and murders of little boys—Little boys!

David leaned forward and gently slid open the kitchen window above the sink. A faint breeze blew in, gently ruffling the dingy lace curtains. He could hear the far-off sound of the peepers in the Bog.

“It’s just unbelievable!” David said, turning again to face Marshall. The cool breeze blew across the back of his neck, raising goosebumps on his arms. “I mean, how could he ever do something like that. How? Why?”

Marshall could only shrug his shoulders, but the fire of conviction still burned in his eyes.

“He’s married, for Christ’s sake! Got kids!” He slapped his open hands on his thighs. “Hell, he had to get married! He got Leah pregnant before graduation. He was one of the horniest guys in school.” He shook his head with frustration and then chuckled softly. “Hell, if I can believe Allison, he even made a pass at her in the bar yesterday.”

Marshall didn’t crack a smile.

David looked out into the night, his eyes unfocused. “Raping and killing little boys! It just doesn’t make sense that Les Rankin would do something like that!”

“Lots of things in this goddamn world don’t make sense,” Marshall said softly, “but I know goddamned right well what I saw out there in the Bog. It was Les Rankin!”

David continued almost as if he hadn’t heard Marshall. “The autopsies prove it, that they were raped—sodomized, and then cut up with a knife. I mean, there’s no denying it, but why?” He looked again at Marshall. “Why would he do that?”

“Because he’s as crazy as a shit-house rat, that’s why,” Marshall replied.

“I know that,” David said. “I mean, if he’s doing it, that’s pretty damn evident. There’s gotta’ be some kind of psychological reason.”

“That ain’t so much our concern as what we’re gonna’ do now that he knows that I know it’s him who’s doin’ it.”

Marshall stared at David and that frightened, pleading look came into his eyes.

“I know what he’s capable of because of what happened to them kids,” Marshall continued. “And now, after them phone calls, I—”

“Wait a second!” David said, snapping his fingers. “Wait just a goddamn second.” He approached his uncle and pointed a shaking finger at the old man. “I remember something.”

“Huh?” Marshall looked at him, confused.

“I remember something that I haven’t even thought about in years, but it just might have something to do with this. It just might explain things a bit.”

“What the hell you talkin’ ‘bout, boy?”

“Les and me, when we were kids,” David said softly, his eyes unfocused as the memories rose. “When we were kids, Les and I . . . well, hell, I’m not so sure I want to—”

“Davie, will you quit mumblin’ and speak out?”

“Well . . . uh. . . .” David looked down at the floor.

“You know how it is when you’re a kid and you’re . . . you’re just finding out about sex and all?”

Marshall nodded sagely.

“Well,” David went on, “there was a time . . . once, when—“ He suddenly broke off. His gaze had drifted back to the open window above the kitchen sink, and the distant sound of the spring peepers filtered into his memory, striking a deeper chord. He moved quickly to the window, pressing his face against the screen, breathing deeply and listening.

“By Jesus, yes. It was in the spring because I remember the sound of peepers!”

He turned back to Marshall, who looked at him with an expression of bewilderment. Perhaps he was wondering if David was in his right mind. “What in the hell are you talkin’ about? Speak plain!”

“In the springtime, I remember. We must have been, I don’t know, maybe twelve or thirteen. We—Les and I were outside in his backyard, behind the barn. That was when he was living out on Webb Road, before his father left for good and his mother moved back to town. We were—” David shifted uneasily but found it difficult to look away from Marshall. “We were, uh, playing with—you know, feeling each other.”

If Marshall was shocked in any way, he didn’t let it show. Finally, after a long moment of silence, Marshall said, “Go on, go on! Christ, it’s not like you was the first kids to play with yourselves. What the hell’s this got to do with anything?”

David shook his head solemnly from side to side as the memories returned and realization dawned. “No, hell, no. I know we weren’t . . . and we weren’t the first kids to get caught doing it, either. But not too many kids who got caught ever got a belting the way Les did.”

Marshall raised an eyebrow. “Who was it that caught yah?”

David shivered with the memory. “His father. I don’t know how much you knew about Les’ family life, but to put it bluntly, his father was a first-class shit. I remember that he spent more time away from home than he did at home. Les always had some excuse cooked up, about why his father wasn’t there, out in California panning for gold or whatever. You know how kids are, they’ll cook up some pretty tall tales and expect everyone to believe them. Anyway, the night we got caught just happened to be one of those times when his father was home.”

Marshall prodded him again, “So . . . what?”

“Well, Les’ father called for us. He was piss-ass drunk, we could tell by the way he slurred his words. Les shouted back that we’d be right there, figuring that the old man was too drunk to come looking for us. We were, well, we were kind of getting into it, and I guess Les didn’t want to stop. It was all pretty innocent, you know?”

“I know, for Christ’s sake. Quit apologizin’, will yah?”

“Yeah, well, I guess Les figured wrong, because we were just tugging up our pants when his father came barreling around the corner of the barn like a damn Mack truck. He saw us there, still getting our pants on, and I guess he figured out right away what we’d been doing. The first thing he did was give Les a cuff on the side of the head that sent him reeling. By the time Les regained his feet, his father had his belt off and was getting a good grip on the end.

“‘Bend over!’ he shouted, brandishing the belt like it was a bull whip. He spun Les around and forced him to drop his pants and lean against the fence railing. He twisted around, almost losing his balance he was so drunk, and smacked Les hard across the backsides.” David winced as he remembered the details. “It sounded like a damn rifle shot.

“All the time he was whipping Les, he was mumbling to himself. I couldn’t make out much of it, but I kept hearing the words ‘sinful’ and ‘unclean,’ that we were ‘corrupted.’”

“Sort of, ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ taken a bit too far, huh?” Marshall said.

David smiled sadly. “He didn’t just strap him, though. After he’d walloped him a good dozen times, he took the belt and held onto the end so the big belt buckle hung loose. He braced his feet wide and swung once. I remember that Les screamed as the belt wrapped around him. The buckle slapped into his stomach and gashed him. Real deep. It bled quite a bit. He showed it to me a few days after, and, Jesus, was that cut inflamed.”

“And you mean to tell me that you think this is what kinda’ twisted Les?” Marshall said. He stroked us cheeks in deep thought.

“Well, there was something else, too. I. . . .” He hook his head and grimaced. “I remember that Les told me, a long time after, that on that night when his father belted him, he had had his first orgasm.”

Marshall snuffed loudly. David looked out the window again and took a deep breath.

“You know, it’s not like we were seriously into it, playing with each other. That was the first and last time we did. God, we were too damned terrified to even think of it. At least I was.”

“What happened to you?” Marshall asked. “Did he give you a whoppin’ too?”

“I was too damned scared to turn and run, I’ll tell you that much. I stood there frozen, watching Les get the goddamned strapping of his life. He was screaming and crying the whole time, but I never knew he got that gash on his belly or that he had an orgasm until much later. But I guess Les’ father never called Pa and told him because he was probably too embarrassed to talk to him about it—to tell him what we were doing. Either that, or he just plain forgot once he sobered up.”

“Could be,” Marshall muttered, scratching his cheek. Suddenly he stiffened, and the edges of his mouth hardened. “But I’m still not as interested in what is making Les do these things as I am worried about what he’s gonna’ do about me suspectin’ him.”

“Suspecting!” David said sharply. “I thought you said you knew. That you were positive!”

“Well, I do know . . . kinda’. But. . . .” Marshall fidgeted and looked away from David. “One of the reasons I didn’t tell Shaw right away was because I couldn’t prove it. Sittin’ there in Shaw’s office, it would’ve been his word against mine.”

“And what’s so bad about that, providing you’re telling the truth?”

“I am telling the truth!” Marshall shouted, his anger suddenly flaring. He slammed his knobby fist on the table.

David lowered his voice. “But if you had said something . . . anything, it would have at least directed suspicion at Les.”

“How much do you think Shaw’s gonna’ take my word on something like that? Jesus, boy, Les Rankin’s a fine, upstanding member of this community, so far’s anyone knows. He may get a bit out of hand drinkin’ now and again, but he’s married, got kids, keeps a steady job. . . . Who’s gonna’ believe a wild story like that?”

David shrugged and began pacing back and forth across the kitchen floor.

“‘Sides,” Marshall added after a moment, “I was figurin’ that once we took that there polygraph test, I could say what I know and the machine would show I was tellin’ the truth.”

David snickered. “Yeah . . . sure . . . the lie detector will make everything OK. Is that what you were thinking?”

Marshall nodded dumbly.

“You know, those things aren’t entirely fool proof,” David said. “If you were the least bit hyped up, it could show a reaction that indicated you were lying. Or, on the other hand, if Les was just as cool as he could be, he could deny everything, and if he maintained his cool, the machine would indicate that he was telling the truth.”

“Really? I thought—”

“Especially if it really is Les and he’s, I don’t know the word for it, but dissociated or schizophrenic or whatever. Anyone who could kill kids like that—after raping them—and then so coolly dispose of the body . . . Christ, if he’s really that much of a wacko, who knows what that polygraph will show?”

David paused to let his uncle mull over what he had said, then he hit him with the heavy load. “Besides, like you said, the problem is what he might do before you take those tests. . . . Like those phone calls earlier.”

“Awww shit!” Marshall stood up, pushing his chair back with the backs of his knees. One chair leg scraped across the floor, making a sound like fingernails being raked across a chalk board. He walked ‘ver to the refrigerator and leaned his head against the cool enamel, listening to the steady rattling sound the motor made.

“That’s what’s got me so worked up,” he said softly, under his breath. “It’s not the first time I—” He caught himself short and turned, looking at David with a pale, watery stare.

“Not the first time—what?” David said, prodding.

“About . . . with the kids,” Marshall said, walking over to the table. He picked up the newspaper that was folded and spread it out on the table. Again, David scanned the headline:

BOG CLAIMS ANOTHER VICTIM

“Last summer,” Marshall said softly. “Last summer. Look at the date.” He jabbed the newspaper with his bony finger. “June 4, 1976,” he said thoughtfully, “Just about this time of year.”

“Christ!”

“It’s the same damn time of year as the murders this year!” Marshall said, his voice rising with intensity.

“Christ! And the same time of year that Les and I got caught . . . the same time Les got whipped so bad he was bleeding and . . . and. . . .” David’s voice faded away.

“That ain’t all,” Marshall said.

David turned. “What? What else do you know about it?”

Marshall sighed deeply, letting the memories rise. “It was the first of June, last year, ‘bout an hour or so after sunset. I’d had my supper and cleaned up, and had just sat down at the table here to read my paper.” He nodded at his vacant chair. “Because it was such a nice evenin’, I decided to sit out on my front steps . . . listen to the night sounds . . . get some fresh air before turning in.”

Marshall walked over to the table, picked up the newspaper, folded it twice, and slapped it against his open palm.

“I was sittin’ there, leanin’ against the top step, smokin’ my pipe ‘n strokin’ Alfie’s back. All of a sudden, I heard this terrible screechin’ sound. I jumped, almost dropped my pipe. Alfie skittered off into the darkness. At first I thought it was an animal or somethin’ been run over, or maybe a cat in heat. I listened real intent, but I didn’t hear anything like a car passin’ by. Nothin’!”

“It didn’t sound like a person?” David asked.

“Nope. Not the first one,” Marshall said, shaking his head. “I thought for sure it was an animal been hurt. I sat there listening real hard for a long time. I remember my pipe went out. I considered relightin’ it, but something inside me warned me not to make any noise.”

Marshall swallowed hard as he remembered that night a year ago.

“I waited, listening,” Marshall continued. His voice grew raspy. “Then I heard it again and, ‘cause I was listening for it, I got a better fix. It was loud, too. Close enough to make me jump. I wasn’t sure if it was a woman or a kid, but for damn sure I knew it was a person.”

“What did you do?”

Marshall swallowed and wiped his hand across his upper lip, which was glistening with perspiration. “I listened, ‘n then real slow, I got up and walked around the side of the house, in the direction of the Bog.”

“That’s where it was coming from?” David asked.

“No doubt about it,” Marshall replied. “And it sounded like it was close to the edge of my field. I couldn’t just sit there and listen, could I?”

David shrugged.

“The moon wasn’t up and ‘cause I know my land pretty well, I figured I had the advantage if I bumped into anyone. I was heading in what I thought was the right direction. But I’d no sooner entered the woods when I heard it again, way off to my left. I headed that way, followin’ the sound. ‘Help! Help me!’ the voice cried. It sounded weaker than before. I pushed through the brush, scared shitless.”

“What were you thinking of doing?” David asked. “Did you have anything for a weapon?”

“I cursed myself as soon as I started off for not goin’ into the house and gettin’ my walkin’ stick. I don’t know.” Marshall looked at David, who could tell that his uncle was agitated remembering the incident.

“Anyway,” Marshall went on, “I had no idea what I’d do if I found anyone. Actually, I wasn’t even sure what the problem was. For all I knew, it could have been someone stuck in the mud or something. It wasn’t until the next day—”

“When you saw this,” David said, pointing to the newspaper.

Marshall grunted. “Yeah. The next night I realized that it was the kid who was missing.”

“So you reported it to Shaw?”

Marshall looked down at the floor and shook his head. “I didn’t,” he said weakly.

“What?” David shouted, stunned.

“I never reported it. After that last yell, I didn’t hear anything but the peepers and my own heavy breathin’. I thrashed about in the brush for a while, but pretty soon I gave up and went back home.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t report it,” David said.

Marshall shrugged. “I can’t either,” he said, looking at David with eyes welling with tears. “I can’t, and I’ve never forgiven myself for it. I think once I got out of the Bog, I convinced myself that I hadn’t heard it; or that if I had, it was too far away. You know how sound can carry on a quiet night—’specially in the Bog.”

“But it was a person . . . a kid, for Christ’s sake, crying for help.”

“What the hell could I have done?” Marshall shouted. His lower lip trembled, and a line of drool ran down his chin. “I had no reason to suspect that it was . . . was murder. Nobody did ‘til you found that Wilson boy last week. Shaw ‘n everyone else assumed that the kid drowned in the Bog. ‘Sides, they were scouring the area with search parties, so I figured I didn’t need to report what I heard. In the dark and all, I had no goddamned idea where the yelling was coming from.”

“But you should have reported it,” David said, forcing himself not to shout at his uncle; he could see that the old man already was upset from the incident.

“You have to understand somethin’ else,” Marshall said. His voice had leveled out a bit, but there was still a sour twist of tension in it. “You have to understand that there’s a lot of talk around town. About me.”

David nodded, trying to understand.

“I know most of it’s harmless, just talk, but sometimes it gets pretty nasty about me livin’ out here by myself, near the Bog, never marryin’. I know. I’ve heard the kids call me the boogeyman when they think I can’t hear—or when they know I can hear and can’t do anything about it.”

David shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He remembered even when he was growing up how his uncle had quite a reputation as a crazy old coot. A spark of deep-felt sympathy for the old man began to grow. As he looked at Marshall, David saw for the first time that many of the lines in his uncle’s cracked and aging face were lines of deeply carved sadness. David tried to speak, but his voice choked off in his throat.

“I’m pretty much used to it,” Marshall went on. “At least I’ve learned to live with it.”

“But, Christ, you’ve lived here all your life—people know you—you could have gone to Shaw and reported what you heard.”

“Yeah,” Marshall nodded his head sadly, “yeah, Shaw might’ve believed me, ‘n some other folks too, but I guess I was mostly afraid of what stories would start spreadin’. People think that if they start spreadin’ stories about someone, that person will never hear ‘em. But that ain’t so!” Marshall’s voice almost broke, startling David, who saw tears welling in the old man’s eyes again.

“That ain’t so. I’ve heard enough things said about me to . . . to make me want to keep my mouth shut.”

“But we’re talking about murders!” David shouted, unable to hold himself back.

“We didn’t know that then! No one did!”

“But it was a little more serious than just some half-assed town gossip,” David said.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Marshall replied tensely, “‘n if I had said anything—anything, the mouths around town would have started blabbin’; and if a finger was pointed anywhere, it would’ve been pointed right at me. Believe me, Davie, I know! I know what loose tongues can do to a person!”

“But not if it isn’t true,” David said pleadingly. “Even if it ain’t true! Christ, Davie, don’t you remember what it did to your mother?”

The question stunned David, and the silence that followed it filled David’s head with a wooshing sound. He walked over to the table, picked up a cigarette, and lit it with trembling hands.

“Yeah,” he said, exhaling smoke, “I remember. People said she committed suicide.” He looked away toward the open window, unable to look at Marshall.

“I tell you something, boy,” Marshall said, pointing his bony forefinger at David, “you grew up in this town, but you sure as hell don’t seem to know a hell of a lot about the people who live here!”

“I—”David started to say, but Marshall cut him off with a quick chopping motion of his hand.

“You sure as hell didn’t know much about your old friend Les Rankin, did you?”

The comment cut him like a razor. David puffed rapidly on his cigarette, letting the ash grow long and drop to the floor without removing the butt from his mouth. “He’s out there now,” he whispered to the open window.

“Huh?” Marshall shouted. “Speak up, Davie.”

David turned to Marshall. “Les is our problem now, isn’t he?”

“My problem. Not yours.”

“Goddamnit, my problem too!” David shouted. He darted forward and slammed his fist onto the table. The mayonnaise jar lid full of cigarette butts spilled onto the floor. “I’m not like other people in this town, Goddamnit! I believe you! It had to have been Les sneaking outside your house tonight; I don’t know who else it could have been. But I drove up and scared him off after he shot at you—took a fucking shot at you! You can be goddamn sure he stuck around long enough to see who was driving up here to see you.”

Marshall sighed deeply, sounding as though life was just too much to carry.

“Chances are,” David said, “he knows it was me. Chances are also pretty damn good that he’ll figure you told me what you know. Why the hell else would he call and threaten you like that?”

Marshall nodded.

“So if he knows that you know and that I know, I think we can pretty well conclude that it’s also my problem!”

“‘Spoze so,” Marshall said distantly. “Sorry.”

“Yeah.” David leaned over his uncle, supporting himself with his fists on the table. “So now we both have a problem: how the hell are we going to stay alive long enough to make sure Les gets nailed?”

“I’m hopin’ that there lie detector test will do it,” Marshall said. David noticed the edge in his voice and knew that he wasn’t convinced.

“Even if it does,” David said, “that isn’t for another three or four days. Do you have any ideas how we can make sure we don’t get killed before then?”

“I dunno’,” Marshall said.

“Well then, tomorrow morning, first thing, let’s go tell Shaw everything we know. It’s two people now, maybe he’ll listen.”

“Maybe,” Marshall said, nodding, “maybe.”

“Well,” David said, finally noticing his fatigue after so many hours of intense discussion, “it’s getting pretty late. I guess I’ll head on back to the motel. I think we can be pretty sure Les won’t try anything tonight.” He picked up his pack of cigarettes from the table and pocketed them. Shuffling his feet, he started slowly toward the door.

“You know,” Marshall said finally, just as David was reaching for the door knob. “You know, if you’d like, you could sleep on the couch here.”

David turned, regarding his uncle, and saw that he honestly meant it.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess I could.”

He was glad to see the smile that spread slowly across Marshall’s face.
 

XII
 

At eleven thirty, the Rankin house was silent; the kids were finally all asleep; Leah was lying in bed, staring at the dark rectangle of the ceiling; and Les was slouched in his easy chair. A string of drool hung from the corner of his mouth to his chest. When the telephone rang, he reached for it automatically. “Hello,” he grumbled into the receiver.

From upstairs, Leah called down softly, “Who is it, hon’?”

Covering the phone with his hand, Les shouted, “I got it. It’s okay.” Then, into the phone, he repeated, “Hello.” The brief nap had started to clear his head, but when he heard the voice on the other end of the line, he thought for a moment that he was dreaming.

“Hi, is this Les Rankin?” a woman’s voice said brightly.

“Yeah, who the fuck is this?” With the back of his hand, he wiped away the drool.

“Hi, Les.” There was a long pause, and then, “This is Allison.”

Shaking his head confusedly, Les sat up and ran his fingers through his hair. “What? What the Christ do you want?”

From upstairs, Leah called down, “Les, honey, is everything all right?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he shouted. “Allison, you are—”

“Listen, Les, I need you to do a favor for me,” Allison said, and somehow, the smooth, honey-like voice cut through to Les, and his hurt pride began to heal.

“You want me to do you a favor?” he said gruffly. “What a joke.”

“I’m serious,” Allison went on. “Other than David, you’re the only person I know in this town.”

After a long pause, Les said, “Yeah, go on. I’m listening.”

With a sigh that could have melted the phone wires, Allison said, “Well, David and I had a bit of a falling out tonight.”

“Oh, really?” Les said with a snorting laugh. Serves her right, he thought; serves the bitch right.

“Well, you see,” Allison said, “we had kind of an argument, and, well, I walked out on him, planning to go back to New York. I called a cab, but the damn car had something go wrong. The cabbie said he couldn’t fix it until morning, so here I am, stuck in Holland.”

“Are you trying to break my heart or something?” Les asked, pleased by his wit.

“No, but look, Les, I can’t go back to the motel with David; I just can’t. I’m down at the Sawmill, and it’s almost closing time. I was wondering if you could either give me a ride to Portland or—”

“Portland?” Les shouted. “That’s a good hour drive, one way. I ain’t about to go driving down there just ‘cause you and Davie-boy can’t get along.”

“Well,” Allison said, stung but still not giving up, “maybe you know where there’s another motel nearby. I could—” she paused for just the briefest second—“I could pay you for the ride.”

“Umm, really?” Les asked, wary.

“I’m really desperate, Les. I wouldn’t bother you unless it was really necessary.”

“You said you’re at the Sawmill?” Les asked. He shifted his feet to the floor and scratched his crotch.

“Yes, I am. And it’s going to close soon, and I need a place to stay for the night. I can get a ride to the airport in the morning.”

His vision was still blurred, but Les glanced at the time on his wrist watch. “I can be there in . . . give me fifteen minutes,” he said, as an idea began to form in his mind. Maybe after all, there was a way he could even up the score with her. He smiled to himself as he stood up and reached to turn off the TV.

“I’ll be waiting for you out front,” Allison said, her sultry voice lowering.

 “Sure thing.” Les hung up the phone and reached under the chair for his shoes. As he walked into the kitchen to get the truck keys, he heard Leah’s footsteps on the stairway.

“Les, is anything the matter?” she asked, from the doorway, her bathrobe held wrapped tightly around her.

Les shook his head and tried not to look directly at her. He knew he looked a mess and was trying hard to clear his mind so he wouldn’t blow this opportunity he’d been given. “Aww, it was that asshole, Schroder,” he said, shifting toward the door. “He’s got a flat out on 302 ‘n wants me to come get him.”

“Why’d he call you?” Leah asked. “Isn’t there an all-night station open?”

Les shrugged. “Dunno’.” He swung open the door and went outside into the warm night. Only faintly, in the distance, could he hear the spring peepers in the Bog. “I won’t be more’n an hour or so,” he said, climbing into the truck and starting it up.

Leah came to the door and stood there, framed in the warm yellow light of the kitchen. A faint breeze caught the back of her neck and made her shiver as she watched Les back the truck out into the street. She waved as he drove away, then went inside, back to the dark bedroom.

Les drove slowly through the downtown to the Sawmill. As he approached, he saw a shadowed figure step out into the light of the streetlight and wave to him. He knew by the curves that it was Allison.

“Hi Les. Gee, thanks a lot,” she said, as he reached over the seat and opened the door for her. “I wouldn’t have bothered you if it wasn’t an emergency.” She hoisted her suitcase into the back of the truck.

Les nodded and grunted. An odd mixture of hominess and anger stirred him.

Allison smoothed down her skirt and then slammed the door shut. Les glanced around to see if there was anyone else on the street who might have seen him pick her up. Main Street appeared to be deserted so, putting the truck into gear, he slowly pulled away from the curb.

“Boy,” Allison said as they drove the empty street to the end of town, “this place really folds up after dark, doesn’t it?”

Les shrugged and drove on in silence. At the Tulsa station, he took the turn onto Little River Road.

“Is this the way out to the highway?” Allison asked, almost immediately suspecting something when she saw that the road narrowed and that there were no street lights.

Les looked over at her and studied her face in the glow from the dashboard. A thin smile spread across his face. “Well,” he answered in a country drawl, “it’s the long way around, for sure, but I didn’t exactly want to drive past my own house this late at night with another woman in my truck. That wouldn’t be smart now, would it?”

Allison shook her head and tried to take what he said at face value, though something made her feel a growing nervousness.

“I mean, after all, you seem to think us hicks are a bunch of stupid jerks. I just wanted you to see that I ain’t as dumb as you think.”

Allison shifted and pressed her back against the door of the truck. By crossing her arms, she felt for the door handle without being detected.

They drove in silence past a few houses with lights on, past the old Logan homestead and then Marshall Logan’s driveway. After that, there was nothing on either side of the road except for the night-stained woods. Then, on the left, there was a view of the open Bog. Allison looked out at the misty, moon-lit expanse and shivered.

“Spooky out there, ain’t it?” Les said, leaning close to her and leering.

Allison would have pulled back further if she could.

“You know, there’s a lot of stories ‘bout what’s out there. ‘Bout who—or what—it might be that killed those kids.”

In a dark corner of her mind, the truth about what was happening in Holland began to stir. “I’m . . . I’m a city girl, myself,” she said tightly. “I never did care for the outdoors.”

“Well, maybe that’s why you just don’t understand us hicks. We love it out here.” Suddenly, Les downshifted and pulled over to the side of the road. Rolling his window down, he stuck his head outside and took a deep breath. The sound of the spring peepers was almost deafening.

“Just listen to that,” Les said. He looked at Allison’s moon-bleached face. With a sudden move he reached toward her. She squealed until she realized that he was merely rolling down her window. The night breeze blew into the truck, carrying with it the swampy aroma of decaying vegetation.

“You never hear anything like that in the city, do you?” Les asked. It gave him a warm sense of pleasure to see the way she shrank away from him.

Allison, biting her lower lip, shook her head and grunted a sound that meant no.

“There’s lots of things in the country you don’t know about.”

“I’ll bet,” Allison said stupidly.

Les snorted and again reached toward her. With a quick flick he pushed down the door lock, then grabbed Allison by the neck and pulled her face toward his.

She struggled, pulling away from the warm wash of his fetid breath, but he had her pinned just right so she couldn’t deliver a blow to his nuts.

Les leaned close, his eyes glowing with the faint moonlight. “There’s something you owe me, you lousy bitch.” He pulled her hair until her head leaned back exposing her slender throat. “You owe me a fuckin’ apology.”

Staring at the roof of the truck, Allison made thick sounds in her throat. Les reached for the row of buttons on her blouse and started to undo them carefully. When his fingers fumbled with the second button, he mumbled a curse and ripped the blouse open. Allison wasn’t wearing a bra, and her heavy breasts heaved temptingly.

“Don’t . . . don’t . . .” she gagged.

Les snorted as he closed one hand over her breast. Still keeping her head held back, he lunged for her neck and planted a thick, wet kiss just below her ear.

“Please,” she said as tears coursed down her face. “Please, let me go. I’m sorry for what I did to you in the bar.”

Again, Les snorted and gave her breast a vicious squeeze.

“Please let me go,” Allison said raggedly.

“Oh, I’ll let you go, all right, just as soon as this idiot country hick gives you a good old-fashioned country fucking!”

Allison squirmed and kicked but to no avail. The pressure of Les’ body weight and the pain of having her hair pulled made her want to scream, but she was unable to inhale enough air to fill her lungs.

Les pulled her forward, released her hair and, holding her down with one hand, began to work her skirt down. Sweat and tears stung her eyes, and she was filled with panic, but still, she could barely repress her laughter when Les worked his pants down and she saw that he was still not erect.

Huffing with the exertion, Les tried but was unable mount her. As he shifted his hips back and forth, Allison saw her chance and quickly jerked her knee up to his groin. With a grunt, Les doubled up. She frantically clawed at the door lock and got it up. Then, snapping the door latch, she crawled and tumbled out onto the gravel by the side of the road.

“You lousy bitch,” Les wailed as he inched his way across the seat toward the open door. Brushing the gravel from her shoulders, Allison stood, paused, and then slammed the door shut with a satisfying thump as it hit Les in the head and knocked him back. Without waiting, she jerked up her skirt, turned, and ran down the road.

Shouting, Les got out his door and started after her. The pain in his groin was like fire, and he crouched as he ran after her. After about a hundred yards, when he was closing the distance, Allison suddenly darted off the side of the road and into the bushes. Her only thought was to get away from Les, to report him and, hopefully, see him in jail on a rape charge.

“You lousy bitch!” Les shouted after her. He stood on the side of the road and listened to her as she crashed through the thick undergrowth. He considered running after her but from experience, he knew that a cautious stalking worked much better. Besides, he knew the Bog; she didn’t.

When the sound of her running receded into the distance, Les breathed deeply and took Allison’s suitcase from the truck—the first step, he thought, in removing all of the evidence.

Allison ran, unconscious of the branches and thorns that ripped her skirt and her exposed skin. Fear—blind panic—filled her as she crashed through the brush. She continually fell down as roots and rocks tripped her up; she was wet up to the knees, and thick stinking mud crusted her in splatters.

Behind her, faintly, she heard Les shouting, and a smile finally came to her face as she considered that she just might get away from the bastard. Her plan was to go as far into the Bog as she thought safe, then swing around and double back to the road. From her walk in the woods with David, she knew there was a path through the thick growth, but so far she hadn’t hit upon it.

After an hour or more—she wasn’t sure how long because, in her panic, she lost all sense of time—she began to admit to herself that she was lost. She continually paused and listened, trying to hear the sound of Les’ pursuit over the chorus of peepers, but there was nothing but the pulsating night sounds of the Bog.

After another hour of walking, Allison was filled with desperation. She knew she was lost and would have to stay in the Bog until morning, when she could find her way out. Her body tingled with fear, anxiety and humiliation. She knew that if it hadn’t been for her damn pride, she would never have ended up this situation. Still, as she even now thought about it, she knew she didn’t want to be back in the motel with David. In a way, she almost saw David and Les as the two equally undesirable paths her life could take.

Taking huge, searing gulps of air, she walked on, searching for any sign of a way out of the Bog. She had no way of knowing the time, but two hours before dawn, shivering because her blouse still lay on the side of the road beside Les’ truck, trembling with the subsiding rush of adrenalin, Allison stumbled and fell. With a groan, she expected to hit solid ground, ar she was shocked when thick, mossy water enclosed her. She struggled, imagining that the tangled submerged roots that caught at her were the hands of Les Rankin. The thick swampy smell that surrounded her and drew her down reminded her of Les’ hot breath. Whimpering and clawing at the last bit of solid round near her, temptingly out of reach, Allison sank to the bottom of the Holland Bog.

Les had waited on the side of the road, considering whether or not he should trail her into the Bog or just forget about her. After all, no one knew he’d picked her up at the Sawmill; no one had seen them drive out the Little River Road; and probably no one would believe her even if she did report the attempted rape. No witnesses, no sweat, he finally decided, so he sank the heavy suitcase in the Bog and then drove home slowly so he wouldn’t attract any attention. He walked to his kitchen at just past one o’clock in the morning and, after a final beer, staggered up to bed where Leah slept fitfully.
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EDITORIAL
 

As We See It—From the Editor’s Desk

Tragedy has struck our fair town twice this spring with the senseless and brutal murders of two of our finest young boys—Billy Wilson and Jeffrey Hollis. Everyone in town is asking when this fiend who has been dubbed THE BOG MAN will be caught.

As the editor of your newspaper and a life-long resident of Holland, I have asked myself and now ask you, if you are satisfied with the way our local law enforcement agency is handling the investigation.

Let me put the question another way: Do you feel it is safe for your children to play outside—even in your backyard—after dark? I doubt it.

I am not calling to account the actions of the state authorities in this matter. They are not members of our community, and we cannot expect them to understand the particular problems inherent to our town. No, I am referring to our own police force, particularly Chief Shaw.

What, I ask myself, is Chief Shaw doing to stop these murders and to bring the killer to a fast and speedy justice?

Nothing, I answer myself!

If you are dissatisfied with the actions—or inactions of our police chief, we urge you to attend the next town meeting, scheduled for Tuesday, June 13, and let your feelings be known.

I find myself praying that the town meeting happens before the discovery of victim number three!
 

Peter Calix—EDITOR







Chapter Seven
 

I
 

“It’s goddamn ridiculous, that’s what it is,” Marshall shouted to David as they left the police station. David broke into an easy jog to catch up with his uncle.

“Goddamn ridiculous, and a goddamn shame, too.” He snorted and spat violently, watching the glob of pit sail through the air and land with a plop on the sidewalk six paces ahead of him.

David finally caught up with Marshall, surprised at how fast the old man could move in spite of his age and his bad leg.

“But Shaw said they’d go out and talk to Les,” David said. “And he told you that the polygraph test was scheduled for Saturday. I don’t see how you can expect much more . . . for now.”

Marshall wheeled to a stop and, turning, jabbed his forefinger into David’s chest. “I want that son-of-bitch locked up, that’s what I want!”

David took one step back. “Well, I don’t see how you can expect that. Not just on your say-so.” He cleared his throat and smiled to remind Marshall that he was on his side. “Let’s wait and see what happens after he talks with Les.”

Marshall snorted loudly and spat again.

David stretched out his arm and glanced at his watch. “It’s almost noon. What do you say we grab some lunch at the Sawmill.”

Marshall squinted his eyes and looked down Main Street in the direction of the restaurant. His face was still flushed with anger, and he grunted what sounded to David like, “Yeah.”

“You know,” David said, “you’ve got to calm down just a bit. The way you’re steaming around, you’re likely to have a heart attack or something.”

“Bullshit,” Marshall muttered.

“Come on, then.” David took his uncle by the arm and pulled. “Let’s get some lunch.”

“Not just yet,” Marshall said, twisting away from David’s grasp. “I want to go ‘n see Latham first. Got some business with him.”

David gave Marshall a puzzled look. A faint twinkle lit the old man’s eyes as he started back across the street and headed for the lawyer’s office. David followed a few paces behind as Marshall climbed up the steps of the town’s new professional building.

They had to wait a short while in the outer office, and throughout the wait, Marshall said nothing to indicate why he had dragged David along with him. Finally, they were admitted to Latham’s office.

“Good morning to you both, Mr. Logan . . . David.” Latham smiled widely as he stuck his hand out. David shook it; Marshall ignored it. “Please, please take a seat.” The lawyer pulled two chairs into position around his desk, then took his seat and picked up his pipe.

“I hope,” Latham said, after he had stoked the pipe, “that there’s nothing wrong with the settlement of the estate.”

David shook his head. “Not as far as I know.” He had no idea what Marshall had in mind; he was just as bewildered as Latham and beginning to question Marshall’s sanity.

“I want to talk about the Will,” Marshall said abruptly.

“The Will?” Latham said, clearing his throat. “Your nephew and I have that all settled, and I—”

“Not my brother’s Will,” Marshall snapped, “my Will. I want to change my Will.”

“Oh?” Latham’s eyebrows arched. He placed his pipe in the ashtray and shifted back in his chair, obviously feeling more comfortable knowing there was nothing wrong with David’s settlement. He glanced over at David who, still confused, merely shrugged his shoulders.

“That’s what I said,” Marshall barked. “I want you to change my Will.”

“Exactly what do you—”

“That’s OK, ain’t it? I can change it, right?”

“Oh, sure, sure,” Latham said, nodding. “No problem. Exactly what did you want to change in it?”

“What do I have to do to change it?” Marshall said. “Do we have to write a whole new one?”

“That all depends on what you want changed,” Latham said. “It’s your Will.”

“Yeah, ‘n my funeral, too,” Marshall muttered, pulling at his chin. David sat with arms folded, studying his uncle. He noticed that Marshall didn’t answer any of Latham’s questions; that he just plowed ahead, saying whatever he had on his mind.

Is this, David thought, a sign that he’s cracking up? That the strain is getting to be too much, and he’s losing touch with reality?

“Well,” Latham said calmly, “it all depends.” He picked up his pipe again and started puffing on it, bringing it back to life. He had decided that the only way to deal with Marshall’s whirlwind manner was to take it slow and easy.

“I want to change it,” Marshall repeated. David’s concern grew as he watched the old man’s bleached face. His lips and cheeks were colorless, and his eyebrows twitched.

“If you want to change the Will slightly, we can merely add a codicil, stating the additions and changes.” Latham continued talking as he walked over to his filing cabinet and drew out the manila file labeled: LOGAN, MARSHALL. “If you have some more drastic changes in mind, it might be just as easy to write up a new Will and destroy the old one. You don’t happen to have your Will with you now, do you?” Latham asked, resuming his seat and opening the file.

Marshall shook his head. “‘S in the bank safe deposit box. I got the key, so we could go over and get it.”

Latham shook his head. “Let’s find out what the changes are first.”

“I want a whole new one,” Marshall said, waving his hands wildly over his head. “A whole goddamned new one. I just want it to be plain ‘n simple, to read that Davie here gets everything when I die.”

David jumped, startled, and looked keenly at Marshall, who was nodding his head up and down.

“Now wait a minute,” David said. “I just finished with—”

“Yessiree, by Jesus,” Marshall snapped, “that’s what I want—you to inherit everything!”

“Well I don’t want it,” David snapped. He made a move to rise from his chair but remained seated. He looked up at the ceiling, leaned back, and inhaled deeply through his nostrils. “Jesus, Marshall,” he said finally, when the silence in Latham’s office lengthened, “after all the damn problems I’ve had straightening out the legal mess with the old homestead, why in the hell do you want me to take on—”

“Because you’re blood, that’s why!” Marshall said, looking at David intensely. David glanced over at Latham, who seemed embarrassed to be caught in the middle of a family argument. David suspected that was why Marshall waited until they were seated in the lawyer’s office before springing his surprise.

“Blood or no blood, Uncle Marshall, I don’t want any part of—”

“You’ll get a part of . . . you’ll get the whole damn thing whether you want it or not.” Marshall suddenly turned and nailed Latham with a harsh look. “I can do it, can’t I? I can write him in even if he don’t want it?”

Latham folded his hands and nodded his head solemnly.

“Well, then,” Marshall said, his voice toned down, “that’s what I want you to do —write him into my Will so’s he gets everything.”

“He can do that?” David asked Latham, already knowing the answer.

Again, Latham nodded. “When the Will is finally executed, you can forfeit your inheritance, if you choose.”

David shook his head from side to side. “Shit.” He looked at his uncle again and a smile tried to force its way across his face. “I should have known you’d pull something like this.” He tried to calm down and accept Marshall’s hasty decision.

“Look, David,” Latham said, “there really isn’t any reason to argue. If you were the major beneficiary, you would find out sooner or later.”

“Sooner,” Marshall whispered to himself.

“What?” David asked, turning toward the old man.

Marshall quickly shifted his gaze from David to the lawyer. “So how soon can you have it ready? The new Will? I’d like it today, if you can.”

Latham leaned forward and scanned the desktop calendar. “I’m not very busy today; there’s nothing planned until later this afternoon. I could have it ready for you in, say two hours.”

Marshall nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Fine.” Latham made a scribbled note on the calendar. “Why don’t you drop back around two o’clock and you can sign it then.”

“That suits me just fine,” Marshall said. He rose and wiped his hands on his pants leg before shaking hands with Latham. Latham walked around the desk toward the door, but as David stood, the lawyer held out his hand to stop him. “If you don’t mind, David, I’d like to have a word or two with you before you go.”

David nodded and watched Marshall walk into the outer office. Latham closed the door, relieved that the family squabble had ended without too much trouble. He walked back to his desk and sat down.

“I assume you want to talk about the property,” David said as he patiently watched Latham stoke up his pipe.

“Ummm,” Latham replied from behind a billowing cloud of blue smoke. The aroma filled the office, making David’s nose sting. Latham took one final, deep inhale, then leaned back in his chair. “I was wondering if you had given any more thought to our proposal . . . if you had decided to sell the land right off or if you wanted to wait.”

David thought for a moment, then said, “Well, you know I am pretty anxious to settle everything before I have to go back to New York. I see no reason why we can’t talk business.”

Latham smiled. He opened the top desk drawer and pulled out a plain white envelope. “My associate, Al Sumner, has given me this to pass on to you.” He handed the envelope to David. On it, written in small block letters, was David’s name.

As David was tearing open the envelope, Latham said, “It’s an offer for the old house and land. I think you’ll agree that it’s quite a good offer for your property.”

David unfolded the paper and glanced at the figure written there. It surprised him because it was quite a bit higher than he had expected—almost more than he thought he could ask for the land. “I’ll think about it for a while,” he said, folding the letter and putting it into his shirt pocket.

“That’s all Mr. Sumner would like you to do, think about it,” Latham said, still smiling. He took a few rapid puffs on his pipe and placed it in the ashtray. “I’m sure you’ll agree that it’s a fair figure.”

“It looks all right,” David said, trying to sound uncommitted. “I’ll come back with Marshall this afternoon and let you know what I’ve decided.” David stood up and moved toward the door. “Maybe,” he added, “you could arrange to have Mr. Sumner here so we could talk.”

“I’m sure I could,” Latham said. David could tell by the lawyer’s voice that he was pleased with his progress.

Marshall suddenly poked his head into the office and snapped, “Come on, Davie. You’ll be jawin’ away until two o’clock at this rate.”

David turned to go. When he was at the door, Latham said, one last time, “I hope you give this offer serious consideration.”

David nodded, unsmiling, and answered, “I intend to. We’ll see you at two.” He left the office, stepping out into the bright sunshine to join Marshall, who was leaning against the brick building.

“You,” David said, approaching his uncle. “Thanks a lot for what you did in there. I don’t exactly think that was a very fair thing to do, dropping your Will on me like that.”

Marshall shrugged. He looked up at the sun and squinted, then gazed up the length of Main Street toward the restaurant.

“The least you could have done was say something to me before we went in there.” David knew that Marshall was ignoring him.

“I mean it,” David said. He gripped his uncle’s arm at the elbow. “You should have said something to me. Don’t you realize what a pain in the ass my father’s Will has been to me?”

Again, Marshall shrugged. “Naw. I didn’t think it was necessary.”

“Why the hell not?” His anger, forgotten, flared again.

Marshall smiled and twisted away from the hold David had on his arm. ”‘Cause I knew you’d react just like this,” he said with a laugh.

“Christ!” David shouted, exasperated. He shook his hands in the air with frustration.

“‘Sides,” Marshall said, his face suddenly dropping, “you and me got a more serious problem than who gets what when I die—’n that’s when I die.”

David’s anger immediately dissolved when he realized, again, that he had been thinking only of himself.

“I’m scared shitless about what Les might do,” Marshall said. His voice was twisted wire-tight. David looked at him and saw how the bright sun carved deep shadows in the lines of his face. He felt a stab of pity for the old man.

Marshall swallowed with difficulty and glanced up and down the length of Main Street. For a Thursday afternoon, the town seemed unnaturally quiet. Even in the hot spring sunlight, the tension and uneasiness could be felt like a dark presence.

He’s out there . . . out there in the Bog. . . . Old Man Troll is out there . . . waiting! David’s mind whispered.

“And I think,” Marshall said, so suddenly it startled David away from his thoughts, “I think that son-of-a-bitch’ll try something. He knows I know it’s him.” He paused, scratched the loose flesh of his neck. “And I think he knows you know, too. ‘N I’m positive he’ll try to make sure neither one of us gets a chance to talk about it.”

“If we haven’t already,” David said. “That’s one thing we have; he doesn’t know that we haven’t convinced Shaw and Porter already, so—maybe—he’ll have to be a little bit cautious.”

Marshall looked at David harshly. “The goddamn guy has killed at least four kids, Davie, do you really think he’s gonna’ be cautious when what we know could nail him? Come on, boy, be realistic!”

David shook his head. “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that.” He could feel his armpits moisten. “If Les is the killer, and if he—”

“No ifs about it!” Marshall shouted. A person walking on the sidewalk on the other side of the street heard Marshall’s shout and paused to look over at him before walking on.

David turned and started toward the restaurant.

“OK, OK, no ifs. I just think that Les would be a little bit nervous at this point. He was found with the body of the boy he had killed. He can’t be so wacked out that he doesn’t realize the danger of discovery. I’d think, at this point at least, that he wouldn’t want to draw any more attention to himself—in any way. You were the one who found him with the body, don’t you think it’d look funny if you suddenly turned up dead?”

“I ain’t laughin’,” Marshall muttered, staring down at the sidewalk as he limped along beside David.

“All right, all right,” David said, “but don’t you think he’d want to lay low for a while? If his story washes with Shaw and Porter, if they don’t suspect him because he’s a local boy they’ve known all their lives, don’t you think the rational thing to do would be to keep your ass down?”

Marshall snorted and spit onto the sidewalk in front of his feet, carefully stepping over the spittle as he walked. “Rational! The rational thing to do!” He snorted and spit again. “But we ain’t talkin’ about someone I’d say was very rational, would you? Jumped-up-Jesus Christ, Davie, we’re talking about someone who’s rapin’ little boys and then cuttin’ their guts open! We ain’t talkin’ about anyone who’s rational!”

David blinked his eyes nervously, finding nothing to say.

“That son-of-a-bitch is as crazy as a shithouse rat! And if he’s goddamned crazy enough to rape and kill kids, he might even be crazy enough to beat that lie detector test on Saturday. He maybe could lie right in that machine’s little face, and it wouldn’t register a thing. And if he’s that crazy, I’ll bet you my bottom dollar he’s crazy enough to think he can come out to my place tonight, kill me, and get away with it! . . . and get away with it ‘cause Shaw’s so goddamned blind he can’t see the end of his nose!”

David shook his head and muttered, “Christ.” He was gnawing on his lower lip as he looked up at the town clock. His stomach rumbled like distant thunder. “I suppose we’re safe, as long as we’re in town, don’t you?”

Marshall nodded.

“I don’t think he’d try anything in the middle of Main Street in broad daylight. And,” he said, rubbing his stomach—”I’m hungry as hell. That breakfast you fixed me this morning didn’t stick to me.”

“It ought to ‘ve,” Marshall said, faintly smiling, “you ate enough for two or three people. Just a growin’ boy, I guess.”

David laughed aloud and felt an inner joy that he and Marshall had found this new level of friendship; that they could joke with one another. This was something they could never have done until last night; and in some vague way, David was grateful for the events that had brought—forced—him to be much closer to Marshall.

“Well, anyway, I’m hungry now,” David said, “so let’s head on over to the Sawmill and get some lunch. If the service is still the way it was when I was a kid, we’ll be having dessert just in time to be late at Latham’s office.”

“Things ain’t changed at the Sawmill,” Marshall said, chuckling. “Sounds good to me.”

Marshall started to cross the road, but he had taken no more than three steps before David grabbed his arm, jerking him to a stop. “Wait a minute,” David said excitedly, “I just got an idea.”

“D’you wanna’ spend the afternoon eatin’ or jawbonin’?”

“No, really, I just got a damn good idea.” David released his uncle’s arm, and they both crossed the street side by side. “About tonight. If, like you say, you think Les is going to try something, how about if you aren’t at your house tonight?”

Marshall raised an eyebrow.

“What if,” David continued, “when Les comes to your house, you aren’t home?”

“And just where would I be?” Marshall asked. “Out at the old homestead,” David practically shouted. “If he knows I suspect him too, he might come out to the motel looking for both of us, so we wouldn’t want to be there. But the old homestead is perfect! It’s been empty for so long, I don’t think he’d ever think of looking for us there.”

Marshall stroked his whiskers thoughtfully as he walked beside David. “You know, you just may have somethin’ there, Davie . . . you just might.”

“It’s perfect! If Shaw and Porter talk to Les—”

“Blah!” Marshall waved his hand in front of his face as though David’s suggestion was a bothersome fly. “They won’t do a goddamned thing. They think I’m losin’ my goddamned mind a—crazy old shit who’s just runnin’ loose at the mouth. Shaw’ll sit on his ass for a day or two before he gets around to talkin’ to Les.”

“Well, if we can avoid Les at least until Saturday, when you both take the polygraph, then we’ll see what happens after that.”

“What’ll happen,” Marshall said, smirking, “is they’ll probably blame the murders on me and lock me up.”

“I don’t know. I’ll bet the polygraph backs up your story.”

“So,” Marshall said, “all we gotta’ do is stay alive for two more days, is that it?” They had stopped just outside the Sawmill door. “Well, that don’t sound like it’ll be too hard to me. How about to you?”

David smiled. “Naw, piece of cake.”

“Come on, let’s grab some lunch so we can make it back to Latham’s on time.”
 

II
 

It was four o’clock in the afternoon.

Les was sitting on his back porch, watching the sun begin its westward drop behind the hills. The shadows of the oak trees that bordered Les’ backyard lengthened, beginning to creep across the grass toward the house. The branches of the trees were alive with fresh new green leaves and singing and mating birds.

Les reached down beside his chair and picked up another can of beer. He popped the ring-top, dropped it into the open mouth of the can, and then tilted his head back for a long pull. It was his fifth beer of the afternoon and he was just starting to unwind.

He was glad that he had the house to himself. Robbie and Sammy had come home from school and gone off swimming with some friends. They gave him repeated assurances that there were two adults accompanying them, so he wouldn’t have to worry about anything happening to them. That had made Les smile inwardly. From the note she had left him, he knew that Leah and Georgie were off shopping. She always did her shopping on Thursday because she wanted to miss the Friday afternoon crowds. The house was silent, and that was good—it gave Les the quiet he needed to think.

The events of the past few days were beginning to wear on him. He was feeling more tense than usual, snapping at anything anyone said to him. A small part of him regretted that he had hauled off and hit Leah this morning. She had started to hassle him about taking another day off sick. She had insisted that Wescott knew he was faking it and that he would lose his job for sure if he didn’t start shaping up. He had insisted that even if Wescott thought he was gold bricking, he would allow him a few days to get over the shock of finding the Hollis boy’s body.

The shock of finding the Hollis boy’s body! The thought made him snort with laughter, and some beer went up into his nasal passages, stinging until his eyes began to water. He looked at the descending sun, squinted, and took another mouthful of beer.

That was the easy part, he thought—pretending to be the big town hero, the one who found the body of the missing boy who had been so brutally raped and murdered. He felt no twinge of remorse as he thought about what he had done.

His problem was what in the hell he was going to do about Old Man Logan. The old fucker knew just a little bit too much, of that he was sure. He had kept his mouth shut in Shaw’s office the other day, sure, but that was no guarantee that he would stay silent. Not unless he had his mouth shut permanently.

That in itself was not much of a problem, either. He smiled as he thought about what he had done earlier today to throw a bit of fear into the old man’s heart. Logan was just a miserable old fucker who could barely get out of his own way—it would be no sweat to nail him, too—it was just a matter of time.

Time—that was his biggest problem. Everything would be all right if he just had enough time to make sure. However long it took him to silence Logan, there was that problem of the other person who had seen him . . . probably seen him, he corrected himself. There was no assurance that the driver in that car had seen him . . . but there was no assurance that he hadn’t, either. Just as there was no guarantee that Old Man Logan would keep his trap shut. Les knew he had to make sure.

But if that other person had seen him . . . or if Old Man Logan did spill his guts to Shaw. . . and if Shaw did decide to follow up the lead. . . .

Les nearly jumped out of his chair when he heard the front door open and then slam shut with a bang. He recognized the faint patter of Georgie’s feet as he scampered through the house.

“I’m home, hon’,” Leah called, once she was in the kitchen. The screen door swung open, and Georgie burst out onto the back porch. “Hi Dad,” he said, running over to Les and coming to a stop beside his chair. “He’s out here on the porch, Mom!” he shouted.

“Hi yah, kid,” Les said, smiling faintly. “Hey, why don’t you do me a favor and take these empties inside!”

Georgie began to collect the cans and started for the door.

“‘N you could bring me out another couple of cans.”

Georgie squeezed through the door and, as it swung shut, it caught one of the cans and sent it skittering across the porch. Georgie paused inside for a moment, considering whether or not to retrieve it, then went in to the kitchen.

“Where were you when I got back from taking the kids swimming? You got my note?” Leah asked, standing in the doorway.

Les nodded and swallowed some beer. “I just went out for a ride,” he said with a grumble.

“You shouldn’t take the chance of someone from work seeing you. You can’t call in sick and then spend the afternoon driving around town.”

“Will you just get off my ass?” Les shouted, glaring at Leah. Georgie had returned with three cold beers and was standing silently beside his mother. He handed her the beers, and she stooped to put them beside Les’ chair. Les nodded, took another swallow, and then belched.

“You could at least say thank you,” Leah said.

“Thank you,” Les said, mimicking a kiss-ass schoolboy. His voice suddenly hardened again, “Now will you please just leave me alone?” His eyes gleamed insanely as he looked up at Leah.

“Sure,” she said. She put her hand on Georgie’s shoulder and directed him toward the door. “Come on, hon’, Daddy wants to be alone.” Leah eased the door shut behind them and said, “We’ll leave you alone.” The tone in her voice was bitter, but it failed to move Les to apologize. He snorted once, then turned around to look out at the setting sun. He was fuming from the interruption, but he let his mind wander back to the problems he had been considering.

So, no matter how much Old Man Logan knew or had told, he would have to die—and soon! The only consideration was how to kill him without leaving any evidence, but he had killed enough kids and not gotten caught. It shouldn’t be too tough.

Les paused in his thinking and listened to Leah as she clattered about the kitchen, putting away the groceries. He could hear her compliment Georgie whenever he put something away in its proper place. The compliments sounded a bit too sugary. Les shook his head and muttered, “Goddamned good little twerp,” and snickered softly.

Sighing deeply, he leaned back in his chair, beer can poised at his mouth, when he heard the front doorbell ring. He felt his stomach tighten as he listened to Leah’s footsteps approaching the door. “Goddamned great watchdog,” he said, wondering where the hell Muggins was and why he wasn’t barking at whoever was at the door. He heard Leah talking with someone at the door, and then she shouted, “Les, there’s someone here to see you.”

“Shit,” he whispered, wondering who it could be. The cops? Shaw and Porter out to ask him some more questions about where he was and who he was with? Maybe Old Man Logan spilled his guts. He took a swallow of beer, then shouted, “Show ‘em out to the porch.” He made sure to keep his voice calm and easy. If it was Shaw, there was no point in sounding like a scared rabbit.

Footsteps approached the back screen door. Les looked around just as Leah swung the door open and said, “Right this way, David.”

Les almost choked as he dropped his feet to the floor, turned, and started to rise. His foot knocked over the cans of beer beside his chair. His pulse was racing as he wondered if old Uncle Marshall was with David. He breathed easier when he saw that David was alone, and by the time the screen door had slammed shut, Les was grinning ear to ear.

“Davie my boy,” he said, too friendly, “how in the hell are you? What the Christ you doing out here? Come on, pull up a chair and have a beer.” He waved him on over.

David saw the three folding chairs stacked up in the corner of the porch. He went over, got one, unfolded it, and placed it a good five feet away from Les’ spot. He sat down and shook his head. “I’ll take the chair, but I’ll have to pass on that beer.”

Les held out the can to David, jabbing it toward him like a matador with his red cape. “Come on. Don’t be a pussy,” he said mockingly.

David took the can but didn’t open it. He held it loosely in his left hand.

“Well,” Les said, tipping his head back, “I don’t mind if I do.” He chugged until the can was empty and immediately reached for another. “So what in the hell brings you out here?” he asked, then belched.

David looked at him for a moment, then shifted his gaze to the floor. “Well, I just about got all my business settled around here. As a matter of fact, I just sold the old place to Harry Sumner this afternoon.”

Les cocked his eyebrows and then frowned. “That so?”

“I’ll be leaving soon,” David went on, purposely skimming over the mention of the old place, “probably tonight. I just thought I’d stop by and say goodbye.”

“Goin’ back already?” Les said. There seemed to be a trace of mock sorrow in his voice that irritated David. “Jeeze, too bad. We never even got a chance to get together and shoot the shit about old times.”

David smiled weakly. “Yeah, too bad.” He considered for a moment, then snapped the ring-top of the beer. “Hey, you know, on second thought, I’ll have a beer with you. Who knows when I’ll be back here again.” He took a swig and winced. “Christ, you always did like it piss-warm, didn’t you?”

Les snickered. David had expected him to smile because he was referring to an old joke they used to have, but the corners of Les’ eyes narrowed and he looked at David as though he was studying him for . . . something. David’s first thought was: Does he think I suspect him?

The silence grew increasingly tense as it lengthened. It seemed to be charged with electricity. David decided to act as though he didn’t suspect or know anything, but he found himself thinking, as he looked at his old friend from high school, that this man could have been responsible for five, maybe more deaths.

“I hope you’ve enjoyed your little vacation back home,” Les said. David snapped to attention and nodded. “But I’ll bet you’re anxious to get back to the city.”

“Ummm.” David looked out over the backyard and then again at Les. “Especially after what’s been going on in town here.” He looked sharply at Les and this time there was no denying, Les did tense up.

“Christ, yeah,” Les said softly. “I know. Quite a thing to have happen when you come home after all these years.”

Les was staring intently at the top of his beer can, trying to control his reaction. His breathing was shallow and he was beginning to feel dizzy. “‘Course, New York ain’t much better . . . worse, actually.”

David nodded, then said, “Hell, yes, there’s a mugging within earshot of my apartment building every other day. But there’s a difference between them and what’s been happening around here.”

“Oh?” Les looked at him, eyebrows tensed.

“Yeah. In New York, when you get mugged, you get mugged for your money. You can lay ten to one odds your mugger has a habit so bad it makes him burn. These murders in Holland seem to be . . . to be just for the thrill of it.”

Les grunted, and the awkward silence threatened to settle again. Each man felt as though the other was probing, digging, trying to draw something from him. David had a brief mental image of what it must be like to walk on a bed of hot coals, like those Hindu holy men. That was how he wanted to deal with Les—gingerly. He hadn’t intended to come out to Les’ house to draw any confession from him; he merely wanted to lead Les to think that everything was OK and that he would be heading back to New York, leaving Holland behind forever. But the massive thing that remained unsaid hovered between the two men like a hawk about to drop on an unsuspecting rabbit.

As they sat on the porch, their eyes flickering back and forth from each other to the lengthening shadows on the back lawn, they heard the front door bang open. A boy’s voice bellowed out, “Hey Mom! Is Sammy home yet?”

David looked at Les who said simply, “That’s Robbie, my oldest.”

They heard him come into the kitchen and yell, “Hey, Mom. Have you seen Sammy?”

“He’s not with you?” Leah shouted from somewhere upstairs. There was an edge in her voice that made David feel uneasy. He looked at Les who, seemingly unconcerned, sent a ball of spit arching over the porch railing.

“I thought you said he was going with you,” Leah shouted. They heard her footsteps as she rushed downstairs.

“He was,” Robbie replied defensively.

“You told me he was going swimming with you!” she yelled louder.

“He did. He was with me.”

“Where is he now?”

This seemed to get Les’ attention, and he looked up and shouted, “What the Christ is going on?”

Leah came running out onto the porch, her face twisted with worry. “Sammy’s not with Robbie!” she shouted. “He says he doesn’t know where he is.”

David felt grossly uncomfortable, but he was unable to look away from Leah’s terror-stricken face.

“So?” Les said.

“So? So?” Leah looked as though any moment she would break down and start screaming; “So he was supposed to! He said he was going swimming with them!”

Robbie came to the door and stood there silently. Les got up from his chair with difficulty and strode over to the door. “Where’s your brother?” he asked with no trace of kindness in his voice.

Robbie shook his head and shrugged. “I dunno’.” David looked at Leah, whose face had gone completely white. She was gnawing at her lower lip which had changed to a sickly pink color. She cast a pleading look at David; he opened his mouth but found that he couldn’t speak.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Les said. He moved menacingly toward Robbie, who shied away. “Your mother says that he was supposed to be with you. Why isn’t he with you?”

“He was,” Robbie said, his voice cracking. “He did go swimming with us, right after school. When we were getting ready to leave, he said he wanted to stay a little longer. There were other kids there and some adults. I thought he’d be OK. I figured he’d be home by now.”

“And you let him stay there? Alone?” Leah said. “There were other people,” Robbie said.

“Alone? You left him there alone?” The hysterical note in her voice rose higher and higher.

Robbie shrugged. “Hey, he’s old enough to walk home alone. It’s not like he was a kid or something.” He forced his voice to sound casual, but it was unconvincing—even to himself.

“With everything that’s been going on around town? You let him stay there alone?” Leah screamed.

She turned to Les and grabbed both of his arms. “Les . . . Les . . . what if . . . if . . .” but she didn’t complete her thought, finding it too terrible to say aloud.

“What if . . . bullshit!” Les shouted, breaking free of her hold. He backed away from her. “He’s all right. Nothing’s happened to him. He’s probably at a friend’s house or on his way home now.”

“Well, I’m calling the police,” Leah said, somewhat calmer. Still, to David, she looked like she was about to have a coronary. She turned to go into the house.

“Just a goddamned minute, there,” Les said as he strode to the door and held it shut by leaning against it. The screen sagged inward and Robbie took several steps back. Leah looked at Les, her eyes glistening with tears, her lower lip trembling.

“You don’t have to go callin’ no police,” Les said harshly. “Sammy’s OK. Nothing’s happened to him.”

“How do you know?” Leah cried out, terrified.

“I know,” Les said firmly. David cocked an eyebrow and looked at him.

“Les . . . Please!” she said with a whimper as she struggled to get the door open. Les’ weight held it firm. Leah looked pleadingly at David as she jerked on the door handle. “Honey, please! Please! What if the killer got Sammy. Oh my God! What if he’s dead?” She pulled at the door until the wood began to give way.

“Nobody got him,” Les said. David noticed that his voice was harsh and firm but there was also a distant quality to it, as though he spoke almost automatically. “Will you just calm down for a minute and think about it? You’re getting yourself all worked up about—”

“Please, Les. Please!” Leah sobbed. Her shoulders shook with coiled tension and, for a moment, David thought she was going to haul off and punch Les to get him out of the way. Then, abruptly, Leah seemed to collapse inward, like a sail with no wind. Les stayed where he was with his back pressing the screen door shut.

“He said he was coming right along,” Robbie said weakly.

Les snapped his head around and looked at the frightened boy. “What?” be shouted.

“He said he’d be right along,” Robbie repeated. “I thought he’d be home by now.”

With a sudden howl, Leah burst into tears. Her eyes were wide and fear-struck as she looked back and forth between David and Les.

“Shit, man,” David said, stepping forward. “Let her call Shaw if she thinks there’s something wrong.”

“Keep your fucking nose out of this!” Les shouted, turning on David and shaking a clenched fist under his jaw. “This ain’t any of your business.”

“Please, Les,” Leah sobbed.

Les looked at his wife and suddenly softened. “Look, hon’,” he said, taking her in his arms. “I know he’s OK. Nothing’s happened to him.”

“How can you be so sure?” Leah whined.

As David watched Les and Leah, his mind raced madly trying to fit things together. Since talking with Marshall yesterday, he was convinced that Les was responsible for the murders around town. Some of his reactions indicated that he knew nothing had happened to Sammy, unless—the thought struck David’s mind like lightning—unless, to cover his own trail and throw suspicion elsewhere, Les had hidden or—worse—killed his own kid. Les surely wasn’t acting like a parent who was concerned that his child might be in trouble, might be the most recent victim of a child molester and murderer.

Another thought followed immediately, and that was that perhaps Les was innocent, that Marshall was wrong all along and Les had nothing to do with the murders. Maybe he had been sitting on the porch drinking beer too long and was too buzzed to react. Or maybe he was just trying to keep things calm so Leah wouldn’t get hysterical. David wasn’t quite sure how he should read Les’ reactions to the situation, but he definitely felt sorry for the torment Leah was going through and he wished he could do something to help her.

David reached out and lightly tapped Les on the shoulder. Les twisted his head around and glared at David, all the while keeping his grip firmly on Leah’s arms.

“Why don’t you just give Shaw a call, if it’ll make Leah feel better,” David said calmly. “It wouldn’t do any harm to at least have the police alerted. Then, if Sammy shows up in a little bit, all the better. But if he’s in trouble, the cops should know as soon as possible.”

“Please, Les. Let’s just call,” Leah said.

Les stared at David and, as their eyes locked, David felt unnerved by the cold, emotionless gleam in Les’ eyes. David had a quick impression of staring into the eyes of a snake.

Les suddenly went limp. His grip on Leah loosened, and he pulled away from the door. Immediately taking her opportunity, Leah flung the door open and raced to the phone. On the porch, Les and David could hear her hurriedly dialing.

“Everything’ll probably be all right,” David said, smiling weakly.

Les grunted. He stood there, shoulders slouching, looking defeated. David bent down and placed his unfinished beer on the porch. He went down the porch steps onto the lawn and stood there watching Les as he listened to Leah talk to Shaw on the phone. He left around the side of the house without saying a word, wondering if he would ever see Les again.
 

III
 

Shaw’s cruiser was parked in front of his office. Shaw was standing on the steps to the building, shouting and waving his arms over his head as he tried to direct the swirl of activity on the sidewalk. Every now and then a call came in over his walkie-talkie, but he barely had time to bark a word or two of reply before his attention shifted to the crowd again.

Porter was sitting on the front seat of the cruiser, casually talking into the microphone to the state barracks. Shaw’s deputy, Del Montgomery, sat tensed in the back seat, wondering if they would ever get this search party organized.

David stood across the street, his back pressed against the cool glass of the pharmacy window. He watched what was happening with a growing concern that nobody would get organized before sunset, which was three hours away. He wanted to go over and talk to Shaw but, as he considered it, he thought it would be better to let the police chief get the search party for Sammy Rankin organized first.

Or was it? he wondered. Was it more important that he tell Shaw about his visit with Les and his reaction to the news that his son was missing? More than a half a dozen times he had started to walk across the street, reconsidered, and repositioned himself against the plate glass window. He was standing in the shade. The crowd was lit by the setting sun, giving the scene a dreamy, motion-picture feel. The sounds of the crowd were muted.

When David saw Shaw and Wescott separate, he inhaled deeply and started across the street. Shaw looked up, saw him coming, and broke away from the crowd to meet him.

After a quick nod of greeting, Shaw stroked his chin and said, “Well, David, I guess if this kid is really missing, it kind of puts a helluva big hole in your uncle’s theory.”

“I guess so,” David replied.

Someone shouted Shaw’s name, and the police chief looked around. “Hey, Chief. We gonna’ be using the boulder at the end of River Road as the base again?”

Shaw mumbled, “Christ,” under his breath, then shouted back, “No! The boy was last seen at Pleasant Pond, swimming. We’re going to concentrate the search on the north end of town for now.”

“You mean we ain’t goin’ into the Bog?” someone else yelled.

“Not yet, anyway,” Shaw answered. “Maybe later tonight if he doesn’t turn up before then.”

That seemed to satisfy everyone, and they turned away from Shaw, continuing their noisy babbling.

Shaw looked at David. “Well, I gotta’ get to work.” He started to turn away, but David grabbed his arm.

“Chief, uhh, this doesn’t mean that Les is cleared, does it?” David looked at Shaw earnestly. “I mean, just because his kid is missing, doesn’t take suspicion from him, does it? My uncle is pretty sure it was Les he saw outside his house that night.”

Shaw laughed deeply. “Come on, man. Are you serious? Do you mean to tell me that you think Les did this to his own kid?”

David shrugged. “If someone could rape and kill young boys, who’s to say he wouldn’t do it to his own kid? He might be that twisted.”

Shaw shook his head with disgust and turned away, heading back to his office steps.

“You don’t know for sure that what happened to those other kids happened to Sammy Rankin,” David shouted at Shaw’s back. “He might not be like the rest. He might still be alive.”

Shaw wheeled around, his face contorted with anger and concern. “Sure he could be,” he shouted angrily. “He might be all right, but with what’s been happening around here lately, it ain’t too goddamned likely.” He pointed his finger at David. “I’m goin’ on the assumption that he’s been nabbed by the same person who killed those other boys. Now if you don’t mind, I have a search party to organize and field.”

“Sure,” David replied, so softly he was sure Shaw didn’t hear him. He walked away slowly to where he had parked his car, leaving the noisy crowd behind him. Once he was sitting in his car, he watched as the men gathered into groups, loaded up into trucks and cars, and headed out to the north end of town.

After most of them were gone, and the dust and silence settled once again on Main Street, David started up the car. He was going to go to the supermarket for a few supplies, then pick up Marshall at his house. He hoped that with everything going on in town, they would be able to spend an undisturbed night at the old homestead.
 

IV
 

The search continued through the afternoon and into the supper hour with no results. By six o’clock, the area between Main Street, the grammar school, and Sammy’s home had been covered all the way out to Pleasant Pond. Shaw was satisfied that the area had been covered thoroughly, so he radioed for the search parties to break off for supper and then begin a wider sweep of the area. He included the Bog.

Shaw, Porter, and Del grabbed sandwiches at the Sawmill and brought them back to the office where, between bites, they went over the grid maps of the town, crossing off places they knew had been covered.

“You’re pretty sure this is another murder, ain’t you?” Shaw asked Porter. “That we got another victim of the Bog Man.”

Porter swallowed his mouthful of food, then responded, “Aren’t you?”

Shaw scratched his head thoughtfully. “I’d like to think not, but—” he took a bite of sandwich .and chewed—”but, shit, I just wish to hell we had something solid to go on, some good leads.”

“We have to deal with what we’ve got,” Porter said emotionlessly. “At least so far, anything the lab has turned up has been circumstantial at best. But sooner or later the killer will make a mistake. He’ll leave something tangible that we can nail him with.”

“You’re sure of that?” Shaw asked anxiously. He swallowed with a loud gulping sound.

“They always do, sooner or later,” Porter replied.

Shaw sighed and stared blankly at the fading light outside his office window. “That’s what bothers me. That it might be later.” He blinked and shook his head, pulling the reins in on his wandering thoughts. “So, what do you make of this whole bit with Marshall Logan and Les Rankin?”

“It’s a line, a lead,” Porter said, “but I’m not so sure it’s a very important one. I think we should talk to both of them again . . . once this Sammy Rankin turns up.”

“But do you think there’s anything to it?” Shaw asked.

“If the kid is found dead, I’d say that takes a lot of credibility away from Mr. Logan. But what I think doesn’t amount to much; we need some solid proof.”

Shaw grunted and looked over at Del, who sat at his desk silently eating. When Shaw gave his deputy a questioning look, Del merely shrugged his shoulders and continued eating.

“Well,” Shaw said, addressing Porter again, “Logan does seem pretty damn sure. I know he isn’t one to go off half cocked.” Shaw paused, looked at the map, and tapped his finger on the black rectangle that represented Marshall’s house. “He’s always lived here, far as I can remember. It could be that he’s gettin’ on in years, getting a bit senile.”

“That could be,” Porter said. “That’s very possible. Or it could be that he did see someone and has gotten those calls but that he’s wrong—that it isn’t Rankin. Or,” Porter finished dramatically, “it could be Rankin.”

From the corner of his office, Del snorted loudly. “Bullshit,” he said simply. “Pure bullshit. Les Rankin isn’t the kind of guy who’d do something like this, kill his own kid. Come on, let’s cut the bullshit.”

Porter smiled cruelly. “If he did kill his own kid to shift suspicion away from himself, it’s a goddamned ballsy thing to do. I’m just speculating that it is possible. But Rankin strikes me as a pretty level guy.”

Shaw shook his head as though the idea was water trapped in his ears. “Christ, it’s a hell of a theory.” He glanced at the clock on the wall, stood up, and rubbed his hands together. “Well, it’s six-thirty. We ought to get back out there and use what little light is left.”

Shaw folded up the maps and handed one to Porter, who slid it into his shirt pocket. Adjusting their jackets and gunbelts, they were heading for the door when they heard a heavy knocking. Before Shaw could say anything, the door swung open and Mac Foster staggered into the office.

“Evenin’, gents,” Mac said. His voice slurred, and it was obvious that he had been drinking—as usual.

“Howdy, Mac,” Shaw said, trying to sound cheery, but Mac stank so badly that Shaw wrinkled his nose and stepped away from him. “What can I do for you?”

“What I can do for you, “Mac said. He wavered unsteadily on his feet, threatening to fall. “I seen ‘em. I seen the lights.”

“Sure, Mac,” Shaw said, finally daring to get near enough to him to steady him. “I’ve heard about your UFOs out there in the Bog.”

“I seen them bright lights tonight,” Mac said.

“Look, Mac,” Shaw said patiently, as though scolding a child, “we’ve got a lot of work cut out for us tonight, I don’t need to hear any tales about lights in the Bog. If you saw anything, it was probably some of the fellas in the search party.”

“Naw, naw, not in the Bog. I ain’t talkin’ bout anything in the Bog. I’m talkin’ ‘bout at the mill.”

Porter looked at Shaw questioningly. Shaw steadied Mac and said, “The mill? You mean the abandoned lumber mill out on Bridge Street?”

Mac nodded his head so violently he almost fell over. “What other mill we got? ‘Course I mean the mill on Bridge Street.” He looked down at his feet and continued to talk to himself. “I ain’t talkin’ ‘bout no UFOs in the Bog. I ain’t seen one of them tonight. She—it, he thinks I’m a dad-burn fool or somethin’.”

“Mac, what about the old mill?” Shaw asked.

“I seen lights inside,” Mac replied after a moment. “I seen lights shinin’ out through the boards they got over the windows, you know? Now there’s some folk say that old mill is haunted. I don’t know ‘bout that, but I seen lights. I’ll lay ten to one odds that’s where the UFO guys is takin’ them kids.” He belched loudly, and the smell on his breath made Shaw gag.

“You’re sure of that?” Porter asked, a touch of skepticism in his voice.

Mac nodded and appeared unconcerned when he let out a low, rumbling fart. “That’s what I seen.”

Shaw looked over at Del, who was waiting in the doorway. “Del, why don’t you go on out there with a couple of guys and check it out.”

Del started to protest, but Shaw waved him quiet.

“You never know, there may be something to it. I know we’ve checked the area, but one more check won’t hurt.”

“Sure thing,” Del responded. He checked his watch and said, “I’ll radio you in half an hour to let you know what we turn up.”

“Good.” Shaw turned to Mac, who pinned him with a bloodshot, watery look. “Thanks, Mac,” Shaw said.

Mac smiled and nodded. “Just tryin’ to help,” he slurred. “Next time I find you at the bar, I’ll be expectin’ a round or two.”

“If this turns up anything, Mac, I’ll make sure you have a dozen rounds at my expense.”

Mac smiled wider, and started for the door. “‘Evenin’, gents,” he said saluting, then he was gone.
 

V
 

“Goddamn, we’re losing the light fast,” Jack Mitchell said. He held a branch out of the way as his buddy, Carl DeVries ducked under. Once they were both clear, he let the branch swing back with a whoosh. Jack had been carrying a high-powered flashlight, but now he switched it on and pointed it at the path in front of them.

“Shaw said he wants us to keep going, even after dark, right?” Carl asked.

“Far as I know he does,” Jack replied. “You want me to call in and check?”

“Well, where in the hell are we? I guess if we’re just about finished our circle, we might as well wait until we’re out of this thick brush before we check in.”

They moved along the path slowly, the sounds of their movement lost in the swelling sound of the spring peepers. The sound seemed to intensify, making the brush close in with a tightening claustrophobic feeling.

“Jesus,” Carl muttered, almost too faintly to be heard, “these fucking frogs are gonna’ drive me bug-house.”

Jack didn’t answer; he was intently watching whatever was illuminated by the sweep of his flashlight beam. The darkness closed in behind the two men as they slowly made their way forward.

Suddenly, Jack jolted to a stop. Carl turned around and grunted as he caught his breath. “Shit, man, what is it?” When Jack didn’t answer, Carl practically shouted, “Christ! Did you see something?”

“No . . . no, I . . . I . . .”Jack shook his head and looked up at Carl. “I was just thinking about . . . aww, fuck it. Never mind. Stop talkin’ about goin’ nuts, OK? You’re giving me the creeps.”

“Me?” Carl shouted. “Me? I’m giving you the creeps? You’re the one who at least has a flashlight.”

Jack shook his head, feeling suddenly foolish. “OK, OK, I’m sorry. I was just thinkin’ about—” he swallowed with difficulty “—I was just thinking about how it would be if we were the ones who found him.”

“Who, you mean the killer?”

“No, no—the kid that’s missin’. I was just thinking about how I’d react if I was the one who found him out here, dead ‘n all cut up like the other kids.”

“Come on,” Carl said sharply. “Let’s get going. I wanna’ get my ass outta’ this puckerbrush as soon as I can. I think I see a break in the woods up ahead there. And for Christ’s sake, Jack, keep your morbid thoughts to yourself, OK?”

Jack nodded. “Sure.”

As he and Carl started along the dark path again, he muttered softly to himself, “Me? I’m giving him the creeps?”
 

VI
 

There were wide gaps between the planks of the old lumber mill building, and the setting sun cast horizontal bars on the far wall. Sammy sat crouched behind a stack of empty wooden crates, watching dust motes in the air glitter like stars. The sharp smell of sawdust had, at first, stung his nose, but he had gotten used to it and no longer noticed it. The quiet was what he noticed now; quiet so thick it seemed to pulsate.

“They’ll be sorry,” he whispered to himself, hoping to convince himself that his being missing would cause more discomfort to his parents than it would to him. He pulled his jacket tightly around his neck even though the old building still retained the heat from the day. He had a stub of a candle and a flashlight, but after exploring the building and settling down, he decided not to use either—not until it got really dark.

Reaching into his jacket pocket, he took out the peanut butter and jelly sandwich he had brought from home. As he unwrapped it, the crinkling sound of the wax paper seemed to fill the building. Sammy smiled as he raised one of the triangular pieces to his mouth and took a small bite. He wanted to make the sandwich last—at least until tomorrow. Then he knew he would have to do something about getting more food. Like all boys who run away from home, he didn’t have any specific plans but, somehow, knew that things would be all right. He’d make it on his own.

As he thoughtfully chewed his mouthful of sandwich, he considered where he might go to live. The only ideas he had were vague; the only thing he knew was that he would never—never go home again—not in a million years. A vagrant breeze stirred the sawdust on the rafters above, and in the last glimmer of sunlight, a sparkling shower dusted his head. Sammy leaned forward, protecting his sandwich.

“They’ll be sorry,” he repeated before taking another bite. He started thinking how much he wished he had taken his sleeping bag with him. Of course, it would have been next to impossible to get it out of the house without getting caught. Georgie the Squealer would fink on him if he knew; Robbie probably wouldn’t have cared—maybe would have even been happy to see him go. Sammy chewed and swallowed, glad that he had slipped away so easily without getting caught.

A sudden rasping sound caught Sammy’s attention, and he stiffened. The corners of the building were now thick with shadows that looked like ink stains slowly seeping over the walls. Sammy crouched on his knees, looking around the room for what had made the sound. After a long, tense moment, he heard it again—a scratching sound followed by a heavy thump.

Footsteps? Sammy wondered frantically. Maybe someone knew he was there and was coming to get him. He listened for the heavy clumping sound of boots but heard none.

Slowly, he reached for his flashlight and, drawing it up to his chin like a carefully aimed gun, snapped it on. Immediately he heard a flurry of thumps and, as he swung the flashlight beam around in a wide arc, he caught a silvery glitter. His breath caught as the gleam of reflected light winked, and then the shadowy hump on the floor resolved. Staring at him, chisel-teeth exposed, was a large rat.

An involuntary scream escaped him as he and the rodent locked eyes.

“Get! Scat!” Sammy shouted, waving his light toward the rat. The rat blinked its eyes but didn’t move. Sammy felt a tightening in his groin as if he had to urinate.

“Go on!” he hissed, but still the rat sat there, unmoving. Sammy kept his eyes fastened on the rat as he reached down to the floor and felt around blindly with his fingers. When he found a small block of wood, he cocked his arm back and let it fly without thinking.

The block of wood fell short and hit the floor with a dull smack. The rat wheeled around and ran, swallowed by the shadows before Sammy could train his flashlight beam on it. Once the animal was gone, he breathed easier and wiped the sheen of sweat from his forehead. But even before he could settle down and finish his peanut butter sandwich, he heard more scurrying sounds in the shadows; and either the one rat moved around the building very fast or there was more than one. Sammy shivered as he wondered if rats would ever attack a person. Maybe, he figured, if they smelled food. He patted the remaining piece of sandwich and then decided to eat it now rather than lose it to a rat in the middle of the night.

Deep black filled the abandoned lumber mill and, even though it was well before his bedtime, Sammy started to yawn. He shifted himself about on the floor, trying to find a comfortable spot. The wood floor was much harder than he had expected it would be and, again, he wished he had his sleeping bag. He drifted off to sleep after several hours of fading in and out of awareness. The heavy sounds of rats dropping to the floor and the scratching, scurrying sounds of their claws on the wood kept him half awake. He wasn’t even sure if the sounds were really in the building or just in his memory, but after a nervous, exhausting day of planning and executing his escape, sleep finally pulled him down.

Two hours later, as he lay curled up in a ball on the floor, some sounds made him stir in his sleep. He was dreaming that he was at home, that he had fallen out of his bed and was sleeping on the floor. From downstairs, in his dream, he heard the sound of his father’s footsteps on the stairs. He was coming to help him get back into bed, to help him get comfortable again. But, Sammy realized in his dream, his father was mad at him; that he was angry he was not in his bed, and he was coming upstairs to give him a licking. He heard a whispering sound as his father slipped his belt from his belt-loops. The heavy tread of footsteps neared, and Sammy heard a low, guttural laugh.

Then, suddenly, a circle of light blazed in front of his eyes. He snapped them open and, for an instant, did not remember that he was asleep in the old lumber mill. He winced as the circle of light blinded him and, just beyond that, saw a looming shadow of a man. The floorboards creaked beneath the weight of the man as he leaned forward. A steel-clamp hand grabbed his shoulder and a low voice said, “Come on, boy. Wake up!”

Sammy looked into the pool of light before his eyes and screamed. As the man leaned over him, a numbing chill tore through his stomach and his bladder let go.
 

VII
 

There was just a narrow band of orange on the horizon as David and Marshall pulled up the driveway of the old homestead. David only had the parking lights on so they wouldn’t attract any attention—just in case anyone saw them turn up the driveway to the deserted house. He knew there were searchers out looking for Sammy Rankin.

The road up to the house was lost in shadows, and it seemed as though David hit every pothole. The car scraped bottom a few too many times. David braked to a stop just beside the house. He paused, considering, then as an added precaution, got out, opened the old garage door, and drove the car inside.

“I hope all this sneaking about is necessary,” David said. He shut off the car’s engine and deeply inhaled the mustiness of the long unused garage.

“It is,” Marshall said. There was an earnest tone in his voice that surprised David. “I didn’t tell yah,” Marshall went on, “what happened today while we were out.”

David looked at Marshall and saw that his face was tensed, his jaw clenched.

“What is it?” David asked. “What are you talking about?”

“This afternoon, while we were out . . . there was a visitor out to my house.” The old man’s eyes began to water.

“Huh?”

“Les was out to the house. He . . . he killed Alfie.”

David was stunned. He looked at Marshall, feeling an overwhelming wave of pity, but all he could say was, “Shit.”

“When you dropped me off at the end of the driveway ‘cause you were gonna’ go to town for some groceries, I walked up to the house, and there was Alfie—dead.”

“Shit.”

“He . . .” Marshall’s voice caught, and a tear ran down his face, “he nailed him to my front door.”

“Ohh, Christ.” David reached out and placed his hand on his uncle’s shoulder, giving it a firm squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” Marshall said, nodding.

They sat in silence for a while, neither one knowing what to say. Finally, Marshall shifted in his seat and snapped the car door open. “Well, there’s no use sitting out here like a couple of fools,” he said, his voice still ragged. “Let’s get inside the house and set up for the night.”

David got out of the car and opened the back door. He took out the two sleeping bags he had stored there, then grabbed the bag of groceries with one hand.

“Why don’t you grab those oil lamps,” David said to Marshall, who was standing there watching him maneuver his load. “I think there’s some kerosene in the trunk. Take the keys and check.”

Marshall opened the other back door and picked up the two lamps. They banged together, sounding like a cow bell. David blindly tossed the keys onto the back seat, and Marshall picked them up.

They walked out of the dark garage and stood for a moment staring up at the old house. It looked dark and ominous against the purple night sky. The west facing windows threw back the last light of day with a dull, marble-like sheen. A light breeze whistled in the gutter, a shrill note just on the edge of hearing. The sound of the spring peepers was the only thing that removed the autumnal impression.

“Why don’t you run the garage door shut,” David said to Marshall. He was unable to control the shiver that ran down his back.

Marshall didn’t move, and David looked at him. He was still looking up at the slate gray house, his face transfixed with rapt attention. His eyes darted nervously along the lines of the house. He looked so frail and washed-out—like the house, David thought.

“Looks kinda’ spooky, doesn’t it,” David said softly. I hope it isn’t haunted.” He forced a slight chuckle.

Marshall sighed deeply. “You don’t have any ghosts in that house waiting for you, do you?” he asked. The words sounded hollow, as if spoken from the other side of life.

David braced himself and said, bravely, “Come on. Let’s get settled for the night.” He started for the door while Marshall went to shut the garage door. David put his load down on the steps as he fished in his pocket for the house keys. He was glad he hadn’t left both sets with Latham and Sumner when they signed the agreement.

“I’m kind of anxious to get this place warmed up and homey—like it used to be,” David said to Marshall, once he had joined him on the steps.

“It’ll never be homey again,” Marshall said vaguely.

David worked the key into the lock and turned it with difficulty. The door opened with a rusted squeal of hinges. David picked up his load and led the way into the kitchen.

“You know, this is sorta’ illegal, ain’t it?” Marshall said.

“Huh?” David dropped his load onto the floor, unable to find the table in the dark. “Come on, light a match so I can see what the hell I’m doing.”

There was a quick scratch, and light blossomed in Marshall’s hand.

“It’s illegal,” Marshall said. He put one of the oil lamps on the counter and started working the wick up so he could light it. The match in his hand burned down, and when he lit another, he touched it to the lamp wick. A warm orange glow filled the old kitchen.

“I just signed an agreement. The contract hasn’t gone through yet. We can spend one more night here—for old time’s sake.”

Marshall snorted and muttered, “Old time’s sake,” as he took the globe off the other oil lamp and lit it. “The last goddamned thing I need is old time’s sake.”

David picked up the bag of food and placed it on the counter. “Well, if nothing else, this is probably the safest place for both of us tonight. Les would never think to come out here.”

“You think,” Marshall said snidely. “I hope you’re right about that. When I came home today and saw Alfie . . . saw Alfie like that—” His voice choked off and David, embarrassed, found that he had to busy himself with unloading the groceries so he wouldn’t have to look at Marshall.

After a moment, David said, “We probably don’t want to mess things up too much, do we?” He looked at the thick layer of dust on the counter and appliances. He drew a squiggly design on the countertop, then wrote his initials.

The power was shut off, of course, so the pump didn’t bring any water up from the well. The gas to the stove had long ago been disconnected. David twisted the stove dials futilely. “Shit, real good thinking. I brought some instant coffee.”

Marshall laughed aloud.

“Oh, well, at least we have some milk. Do you want a peanut butter sandwich?”

Marshall nodded, and David opened the loaf of Wonder Bread and the jar of Skippy. Leaning against the counter, they ate their sandwiches and drank their milk in silence. When they were through, David wiped the knife blade clean and put everything back into the bag. He patted his shirt pocket and took out his cigarettes.

“You ain’t planning to stink up the place with them cigarettes now, are you?” Marshall asked sharply.

“I had thought to,” he said, putting one in his mouth and holding the tip over the oil lamp chimney. After a few vigorous puffs, he pulled back and exhaled a thick blue cloud.

“Well, gimme’ one of them too,” Marshall said. David looked at him, surprised. “I left the house in such a hurry, and I was so worked up about Alfie, that I forgot to bring my pipe.”

David shook another cigarette from the pack and handed it to Marshall. He lit it the way David had lit his. With a satisfied exhale, he leaned his back against the counter.

“God, this is weird, isn’t it?” David said. He looked around the kitchen where the light from the lamps pushed the darkness up into the cobwebbed corners. “It’s like it isn’t real, like it’s a dream and I’m going to wake up in my apartment in New York. It’s so weird being back in this old place.”

Marshall grunted and exhaled smoke that hung suspended over his head in the still air of the house.

David sighed. “A lot of living went on in this kitchen, in this house. God, the memories.”

“A lot of dying, too,” Marshall said distantly.

“It’s an old house. It’s seen a lot through the years. Imagine the stories this kitchen has to tell.” He inhaled deeply, trying to remember how the kitchen smelled when he was young.

“You wouldn’t want to hear ‘em all,” Marshall said, “and if this here’s a dream you’re having, I’d have to say it’s one helluva nightmare.”

Suddenly sobered, David looked at Marshall and smiled weakly. Suddenly, Marshall tensed, staring at the blank panes of the kitchen window.

“What, what is it?” David asked. “Did you hear something?”

Marshall stood for a moment longer, tensed, then unwound slowly. “No . . . I guess not. Just my imagination actin’ up, I guess.”

“I think we’re both a bit too worked up,” David said. “Christ, we’re acting like someone’s got us by the throat.”

Marshall’s face eased a bit, and he said, “We used to call it, ‘getting caught by the short hairs’.” They both laughed, and to David the glow of the lamp seemed just a bit warmer.

After they had finished their cigarettes, David picked up one of the lamps. “Let’s take a little tour of the old place. How long’s it been since you’ve been here?”

Marshall shook his head slowly. “Look, Davie, this house ain’t yours and it ain’t mine. You signed it over today, and I just don’t think we should mess the place up.

“It was just a binder I signed, so the house is still mine for now.”

“Still,” Marshall said, walking over to David, “I don’t think we should go pokin’ around, you know?

Let’s just make sure the kitchen’s clean, ‘n then get settled in the living room, get the sleeping bags spread out for the night.”

“We aren’t going to use the bedrooms?” David asked.

“I don’t think it’d be a good idea to mess the place up. We can sleep downstairs.”

“I’ll bet you’re going to let me sleep on the floor while you take the couch, too, right?”

“Sure,” Marshall answered, “age does have its advantages.”

David wanted to disagree with Marshall, but he knew that if he was determined to sleep downstairs, he wouldn’t budge on that for anything. And the thought of sleeping upstairs alone made David feel uncomfortable. He finally decided that it would be best not to stir up any dust or memories.

“Let’s get settled,” David said finally. They each took a lamp and a sleeping bag and walked into the living room.

The living room was just as it had been left eight years ago, after the death of David’s grandmother —just as he had left it when he had come out to look the place over. The sheet-covered furniture smelled musty, and David saw the wrinkles on the couch where just a few days ago he had fallen asleep. Marshall saw the messed up sheet too and pointed it out to David. David explained to him what had happened last Saturday.

“You mean to tell me,” Marshall said, sounding surprised, “that you actually have fond memories about this place?”

David shrugged his shoulders. “Sure. Why not?” He looked around the living room, sweeping the oil lamp in a wide arc that sent the shadows of the furniture reeling wildly. The effect was dizzying. “It’s where I grew up, and it’s kind of nice to come back and and think about everything that happened.”

He paused and looked at Marshall’s deep frown.

“Why do you talk about this house like—Christ, like it’s haunted or has a curse or something?”

Marshall said nothing. He placed his lamp down on one of the end tables, then dropped his sleeping bag onto the couch before sitting down. David placed his lamp on the mantle. He took out another cigarette and lit it with the lamp. Then he sat down on the couch next to Marshall.

“Really, though, Uncle Marshall,” he said, staring into the black rectangle of the fireplace like it was a television, “why do you? Ever since I came back to Holland, you’ve been talking about this house like it was hell living here.”

Marshall snorted and stared ahead unblinking.

“Sure, things weren’t perfect here. I remember how you and my father never got along that well. And Grammy, I know she ran the family like it was bootcamp or something. Hell—” he exhaled with a whistle “every family’s got its problems, but it wasn’t all that bad.”

“For you, maybe it wasn’t,” Marshall said. There was a far-away look in his eyes, but suddenly he shook his head as though waking up. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He made a rumbling noise clearing his throat. “That cigarette just ‘bout killed me. I’ll take my pipe any day.”

David stood up and walked over to the fireplace, scooching down in front of it. “Do you think we ought to light a fire tonight? It might get pretty cold.”

“Naw. We’ll be all right. ‘Sides, a fire—smoke comin’ out of the chimney would draw some attention. It might look a bit strange if someone was passin’ by.”

David nodded. “Yeah, especially with the search going on.”

Marshall’s head snapped up, fixing David with a stare. “Search? What search you talkin’ ‘bout, boy?”

“Well,” David said, standing up and leaning his elbow on the mantle. He flicked the ash from his cigarette into the fireplace. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but I guess I might as well. This afternoon, after we talked to Latham, I went over to see Les.”

“What?” Marshall was stunned.

“I visited Les at his house,” David replied evenly. “Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying he wasn’t out at your house sometime today to . . . to do what he did to Alfie. I wasn’t there long, but I wanted to talk to him; you know, feel him out if he acted guilty or nervous or something.”

Marshall’s hands in his lap clenched and unclenched as his tension rose. “And. . . .”

“And,” David continued, “while I was there, his oldest boy, Robbie, came in and said that he thought his younger brother Sammy might be missing . . . like those other kids.”

“Jesus H.”

David nodded his head. “They went swimming right after school, and Sammy said he was heading right home—only he never made it.”

“Missing? . . . Like the others?” Marshall muttered. He looked blankly at David, his jaw working as he thought over what that could mean.

“That puts, as Shaw said to me, a pretty big hole in your theory.”

Marshall sat there on the couch, silently thinking. David began pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace.

Suddenly Marshall shouted, “Wait a minute! That don’t change a damn thing. No-sir-ee. It’s still possible that Les did it. He might have—”

“Possible, sure,” David interrupted. “It’s possible. That’s exactly what I said to Shaw. But if Les was going to do something like that—kill his own kid to shift suspicion away from him—he would have to have done it just about the time I got there. When I got to his house, he looked pretty relaxed. He’d been sitting on the back porch and, from the looks of things, he’d been drinking all afternoon.”

“So Shaw thinks I’m wrong, that it was someone else who killed them other kids, right?”

David nodded. “I hate to admit it, but I’m Les’ alibi.”

“So Shaw and Porter must think I’m wacko.” Marshall said and whistled through his teeth as he shook his head.

“He never said that,” David said kindly.

“Yeah, right.” Marshall snickered. “Christ, he’s probably got my name right there at the top of his list of suspects. Do you think that’s possible?”

“It’s just as possible as Les being the prime suspect.”

“Listen to me, boy,” Marshall shouted, suddenly angry. “I know what I seen. I may be old, but I sure as shit ain’t blind or stupid!”

“I never said you were,” David said calmly. He came over and sat down on the couch beside Marshall. Marshall pulled away from him slightly. They sat quietly for a while, each staring at the cold fireplace, lost in private thought.

“You still believe me, don’t you?” Marshall asked.

Instead of answering, David put his finger to his lips for silence and twisted his head around to look at the living room windows.

“What?” Marshall whispered.

They both listened tensely for several seconds. Then, faintly, the sound David thought he had heard was repeated. It was a dull thump that seemed to come from outside.

Keeping in a crouch, David ran to the windows. He kept low and then slowly raised his head up over the edge of the sill.

“Anything?” Marshall whispered hoarsely.

David hushed him with a quick wave of his hand. He eased the yellow stained curtains apart carefully, making just enough of a slit for him to see outside. He could see part of the front lawn and just a corner of the driveway. The yard was dark, silent—nothing moved out there. But the quiet was ominous to David, and a primitive sense of threat made the hairs on the back of his neck bristle.

“Anything?” Marshall repeated.

“I can’t see anything,” David said. Keeping low, he skittered over to another window and peered outside.

“I’ll bet you a good piece of money that it’s that bastard Les,” Marshall said.

David grunted and nodded, easing the curtains open just a bit more. Still, he couldn’t see anyone outside, but then again, if it was Les, he wouldn’t be standing right out in the open.

“Probably a mouse in the wall or a branch hitting the roof or something,” David said. To prove he was unconcerned, he stood up in front of the window, but even to him his voice sounded unconvincing.

“Or a rat wearing combat boots,” Marshall said.

“Naw, there’s no one out there,” he said finally. He shut the curtains, but not before taking one last quick glance outside. He came over to the couch. “Just a branch or something. I’m not worried,” he said, but he spoke unnaturally loud, like a frightened child challenging the pressing darkness.

“You don’t have to worry. He ain’t after you.”

“If I’m with you,” David said, “then I’d have to guess he’d be after me, too.”

“Do you think we ought to take turns staying awake tonight to keep watch?” Marshall asked.

“That might not be such a bad idea,” David said. He regarded the flameless fireplace, wishing earnestly that he could calm his uncle’s fears; but he found that he shared them—he wasn’t convinced that they were safe by a long shot.

After a moment, David looked over at Marshall. The man seemed to have aged years in the past two days. Maybe it was just the light of the oil lamps, but his face looked pasty, cracked, worn. David felt with a sudden, deep shock that Marshall was dead already—his face looked so drained of life, so skeletal.

“What is it, Davie?” Marshall asked, turning toward him suddenly.

“Huh?” David was startled, caught off guard.

“You’re lookin’ at me funny.”

“No, uhh, no, I was . . . just thinking, that’s all,” David replied with embarrassment.

“Seein’ the family resemblance, huh?” Marshall said.

There was a squint to Marshall’s eye that looked, to David, like he was sighting down a rifle barrel. David took the easy way out and decided to agree. “Yeah, yeah. You do look quite a bit like my father.”

A tightness came across Marshall’s face that made him look as though he were in physical pain. David jumped, panicked for a second, thinking that the strain of the past few days had finally taken its toll and Marshall was having a heart attack. He reached out and grabbed the old man by the crook of his elbow.

“I ought to,” Marshall said, sounding strangely constricted. “You ought to see some resemblance.”

Suddenly, Marshall smacked a clenched fist into his open palm. It made a loud whacking sound that startled David. He leaned forward, staring at David. The oil lamp on the mantle gave his eyes a moist gleam, like a captive bird. “Why is it so hard?” he said, his voice still tight. “Why the Christ does it have to be so goddamned hard?”

“I . . . I don’t know,” David said, giving vague comfort—he wasn’t sure exactly what for. “We’ll be all right.”

“You didn’t know your mother very well, did you Davie?”

The question caught him off guard, and David merely shook his head no.

“She was quite a lady . . . quite a lady,” Marshall said, sadly shaking his head from side to side. His eyes took on a sudden, far-away look.

“I’ve seen some pictures of her, but I can’t really say as I remember her very well. I was pretty young when she died. What I remember most is how young she looked.”

“Ahhh.” Marshall continued shaking his head. “You don’t remember her very well. Even then, so long ago, she had old eyes . . . old eyes—like she’d seen a hundred years.”

For the moment, David forgot all about their situation and the threat Les Rankin posed for them. He was surprised and intrigued by Marshall’s interest in his mother, and again old memories stirred in the mustiness of the old home. David closed his eyes and looked in the direction of the oil lamp. He let the glow of the soft light fill his retinas with sullen, red light. “I sort of remember her, though,” he said distantly. “I mostly remember her hair. Billowing black waves. She used to dangle her hair in front of my face to tickle my nose. At least, I think I remember that.” He stopped abruptly and opened his eyes. “It was so long ago,” he said simply.

Marshall nodded. “Long ago.”

“But why did you mention her?” David asked, his interest keen. He sat bolt upright in the couch and looked at Marshall.

Marshall sighed deeply. “Probably the simplest way is to tell you right out.” Marshall placed his bony hand on David’s shoulder. Giving him a firm squeeze, he said, “Because, Davie, I’m your father.”

David let out a gasp and fell against the back of the couch. Marshall’s grip on his shoulder relaxed but did not let go.

After a moment of silence, as they measured each other. David said, “You aren’t kidding, are you?”

Marshall nodded. “No, I ain’t kidding.”

“Christ,” David exclaimed. He looked to the oil lamp and then back at Marshall. “Christ-all-fucking-Mighty! I . . . I can’t quite handle that.” He shook his head, trying to absorb it all.

“You’re the only person who knows, and I want you to die not tellin’ anyone else. I never told anyone ‘bout what there was—between me and Louise—your mother ‘cept for Pastor Clement.”

“Pastor Clement? He knows?” David asked, surprised. He tried to absorb it all, but he knew that it would take time—a long time to realize fully. He did realize now that, whenever he thought about his past, there would be an ironic overcast—to everything.

He thought about the way his father, that is, Stewart Logan, the man that until now he thought was his father, had treated him: so distantly, so cold.

Had Stewart suspected or known that David wasn’t really his son? All those years, living in a small town like Holland and having to pretend that David was his son.

And his grandmother? Had she known? Maybe that helped explain the way she treated him as he grew up. Her harshness, her discipline, her strict religion—perhaps they were all acted out to expiate the guilt she felt for her sons.

Had there been talk and gossip around town? That could explain, in a way, how certain people had treated David, how they had regarded him, both while he was growing up and now that he had returned to Holland.

And Pastor Clement . . . Pastor Clement. David considered how, so often, he had felt as though the pastor had singled him out for special attention. This new knowledge now colored what David felt about the pastor. Perhaps, because he knew the truth, he tried to reach out to David out of—what? pity? . . . sympathy?

And now, finally, the events of the last week seemed to fit into place much better. The estate and the settlement; David had thought for the last eight years that it was his father who was “missing, presumed dead.” He thought now with a deep pang of guilt how he had never really felt sad about his father being missing; he had never seen the estate settlement as anything more than a royal pain in the ass. This also helped explain why Stewart had disappeared so soon after the death and burial of his mother—David’s grandmother. With her dead and gone, there was no longer a reason to keep up the sham, pretending David was his son.

And, finally, Marshall—who for the whole of David’s life had treated him callously, distantly . . . all because he had to bear the guilt alone. The guilt that he had committed adultery and, by religious law, incest had worn him down, forged him into the seemingly cruel man he appeared to be to everyone in Holland. What a terrible burden, David thought, as he looked at Marshall’s—his father’s—frail figure.

". . . and I know there’s no way I can make up for time—for everything we’ve lost,” Marshall said raspily. “Sayin’ I’m sorry, that I wished to God it hadn’t been this way or that I’d do it different if I could, ain’t enough. Nothin’ . . . nothin’ could ever make you realize how hard it’s been and how—” his voice choked “—how much I wish it hadn’t been this way.”

David saw the tears run down his father’s cheeks, and he felt his own eyes stinging. It felt to him like he had spent his whole life putting together a jig-saw puzzle that made absolutely no sense. No matter what angle he had looked at it from, his life had been a meaningless jumble with no literal meaning—until now.

But now, the final pieces had dropped into place, and the picture was complete. David felt that, from now on, he would really know who he was. All of the answers to questions that he had never even thought important would now be answered.

“So that explains why you never got married and why you lived alone out by the Bog,” David said. He felt incredibly dumb saying that, but those were the words that came out.

“I was married!” Marshall said emphatically. “In the sight of God and in my heart, your mother and I were married! And I know that when I die, and if there is a Pearly Gate up there, she’ll be waitin’ for me. I know it!”

David suddenly froze, startled. The question that popped into his mind was, he knew, the last piece of the puzzle. “How,” he said, making a special effort to keep his voice sounding solid, “how did my mother die?”

As soon as the question was out, it seemed as though Marshall withered away, became almost translucent in the orange glow of the oil lamp.

“If I knew that—” Marshall said, struggling to keep his voice from breaking as tears coursed down his cheeks. “If I knew the answer to that question, son, I’d die a happy man.”

David nodded, unable to speak.

“You know that she drowned in the Saco River, right? That she swam from one shore to the other and then couldn’t make it back.”

Again, David nodded silently.

“Some folks say it was a terrible accident. That’s how the newspaper reported it. But others . . . others say that she did it on purpose that she killed herself.”

David shook his head, unable to look away from Marshall as his eyes watered over. “I know. I . . . I heard some talk when I was growing up.” He felt uncomfortable, watching his uncle—his father, crying there in the dimness of what had once been the family home. There was a painful irony that all through his childhood, living here with his uncle and his grandmother, he had never realized that he wasn’t with his real family.

Marshall continued, his face twisted with pain. “What no one knows, though, is what happened before she drowned. That’s been another thing I’ve had to carry, with me my whole life. I ain’t told nobody.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” David said softly, “if you don’t want to, if it’s too painful.”

“You have a right to know. Somebody has to know.” Marshall inhaled, braced himself, then continued. “We had met over on the far shore, away from everyone else. Louise had told me that we had to stop seeing each other, that what we were doing was sinful.

She even said that maybe you weren’t my boy, but I knew you was.”

“That was when I was about five years old, right?”

Marshall nodded. “Yeah, you were just ‘bout to start kiddy-garden.” He rubbed his cheeks, trying to wipe the tears away, but still his eyes watered. “We talked quite a while, ‘n finally, she just told me flat-out that we had to stop seein’ each other—that livin’ a lie was killin’ her.”

David said, “She could’ve gotten a divorce and then you could’ve gotten married?”

Marshall shook his head. ”‘Course not. Not in them days. Hell, I know these days kids get married one week and divorced the next, but this was 1949. People didn’t get divorces then like they do now—’specially in a small town like Holland. And then . . . then we never could have gotten married. It would’ve been like admittin’ our adultery in public.”

David nodded his understanding. “So then what happened?” he asked. He knew that telling all this was tearing Marshall apart, but he felt he had to know; he was, after all, the result of their relationship.

“We was gonna’ swim back to rejoin everyone else, but we knew we couldn’t come back together. That would’ve been too suspicious. There had been enough talk about us around town for us to be extra careful. I—” Again, Marshall’s voice choked off in a sob. “I went back first and your mother was gonna’ come along a few minutes later, only . . . only she never made it.” He snorted loudly, wiping his eyes with both hands.

“Jesus,” David muttered, shaking his head and staring blankly at the oil lamp’s glow. “Jesus.”

‘Course, there’s always people who’ll start stories, ‘n when your mother was found downstream a few days later, people started talkin’, sayin’ she killed herself.”

“Jesus.”

“And that . . . that . . . wonderin’ if she had just drowned or really meant to die is what I’ve had to live with.” He pounded his fist angrily on the couch raising a puff of dust. “Everything else—you know people talkin’ ‘bout me, kids soapin’ my windows ‘n throwin’ rotten vegetables at my house, everything—everything, none of it bothers me because I have to live with what I know happened and what might have happened.”

Marshall’s shoulders shook violently, as though he was wracked by a fever. David sat next to him, his hand shaking as he reached out and touched Marshall’s arm. He wanted to say something to let him know that he understood, but words tangled in his mind. He watched helplessly as this frail, ruined man—his father—wept.

Suddenly, the sound of Marshall’s sobbing was lost in a deafening explosion. Both men jumped from the couch, looking at each other dazed and confused. Another explosion roared through the living room. The lace curtains bellied inward with the shock, and glass and splinters of wood showered onto the floor. David dropped to the floor, grabbing at Marshall’s arm as he went down. He glanced up at the ceiling and saw where the buckshot had ripped out a wide swath of pitted plaster.

Marshall crouched down slowly, his legs stiff. He started to speak, but David waved him to silence.

From outside, they heard a soft click, the sound of the person outside reloading. Then a third explosion ripped into the living room.

“I wonder who the hell that is,” Marshall said hoarsely.

“Just stay down, for Christ’s sake,” David hissed. He glanced at the window, tensed, then scuttled across the floor from the living room to the dining room. Once out of sight from the windows, he flattened his back against the wall and slowly rose to a standing position. Cautiously, he peeked around the corner, hoping he hadn’t been seen. His heart was thumping so hard he felt a sharp, ice-pick pain under his collarbone. Blood whooshed in his ears.

This is it, he thought wildly. This is it, the face off.

He looked at the windows where the curtains hung in loose tatters. He saw or thought he saw a slight motion behind them. It might have been a person or the night breeze. Then, slowly, silently, the long black barrel of a shotgun separated the curtains and pointed into the room.

“I know you’re in there, old man,” a voice outside shouted. David knew instantly that it was Les Rankin; there was no mistaking his voice—it was as cold and polished as the gun barrel. “You know damn right well I’m gonna’ get you. No sense fucking around, is there?”
 

VIII
 

Somewhere between Johnny’s opening monologue and the first guest, Leah nodded off. The tranquilizers the doctor had prescribed for her would have stopped a horse. She hadn’t wanted to sleep, but the strain of waiting to hear if Sammy had been found had worn her down; the tranquilizer had done the rest.

She slept fitfully, though, kicking her legs about as though she had a nervous disorder. The sudden blast of the town firehorn startled her to wakefulness. She jumped to her feet, banging her shins on the coffee table. Dashing over to the TV, she cut the volume down and patiently counted the horn blasts on her fingers.

“Ten-ten,” she whispered softly to herself. “Ten-ten local emergency.” She guessed that it was to alert everyone that the search was continuing.

Footsteps sounded upstairs, and Robbie called softly from the head of the stairs. “Mom? Is that a fire?”

“No . . . I don’t think so,” she answered. Her voice sounded distant, strangely dissociated to her. Probably the drugs, she concluded, aware that her mind was moving too slowly.

She listened for the sound of Robbie returning to bed but didn’t hear it. After a moment, he asked, “Mom? Is Sammy home yet?”

“No . . . no, he isn’t. You just get on back to bed. I’ll let you know when he does.”

“I can’t sleep, though. Can I come down?”

“Try . . . try to get some . . . sleep,” Leah answered.

“I want to wait downstairs with you.”

“No,” Leah said, more firmly. “Now get back to bed.”

“All right.” She listened to the sound of the floorboards creaking as he made his way back to the bedroom.

Leah turned the volume back up on the TV and sat back down on the couch. She picked up the bottle of pills Dr. Winslow had given her and read the label over and over again. She dropped them back down on the coffee table, then shifted her gaze back to the TV.

“Oh God . . . Oh God . . . please let him be all right,” she whispered. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision.

Muggins, the dog, sensed her emotions and got up from where he had been sleeping and came over to her. He placed his head heavily in her lap. Unthinkingly, Leah started stroking the dog’s head as she cried. “Good fella’,” she cooed, “good fella’.”

Muggins let out a low sigh, then sneezed. Leah started scratching his ears. Suddenly, she focused intently on the dog, holding him under the chin. “Why does it have to be like this, Mugs?” She sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “Why? Can you tell me?”

Muggins, glad of the attention, wagged his tail.

“I want everything to be . . . to be all right,” she said. “I want to believe it will, but . . . but. . . .” She let her voice trail away, unable to say aloud what she thought—what she dreaded.

Muggins gloried in the attention and sat there almost smiling, but suddenly he started and looked around toward the front door.

“What is it, boy?” Leah asked when she heard the dog start a low growl in his chest. She caught her breath, covering her mouth with her hand. Muggins eased away from under her hand and stalked toward the door, sniffing as he went.

“Come on, boy. What is it?”

Muggins started pacing back and forth across the floor. His ears perked up, and his growl increased in intensity.

Leah had the sudden panicked feeling that the killer—the one who had killed Billy Wilson and Jeffy Hollis this year, and who probably killed those two boys last year, and who might have killed her own son—had now come for her. Fear flooded her as she thought that little Georgie’s boogeyman might be right outside. She wished violently that Les had stayed home with her, rather than going out with the search party.

She stood up but didn’t move from her spot as she wondered what to do.

“Is anyone out there?” she asked Muggins. The dog ignored her as he sniffed the air and continued pacing back and forth.

Was the door locked? Leah wondered frantically. Was she safe, or had she been so concerned about Sammy that she forgot to lock the doors? And now he—whoever he was—was after her?

“Go on, boy!” she hissed. “Get ‘em! Get ‘em!”

Muggins continued pacing, and his growl slowly built up to a quavering howl. He continued, sniffing, keeping his eyes fixed on the door.

Leah realized that she had to protect herself. She didn’t know for sure, but she thought Les had a shotgun in the front hall closet. She tiptoed into the hallway and silently opened the door. She didn’t dare turn on the light for fear of alerting whoever was outside, so she reached around blindly, searching for the shotgun. Her groping hand found last winter’s sweaters, a broken lamp, and a couple of old pictures in frames, but no shotgun. She swore softly under her breath.

Leah peeked out toward the door. Muggins’ howl rose higher and higher. Frantically, Leah pulled everything down from the top shelf, but still, no shotgun. She figured Les must have it in his truck; it was the only other place he kept it.

Muggins starting clawing at the door, and when Leah looked over at him, she saw the door knob start to turn slowly. A whimper escaped her throat as she sank back against the wall. Muggins barked, jumping up at the door, but still the door knob turned, and then the door slowly opened.

Leah could see a strip of night through the opening door. Then, cautiously, a hand appeared around the corner. Muggins let out a sudden, startled yelp, and then his tail started to wag back and forth. He jumped up and started licking the hand. It was then that Leah heard a boy’s voice whisper, “Hey, Mugs. How yah doin’?”

Leah felt a flood of relief wash through her as the door swung open, revealing Sammy. He stood there on the doorstep, shoulders slouched. A twisted smile ran across his face as he scruffed Muggins’ neck and looked up at his mother. Behind Sammy stood Del Montgomery, Shaw’s deputy.

“Oh my God!” Leah shouted, running toward the boy. “Sammy! Sammy!” She knelt down and folded him in her arms, feeling both of their bodies shake with violent sobs.

“We found him out at the old sawmill,” Del said. He tilted his police hat and smiled.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Sammy said, sobbing. “I’m sorry. I was mad at Dad and I wanted to scare you guys. I’m real sorry.”

Tears streaming down her face, Leah pulled back and regarded her son—safe, safe and alive! “It’s OK, hon’,” she croaked, “It’s OK. Everything’s going to be OK.”
 

IX
 

Marshall peeked out from around the couch and looked at David, asking with his eyes what he should do. David waved his hands, signaling for him to stay down. “Do you think he knows I’m here?” he whispered. He was cut short by another shattering blast that ripped a long furrow in the plastered ceiling. Fine, gritty powder sprinkled down on Marshall.

“Come on, you old fucker!” Les shouted outside. “Come on ‘n face it like a goddamned man.” He laughed aloud, a cackling sound that bordered on insanity. “I know it was you who been killin’ them kids. Playing with their little wee-wees before you cut ‘em open. Come on out and get what’s comin’ to yah!” Again, Les’ insane laughter filled the silence.

“If you make me come in there ‘n get yah if—I have to drag you outta’ there, I’m gonna’ make sure it takes you a long time to die. Real slow and painful.” More hysterical laughter. The barrel of the shotgun prodded through the tattered curtains like a hook looking for flesh to sink into.

“The longer you make me wait, the madder I’m gonna’ get—and the longer it’ll take for you to fuckin’ die!”

Marshall and David waited tensely for Les to make a move. Holding his fingers to his lips, David signaled Marshall not to answer Les’ tauntings. “Be quiet,” he whispered, “let him think you’re dead already.”

Marshall nodded and slunk lower to the floor. Seconds stretched into minutes as the silence continued, broken only by the distant noise of the spring peepers. David wondered what Les was doing, whether he was just waiting there at the window, or maybe circling around the house for another way in. The only hope they had, he knew, was if Les figured Marshall was alone; if he knew they were both there, there would be a great headline on tomorrow’s papers about the mysterious double murder.

“I’m losin’ my fuckin’ patience, old man!” Les shouted. He was still outside the window as far as David could tell. “Do I have to come in there and get yah?”

Suddenly, the torn curtains separated. Using the butt of his gun, Les cleared away the broken glass and window frame. He swung the rifle wildly, smashing everything out of the window frame. He withdrew the rifle, and David heard several clicks; he knew that Les was reloading.

“OK, you miserable old fucker,” Les said, slamming the gun barrel shut. “I’m gonna’ have to come in ‘n get yah.”

“No!” Marshall yelled suddenly. He moved to stand. “No, I’ll come out.”

“Aww, shit,” David hissed. He clung close to the wall, casting an angry glance at Marshall.

“Too late, you old bastard,” Les shouted. “I’m comin’ in. And by Jesus, you’re gonna’ pay. I’m gonna’ blow your balls clean off and watch you squirm.”

Marshall, clinging close to the couch, signaled to David, hooking his thumb in the direction of the door. “Go outside and circle around,” he whispered.

“What you say, old fucker?” Les yelled. He gripped the window ledge with one hand and tried to boost himself up.

“Too risky,” David said, “I’d make too much noise.”

“Well, are you gonna’ let him find you and kill you, too?”

David shook his head emphatically.

“Go on, then. Get back to town and get Shaw!”

“I’m not leaving just to come back and find you dead,” David whispered. “We’ll get him.”

Saying this, David tiptoed into the deep darkness of the dining room. Just at the dining room window, there was another doorway connecting to the living room. Once Les was inside the living room, David figured, he could come on him from behind. It all depended, he knew, on whether Les would enter the house and shoot Marshall clean, or if he intended to play cat-and-mouse with him a bit before he killed him. Guessing Les’ mental state, David figured he was going to torment Marshall first.

From the darkened dining room, David had to guess what was going on. He heard a heavy clumping sound and guessed Les was climbing in through the window. Could he do that and hold onto the shotgun at the same time? Should he take the chance now and rush Les when he was halfway inside? David decided to wait until Les was inside before revealing himself. The hammering in his chest increased, and he repeatedly rubbed his sweating palms on his pant leg.

Les grunted and groaned as he made his way into the house. Finally, sitting on the smashed window ledge, he wiped the sweat off his forehead and laughed. “So, you old son-of-a-bitch, you want to make it rough on yourself?” With a heavy thud, his boots hit the floor, then he started walking toward where Marshall stood behind the couch. Broken glass crunched underfoot.

“You’re a goddamned fool, Les,” Marshall said. His voice wavered, but David was proud of him for standing up to Les. “When they find me here, they’ll see the broken window and all the buckshot blasts in the ceiling and walls. They’ll figure it out purty quick.”

“Bullshit they will,” Les said, a cackle in his voice. No fuckin’ way. This place has been empty for years. No one comes up here.”

“People’ll miss me,” Marshall said, firmer.

Les laughed sadistically. “Like shit they will.”

David decided to chance a peek around the door jamb into the living room. He tensed, holding his breath until his lungs began to ache. Slowly, he moved until he could just barely see the shattered window, then a stretch of the floor, then—he almost gasped—Les’ back, not three feet away from him. He ducked back, frantically afraid that his stomach would grumble or he would sneeze and reveal himself. He eased away from the wall to give himself some distance, then positioned himself so he could watch Les.

“No one’s ever gonna’ miss you, you old fucker,” Les hissed. “Not even your asshole nephew. It’ll be a week or longer before anyone realizes you ain’t been around. And by then, I’ll have an alibi so goddamned convincing they’ll never connect me to it.”

“The searchers . . . in the woods now, how do you know they didn’t hear your gun shots and are on their way up here right now?” Marshall asked, his nervous voice almost breaking.

For a brief second, Les tensed and glanced back at the broken window. David pulled back just in time.

“Somebody must be searchin’ in the Bog now. They might have heard you.”

“Just keep your fuckin’ mouth shut, old man,” Les snarled. “You’re really beginning to piss me off.” Les snorted and spat, then clicked his shotgun open and slowly, carefully inserted two new shells.

“They’re looking for your own kid, Les! For Christ’s sake! Why in the hell are you doing this?” Marshall screamed.

His voice ice-pick sharp, Les said, “‘Cause I just don’t like you, old man. You’re just a chicken-shit bastard who just might say the wrong thing at the wrong time.”

“Like what?” Marshall said hollowly.

“Like what you saw in the woods one day.”

Staying in the shadows of the dining room, David moved around close to the dining room windows so he could see Les as he advanced on Marshall.

“You might have seen somethin’ you shouldn’t have ought to seen,” Les said. He hefted the shotgun, then raised it to his shoulder. “You just might get to thinkin’ that you know somethin’ ‘bout how that boy there died. And I want to make sure you don’t start talkin’ about things you don’t know shit about.” He braced the shotgun in the crook of his shoulder.

 “Your own kid is missing, Les. Christ!”

Les snorted, spat, and took a careful bead on Marshall, whose frail silhouette was framed by the light from the lamp on the mantle.

“I know my kid’s all right,” Les said.

“How do you know?” Marshall asked frantically.

“I know ‘cause I didn’t touch him,” Les replied. “He ain’t been hurt, unless. . . . Unless you have him up here! Maybe that’s it. You took my kid and have him up here. You kidnapped him to scare me . . . to make me admit to what I done.”

“And what’s that?” Marshall asked sharply. “What have you done that needs admitting?”

David tensed for the rush, realizing that Marshall was taunting Les to upset him, to get him off his guard. But the shotgun pointed unwaveringly at Marshall’s chest, and David, studying Les’ back, coiled up, ready.

“You were there in the woods that day,” Les said angrily. “You saw it all.” His voice twisted with anger.

“I saw something,” Marshall said evenly. “I saw a chicken-shit bastard who likes to play with little boys and—”

“You goddamned lyin’ fucker!” Les shouted. “I’ve had all the bullshit I want from you!”

David knew—this was it. He sprang forward. Les sensed the movement behind him and turned, surprise on his face. Just as David tackled Les, the ripping roar of the shotgun filled the living room.

“You son-of-a—” Les started to say, but David drew his arm back and then drove his fist into Les’ jaw.

Dazed but still conscious, Les dropped to the floor. David shook his fist with the intense pain the punch had caused. He glanced over to Marshall and saw that he was no longer standing behind the couch.

“Marshall?” he shouted wildly. “Marshall!” Was he down, shot—or had he ducked? He started to move toward him when Les swung the shotgun and hit him hard in the leg, just above the knee. Yelling and holding onto his leg, David tried to get away, but Les snagged him by the foot and toppled him. His shoulder hit the floor with a dull thump.

“You fuckers!” Les screamed, his face white with shock. “You fuckers! You did! You did have it planned!”

David tried to scramble away, clutching his leg and calling to Marshall. No answer came from behind the couch.

“You goddamned shithead!” Les yelled at David as he crawled toward him brandishing the shotgun. “I’m gonna’ blow your fuckin’ balls off!”

“Marshall! Are you OK?” David shouted.

Still no answer. Gritting his teeth to fight back the pain, David made it over to the couch. As he tried to raise himself up, he knew that his leg was broken; it could take no weight. Clawing his way up the back of the couch, David looked down on the floor and saw Marshall. He lay face down on the floor. His right shoulder had been torn away by the shot; his arm, a shredded mess, lay twisted over his back. Blood, looking like India ink in the lamp glow, splattered the floor in huge blotches.

“You bastard!” David screamed, turning to face Les. “You bloody bastard! You killed him! You killed my father!” An inhuman scream ripped from his throat as he launched himself at Les. Les raised the rifle and fired.

The explosion of the shotgun, going off so close to his face, made a hollow concussion. Buckshot flew by David’s face with a whistle. Some scattered shot creased his head at the temple, but he felt nothing, not even the pain in his broken leg as he crashed into Les and straddling him, grabbed at his throat.

“You bastard! You bastard! You killed my father!” he shouted, bringing his livid face within an inch of Les’ fear-struck face. Dimly aware of what he was doing, he watched as his fingers closed on Les’ windpipe and squeezed. With wild, grunting sobs, he clenched Les’ throat until his face glowed bright red with infused blood. David stared at his whitened knuckles as his fingers dug deeply into the stringy flesh.

“You’re gonna’ die!” David shouted. “You’re gonna’ fuckin’ die!”

A faint, bubbly sound escaped from Les. His arms and legs thrashed uselessly as he tried to dislodge David’s weight from his chest.

David held Les’ head up and then started pounding it repeatedly on the floor. “You . . . killed . . . my father!” He shouted in cadence with the sound Les’ head made on the wooden floor. “You . . . killed my . . . father!”

At first, David thought it was his anger that seemed to illuminate the twisted, bug-eyed face of his old friend from high school. The basic, most primitive drive to kill filled him, charging his muscles with strength he never knew he had. He gloried as the tendons and veins in his hands throbbed—throbbed with the thrill of killing.

Then, only vaguely at first, David realized that the brilliant red flickering was increasing in intensity. Something in the back of his mind told him that, as Les’ struggles weakened, the animal passion to kill should subside as well. Knowing that Les was as good as dead, he released his grip and sat back on Les’ chest. Chancing a quick look over his shoulder, David saw the flames that were spreading over the floor and licking up the couch. Les’ last shot had hit the oil lamp and started a fire.

“You’re going to burn here before you burn in Hell!” he said, pressing close to Les. Spittle dripped onto Les, whose eyes watched David with a death-like stare. Rumbling deep within his chest, David spat into Les’ face. Then, easing himself off, he stood up shakily. Not even noticing the screaming pain in his leg, David hauled back and drove his foot into Les’ ribs. The grunt Les made and the sound of splintering bones was the most satisfying sound David had ever heard. He leaned back and aimed another swift kick at Les’ groin, then turned to look at the growing flames.

Shaking his head to help himself focus, David realized the threat of the flames. The old house would go up quickly, he knew. He spun around, almost falling, and limped to where Marshall lay.

He leaned over Marshall and carefully turned him over. He was surprised to see Marshall’s eyelids flutter and then open. Marshall opened his mouth to speak, but only a strangled, gagging sound came out.

“Take it easy,” David whispered. “Just take it easy. I’m going to get us both out of here.” He looked at the flames and then over at the still form of Les Rankin.

As he slid his arms under Marshall and lifted, David made an involuntary groan. With one hand under Marshall’s legs and the other supporting his neck, David straightened up and started for the door. He glanced once more at Les and saw him still looking at him with a distant, reptile stare. He wasn’t sure if he was dead or not, but then, faintly, Les moved. He propped himself up on his elbows and then started to roll over onto his stomach. His face was a mask of agony as he reached a trembling hand to David.

David staggered under the weight of Marshall and bolted, stumbling for the front door. Gritting his teeth to fight back the screams that threatened, he twisted the doorknob and shouldered the door open. The night air washed over him like a cool wave, and he braced himself to make it outside.

“Not far,” he cooed to Marshall, who looked up at him with watery eyes. Shreds of clothing and flesh hung from Marshall’s dangling arm. “Take it easy. we’re almost out of here. . . .”

David staggered down the front steps and into the front yard. Everything was spinning, and he thought for a moment that the swirling red flames still surrounded him. He pushed ahead, praying silently that he could get away from the burning house—just far enough away to be safe. If nothing else, he wanted it so he and Marshall wouldn’t burn in the house if they died.

Finally, unable to go any further, David collapsed beside the large tree in the front yard. Crawling, he dragged Marshall until he was resting his head against the trunk of the tree.

“There . . . there,” he whispered, “you’ll be all right here . . . you’ll be all right. . . .” He stared into Marshall’s watery eyes, watching the flames rise higher as they licked out through the open door. The windows of the house, long dull and dead, now danced with wicked life.

David turned and looked at the house, surprised at how fast the flames spread and how lucky they were to get out when they did. He thought about Les, wondering if he had been conscious enough to try to get out, or if he lay there helplessly watching the flames get closer and closer.

“Oh Christ,” David said with a whimper. “Oh Jesus Christ.” Tears streamed down his face as he looked down at his father. He knew he was dying, that he would not survive the night. The glow of the fire washed over Marshall’s face, and David had the distinct impression that, as the old family house was consumed, so was the flesh on his father’s face. When they were found tomorrow, David thought crazily, there would be nothing left of Marshall but a skeleton—he realized that ever since his mother had died, Marshall had been a skeleton of a man.

Marshall’s lips began to move. David hallucinated the clanking jaws of a skull. A choking sound, thick with blood came out of Marshall’s mouth.

“What?” David said, groaning. “What . . . ?”

“I . . . I,” Marshall sputtered. Blood started to flow from his mouth, running down the beard stubble on his cheeks. “I . . . I’m glad I . . . I . . . could . . . tell you. . . .” He coughed up more blood and seemed to deflate. Then, with a wrenching groan, Marshall stiffened. The reflected light of the burning house suddenly dimmed in his eyes, and then his body relaxed. Watching the tongues of flame in his father’s dead eyes, David grew dizzy, his head hammered with pain, and then he collapsed. His unconscious body fell over that of his father, shielding him from the flames and heat as the old house was consumed.
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ANOTHER VICTIM OF THE BOG MAN?
 

HOLLAND—Workers for the Canyon Peat Moss Company of Saco uncovered the partially decomposed body of an unidentified youth yesterday. He is believed to be yet another victim of the child molester murderer known as the Holland Bog Man.

While no positive identification has yet been made, sources have stated that several articles of clothing may help to determine if this is indeed one of the still-unaccounted-for children missing since last year.

Delbert Montgomery, newly appointed police chief, is working in conjunction with state investigators. He refused to comment on the discovery.

There is some speculation from unofficial sources that the victim may not be one of the three children who disappeared last year. A preliminary report suggests that the body may have been buried for several years in the area known as the Bog.

Some people have questioned this finding, stating that the chemical action of the decaying vegetation in the Bog may have hastened the body’s decomposition.

“We are proceeding with the investigation,” Chief Montgomery said when questioned last night. “That’s all I want to say right now.”

David Logan, who previously owned the land where the discovery was made, has declined comment.









Epilogue
 

One Year Later
 

Rex Stevens had moved to Holland when his father became local foreman of the Saco-based firm, the Canyon Peat Moss Company. He was a short, pudgy boy who found it difficult to make friends in the town. Because his thick glasses made his eyes appear to bulge out, he had quickly been given the nickname Toad. It stuck because it fit him so well. Even he took pride in his nickname because, he thought, it meant the kids were beginning to let him into their tight circle. Still, throughout the early spring, he found himself alone more often than not.

It was late in the afternoon during the first week of June that Rex rode his bike down the Little River Road to a spot where a house had once stood. Now, all that remained of the old Logan homestead was a burned out crater filled with charred bricks and blackened timbers. Rex spent some time sifting through the rubble. He had heard a garbled and exaggerated account of what had happened at the house the year before, and somehow or other, he got it into his head that there was still something important buried there.

After an hour or so of digging through the ruins, Toad, soot-stained and sweating, noticed the sun setting. As he raised himself above the rim of the burned-out cellar hole, a tight knot twisted in his stomach. His bike was gone!

“Hey!” he shouted as he ran over to the tree he’d leaned it against. Squinting, he bent down and studied the ground, but he was unable to see any footprints in the grass. Straightening up, he scanned the field and woods for whoever had had the nerve to play such a mean trick. Whoever it was, he figured, was probably hiding nearby, watching him and laughing his guts out.

“Come on!” Toad shouted, cupping his hands to his mouth. “This ain’t funny anymore!” He adjusted his glasses on his face, leaving a thick soot streak on his cheek. His eyes began to sting as tears welled up, but he held them back, determined not to let his secret tormentors have the pleasure of seeing him cry.

With one nervous glance at the sun, sitting on the tree-lined horizon, he brushed his hands on his pants legs and then yelled, “Hey, com’on. I have to get home for supper.”

His voice seemed almost muffled by the thick, warm air. The song of the peepers drowned him out.

“This isn’t funny, you know! My father’ll kill me if I don’t bring that bike home.”

Still, nothing answered him except the steady sound of the peepers. Finally, he gave it all up. He figured that whoever had taken his bike would eventually bring it back. A joke’s a joke, he figured, so he decided to let the matter drop until the next day. Either he or his father would get results.

He knew that it would take him too long to walk home all the way around by Little River Road to Main Street, and although he had never been in the Bog, he had heard kids say that there was a path leading through to the other side of town. Figuring it would save him time and, maybe, a licking for being late for supper, he started across the field toward the fringe of woods that surrounded the Bog.

Once he was in the woods, he was surprised and a little bit fearful at how much darker it was here compared to up in the field near the burned-out house. The sound of the spring peepers was deafening, and as he walked, the sky grew darker. He found the path after a bit of walking about in circles and, using the setting sun as a guide, set out toward where he guessed his house was.

The darker it got, the more difficult it was for Toad to see. Branches, some with long thorns, snapped his face and arms as he plowed through the brush. Shadows thickened and spread like ink. The soft, mossy ground muffled his footsteps and, in places, seemed almost to jiggle under his weight.

Overhead, Toad saw the first flickering star, and his anxiety rose as he realized his parents were probably sitting down to supper and wondering where he was. He started to walk faster, increasingly unmindful of the stinging cuts he got from the brush.

He kept one hand out in front of him, like a blind man feeling his way, but he missed one branch, and it hit him in the throat so hard it took his breath away. He stumbled backwards and fell, and before he knew what was happening, he was sinking slowly into a pool of oozing, black water that seemed to suck him down greedily. He struggled and screamed for help, but the only things that heard him were the creatures of the Bog. The song of the spring peepers went on, uninterrupted.
 

Once Toad’s parents reported him missing, a ripple of panic went through the town. Everyone remembered the events of the year before, so there was no problem getting a sizable turnout for the search party.

They searched for three weeks, but all they found was Toad’s bicycle, thrown in a heap in the cellar of the burned-out Logan home.

Del Montgomery, the town police chief, finally reported that Rex Stevens had drowned playing in the Bog, and most of the townsfolk believed that is what happened. But there are a few who’ll tell you even today that what got Rex Stevens was the ghost of Les Rankin, fluttering out there somewhere in the dank gloom of Holland Bog.







A Preview of UNTCIGAHUNK: THE COMPLETE LITTLE BROTHERS
 


 

CHAPTER ONE
 

“The Cellar Hole”
 

1
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Have you had any more nightmares?”

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

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

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

“So...?”

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

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

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

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

“You mean the new house?”

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

“How do you feel about that?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do you feel about it now?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Absolutely,” Dr. Fielding said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Did what?” Sid asked.

“Did he beat his girlfriend up?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bill tried to restrain his smile. “Gee, I don’t know, Woody. I thought you were getting to like jail. From what your father tells me, you’ve been in them often enough.”

Woody was silent for a moment, the scowl never leaving his face. “I didn’t do nothin’.”

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

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

“That lousy bitch!”

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

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

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

Woody stiffened and looked at Bill with a narrow squint.

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

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

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

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

“Twenty-two,” Woody replied, frowning.

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

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

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

Woody shrugged like he could just about care.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bill shrugged, pushing the chair back as he stood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Woody said nothing as Bill walked free, and the heavy, barred door swung shut with a clang. The tumblers fell into place as the policeman turned the key in the lock.
 


 





A Preview of OCCASIONAL DEMONS
 


 

The Nephews
 

Just like every other Friday night, The Wheelwell—a working man’s bar just up from the docks in Cape Harvest, Maine—was filled with rafts of drifting cigarette smoke. It hung, suspended in the air in several clearly defined strata—some charcoal gray, some as blue as the ocean at dawn. Glenn Chadwick had always suspected that on any given night, with a careful analysis of the layers of smoke, you could tell which of the locals was there without even looking around or listening for any particular voice. On this chilly, late-September night, however, such ruminations were the furthest thing from his mind when he burst through the barroom door a half hour before closing time. 

Perched on stools in their regular place at the brass rail were his buddies, Tony Miller and Jake ‘Butter’ McPherson. Tony nodded and raised his forefinger, which was pretty much the extent of his “good to see yah” greeting for anyone. Even if he did smile, you never would have seen it behind the thick tangle of his salt ‘n pepper beard. Butter, who was clean-shaven, spun around and smiled widely, exposing the single large front tooth of his which was stained yellow from nicotine and internal decay. It was the bright yellow color of that damaged tooth that inspired his nickname “Butter Tooth”—or “Butter” for short.

“Where the hell you been, boy-o?” Butter said, his voice slurring from the numerous beers he no doubt had already consumed. “Marsha was by an hour or so ago, looking for yah.” 

“I’ll catch up with her later,” Glenn said, waving his hand dismissively. He barely smiled as Shantelle, the barmaid, slid his usual—a twenty-ounce Shipyard—across to him. Glenn noticed that his right hand was shaking a little as he clasped the ice-rimmed glass and raised it to his mouth. The first gulp made him snort and shiver, but it felt damned good going down.

“What’s that you got there?” Tony asked, indicating the black leather carrying case slung over Glenn’s shoulder. His voice was raw from a lifetime of cigarettes. “You ain’t started carrying a purse around, have yah?” A few of the locals nearby burst out laughing, but Glenn hardly noticed or cared. Shaking his head from side to side, he eased up onto the vacant bar stood next to Butter.

“I’ve been out to the Nephews,” he said.

Although he tried to sound casual, he could hear the slight tremor in his voice and wondered if his friends noticed it, too.

“You don’t say,” Butter replied, raising one gray, bushy eyebrow. Glenn saw Tony’s posture stiffen a little as he leaned away from the bar railing and cast a sidelong glance at him.

“What the hell you wanna be doin’ out there?” Butter asked. “‘Specially this time of year.” He took a pack of Luckys from the breast pocket of his denim work shirt, shook one out from himself, then offered one to Glenn. Again, Glenn noticed that his hand was trembling as he slid the cigarette into the corner of his mouth and accepted a light from Butter’s Bic butane before he lit his own.

“Remember that writer fella up from Portland who was in here a day or so ago, asking about the lighthouse out on the Nephews?” he said, exhaling noisily. The smoke flattened out and joined the blue reef above their heads.

Both Butter and Tony grunted and nodded.

“Well, he wanted me to take him out there today. I just got back.” Butter inhaled deeply, then tipped his head back and blew a stream of smoke up at the ceiling before responding.

“Wanted to see the haunted lighthouse, did he?” he said with a wide smile. Glenn had always thought Butter would be sensitive about how that big yellow tooth of his looked, but he never seemed to mind. And Butter still did all right with the ladies, which wasn’t bad for a suntanned, weathered man in his late fifties.

“You gotta admit,” Glenn said, shifting uneasily on the barstool, “there’s some pretty weird stories about that place.” 

“‘N all of it’s horse-pucky, if you ask me” Tony said, craning his head around and looking Glenn straight in the eyes. “There’s nothing on that island but a derelict lighthouse ‘n the keeper’s old house that’s gone to shit.” 

“That’s pretty much what I told this guy,” Glenn said, noisily exhaling smoke, “but he was determined to see it for himself. He wanted to see if he could see a ghost or at least hear the music.” “There’s no ghosts on that island, and there sure as hell ain’t no music,” Tony said. “Ain’t nothin’ there ‘cept a couple of old buildings ‘n rocks covered with seagull shit.” 

“Yeah, but lemme tell you what happened, ‘cause I’m gonna need one or both of you guys to go back with me in the morning to find him.” Tony moaned softly as he carefully placed his half-empty glass on the bar, then shifted all the way around so he was looking past Butter and squarely at Glenn.

“Let me tell you something.” Tony’s voice was so low Glenn had to strain to hear him above the general noise of the barroom. “The last damned thing we need is another story in some friggin’ magazine or newspaper ‘bout that lighthouse. All it means is we’re gonna get more an’ more curiosity seekers pokin’ around out there. An’ that can only mean more trouble.” 

“More trouble for you, maybe.” Butter turned to Tony and winked. “I’m thinkin’ you don’t want any more boats around than’s necessary so no one will find out how many bales of weed you’re bringing in every month.” 

“Maybe I got a wife and three kids to feed,” Tony snapped, “unlike you, you buck-toothed piece of—”

“Only three that you acknowledge,” Butter said, overshooting him. “From what I hear, you got a passel of bastids running around from here to Bangor.” 

“Hey, c’mon. Take it easy,” Glenn said. His whole life, it seemed, he’d been stepping in between Butter and Tony. For two men who swore they were such good friends, and cousins to boot, they sure did argue and insult each other plenty. “Lemme buy the next round. That writer fella paid me an extra fifty bucks to wait around ‘till after dark. That’s why I’m so late.” Butter smiled, and Tony nodded slowly as he stroked his gray-flecked beard. Once Shantelle brought the new round, Glenn started to feel at least a little bit fortified. What had happened out on NephewsIsland already seemed a bit more remote, a little easier to deal with.

“Tanguay was supposed to ferry this guy over there today, but he never showed. Probably went to the fights in Lewiston. Fella’s name is Mike...Mike Kimball, I think. Mike somethin’ or other. Anyways, he’s heard the stories about the lighthouse keeper and his wife. You know, how she was so lonely ‘n isolated all winter out there that she made her husband buy a piano and bring it out to the island. Problem was, she only knew how to play one tune, and she played it day ‘n night, ‘night ‘n day until it finally drove the poor fella nuts. He took an ax to the piano, ‘n then her.” 

“Yeah, yeah. We all know the story, Glennie,” Tony said before raising his beer and taking a few noisy swallows. “We don’t need to hear it again. But you said you wanted us to go with you in the morning. You mean to say you left that guy out there?” 

Again, Glenn shifted uncomfortably on the barstool. His throat felt suddenly dry again in spite of the beer. “I didn’t exactly leave him out there. He just never showed up.” 

“Amounts to pretty much the same thing, don’tcha’ think?” Butter said as he crushed his cigarette out in the overflowing ashtray at his elbow. Glenn’s was smoldering, unnoticed, between his fore- and middle finger.

“He asked if I wanted to walk over to the lighthouse with him,” Glenn went on, “but I figured it was better to stay with the boat. The ocean’s still pretty heavy since that storm the other day, ‘n I didn’t wanna get stranded myself.” 

“But you didn’t mind leavin’ him behind, huh?” Tony said.

“I told you, I didn’t leave him. He never showed up.” Glenn finally noticed that his cigarette had burned out, so he dropped it into the ashtray and continued. “I waited plenty long, ‘n then I went lookin’ for him, but I couldn’t find him. I sure as hell wasn’t about to stick around all night. I figure either he ain’t ever comin’ off that island...alive, anyway, or else he’s sacked out some place, just waiting for dawn.” 

“He have a cell phone with ‘im?” Butter asked, looking proud that he’d thought of this angle. “I mean, these days, you gotta put some effort into it, if you want to be left alone.” 

In response, Glenn slung the carrying case off his shoulder and placed it carefully onto the bar. A few of the regulars moved closer, no longer trying to mask their interest as Glenn unzipped the black leather case.

“It’s in here, ‘long with his camcorder, a tape recorder, ‘n a couple of notebooks. I found all this stuff scattered around outside the lighthouse when I went lookin’ for him. Looked kinda like he dropped it in a hurry.” 

“You really did go lookin’ for him?” Tony said with a sniffing laugh. “You ain’t just sayin’ that?” 

He was scowling as he picked up the small tape recorder and inspected it for a moment or two. The side of the black casing was scuffed gray, and the small speaker hole in the front was clotted with dirt and turf. He sniffed softly as he placed it down on the bar, then threw back the rest of his beer and slid the empty toward Shantelle, who was standing close by, also listening to Glenn’s story.

“‘Course I did,” Glenn said. “After I told him I wasn’t interested in checking out any of the buildings, I told him to make sure he was back by nine o’clock. That’s when the tide was up. You know, the dock that used to be there got washed away a couple of winters ago, so I had to run my boat up onto the shingle. I was only gonna wait for the tide, ‘cause if I missed it at nine o’clock, I wasn’t gonna get off there ‘till morning. No way I’m gonna freeze my ass off out there all night.”

“Neither time nor tide,” Butter said nodding sagely and smiling to expose his big, yellow tooth.

“And he never showed?” Shantelle asked, her dark eyes narrowing with concern. She, too, knew all of the stories about NephewsIsland.

“I hollered and hollered for him, but he never answered. It was dark by then. I got the flashlight from my boat and looked around some, but I never seen hide nor hair.” 

“You think the ghosts got him? ‘S that it?” Tony asked.

Glenn couldn’t see it, but he was fairly sure Tony was smirking at him behind his beard.

“I don’t know what happened. He might’ve fallen off one of the ledges, for all I know. The door to the lighthouse was open, so he might’ve gone up to the top where the light used to be, but I didn’t see any evidence of him being up there. I didn’t see his flashlight or anything.”

“Shouldn’t you call the Coast Guard?” Shantelle asked. She had taken Tony’s empty glass and returned with a full one without asking. Glenn and Butter were still working on their beers.

“If we don’t find him tomorrow, I guess we’d better,” Glenn said. “But the Coast Guard ain’t too keen about anyone bein’ on that island, so I ain’t about to admit that I been ferryin’ writers out there.” 

“Good point,” Butter said, nodding again, and he was echoed by Tony, who said, “Damned good point!” 

While he was talking, Glenn was absentmindedly handling the contents of the writer’s carrying case. As he looked down at the micro-recorder, he noticed that the tape inside had run about halfway through. He suddenly sat up straight and snapped his fingers.

“Wait a second. He was askin’ me all sorts of questions about the island. Tapin’ ‘em. This is probably the tape.” He inspected the recorder until he found the controls, a small series of indented buttons on the side. After a little experimentation, he found the rewind button and pressed it. The tape made a faint hissing sound as it rewound a short way. Then Glenn pressed play.

“...saying you don’t believe in ghosts, or that you just don’t believe the stories about this particular lighthouse and island.”

“That’s him. That’s the writer,” Glenn said, addressing no one in particular as the small machine in his hand played back the recorded voice. The barroom had suddenly gone totally quiet as everyone moved closer and listened.

“I’m not sayin’ anything either way,” Glenn’s recorded voice said. “It’s just that—when you live ‘round here and you earn your livin on the ocean, you hear all sorts of tales, and you take ‘em for what they are, just tales—unless you experience somethin’ yourself that you don’t understand.” 

“Are you saying flat out that there are no ghosts in the lighthouse or the lightkeeper’s house on NephewsIsland?”

“I ain’t sayin’ there is, and I ain’t sayin’ there ain’t,” Glenn’s recorded voice said.

“Christ! You sound like friggin’ Einstein,” Tony muttered before quaffing some of his beer. Shantelle and Glenn both glowered at him to keep him silent as the voices continued.

“So tell me,” the recorded voice of the writer said, “have you personally ever had any strange or what you might call supernatural experiences?” 

There was a lengthy pause on the tape, and once it was clear that Glenn wasn’t going to answer, the writer continued, “There have been numerous reports from fisherman and sailors passing by NephewsIsland, especially late at night, who have heard strains of piano music. Some people have even said that it was a particular song they heard: ‘Listen to the Mockingbird.’ Have you ever been out here at night and heard anything like that?” 

“I’m not usually out this way,” Glenn’s recorded voice said. It sounded fainter, now, like he had turned his head away from the microphone. “Most of my traps are set south of the harbor.” 

Butter jumped on his stool and turned to Glenn. “That ain’t true,” he said. “You have thirty or forty pots out near the Nephews.” Glenn snapped the recorder off and glared at his friend.

“I wasn’t gonna tell him that,” he said, fighting back the sudden rush of anger he felt at Butter. “Listen to him. He’s grindin’ me like I’m some kind of authority or something. I wasn’t about to tell him a damned thing.” 

“But you’ve heard it,” Butter said, pressing. “You know damned right well you have. You ‘n me were out that way a couple of summers ago. ‘Member? ‘N we both heard—” 

“Nothin’! ‘Least nothin’ that guy needed to know about,” Glenn said softly, still struggling to control his anger.

Was it anger? Glenn wondered. Or fear? Years ago, he and Butter had been out by The Nephews one night, and they had heard and seen—something. The memory of it still sent an icy wave rippling up between his shoulder blades.

But he didn’t want to talk about it now, and he certainly didn’t want Butter talking about it, so he clicked the recorder on and pressed the fast forward button. For a second or two, there was a high-pitched squealing that sounded like a chipmunk on helium. Then Glenn pressed play again, and everyone in the bar leaned in as they listened to the recorded sound of the visiting writer’s voice.

“...not even sure of their names or the names of the lighthouse keeper and his wife—if, in fact, she even lived out here on this lonely rock. There are numerous gaps in the historical records from the late eighteen- and early nineteen-hundreds. Of course, it’s possible that—” The writer’s voice was suddenly cut off by a loud bang. Most everyone in the bar couldn’t help but jump.

“That must’ve be him, opening’ a door,” Butter said in a whisper. “Where d’you think he is—the lighthouse or the keeper’s house?” 

“That was probably the front door of the lighthouse,” Glenn said, impatiently waving him quiet with one hand while leaning forward. “‘Least that’s where I found his stuff. Shush.” 

The tape played back the heavy clump of footsteps on either the front steps or a wooden floor of the lighthouse. They seemed halting, as though the person was hesitant, unsure if he should proceed. Then, with a low, fear-tinged voice, the writer’s recorded voice said, “What the hell is that?” 

There was another loud banging sound and then several seconds of hissing silence on the tape. Everyone in the bar seemed to be holding their breath as they listened. Glenn was so focused on the tape, waiting to hear the writer’s voice again, that he realized he’d been hearing something else for a several seconds before it finally registered.

“Hold on a second,” he said.

His hands were tingling as he stopped the tape, pressed rewind for a few seconds, then started the tape again.

“Listen,” he said, his voice a raw whisper as he leaned both elbows on the bar, raised the small tape recorder, and held it close to his ear.

The sound was so faint it was almost nonexistent, but Glenn recognized the echoing, tinkling sounds of a piano. It took him a heartbeat or two to acknowledge that the sound was actually on the tape, not coming from the next room or outside. He turned the volume up as high as it would go, but the faint, teasing sound faded away, lost in the static hiss of the otherwise blank tape.

“D’you hear that?” Glenn asked, his eyes leaping back and forth from Tony to Butter to Shantelle and back to Tony.

“I didn’t hear a goddamned thing,” Butter said. His forehead was furrowed with confusion, and he cocked his head to one side, looking like a dog that was listening to a high frequency whistle that humans can’t hear.

“No, no. Listen again,” Glenn said.

He rewound the tape and played it again, making sure the volume was turned all the way up. Once again, he heard the writer say, “What the hell was that?”—followed by the loud bang, then silence. Through the tape hiss came the unmistakable sounds of a distant piano, playing “Listen to the Mockingbird.” 

“Jesus, Joseph, and Mary,” Butter said, gasping as he sat back and let his shoulders slump. His mouth hung open, exposing his single yellow tooth. His eyes were wide and held a wild, confused glow.

Glenn quickly rewound the tape, and they all listened one more time. This time, everyone in the bar said they heard the faint strains of the distinctive tune.

“You ain’t fucking with us, are you Glenn?” Shantelle asked. Her eyes were wide, dark pools in the dim barroom light.

Glenn couldn’t speak. He could barely shake his head, no. His fingers were tingling so badly he’d all but lost his sense of touch. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold onto the tape recorder. A numb, hollow feeling slid open inside his chest, and the cold sensation between his shoulder blades spread like invisible fingers up the back of his neck.

Glenn clicked the tape off and looked around at his friends. They had all heard it, and they were all staring at him as though they expected him to say something profound. But it was Tony who finally spoke up.

“Wanna know what I think?” he said gruffly. Before anyone could draw a breath to speak, he continued, “I think, if you ain’t playin’ some kinda trick on us here, if this is for real, there’s only one thing you can do.” 

“What’s that?” Glenn asked, looking at him, his eyebrows raised in desperate query.

“I think you oughta take that damned tape recorder, zip it back into that carrying case with all that other stuff, put a heavy stone in with it ‘n drop it overboard when you go out lobsterin’ tomorrow mornin’.” Tony raised his hand and pointed a gnarled forefinger at Glenn, shaking it like a schoolteacher who was scolding a child. “‘Cause if that tape’s for real, there ain’t no one ever gonna see that writer fella alive again. Not on The Nephews, ‘n not anywhere else.” 

Tony leaned his head back and drained his beer glass with a few deep swallows. After wiping his chin and beard with the flat of his hand, he leaned forward and pinned Glenn with an intense, earnest look.

“That fella drove up here, you say?”

Glenn’s throat was so dry he could barely swallow as he nodded and said, “Uh-huh.”

“Well, then,” Tony said, heaving himself up off the bar stool, preparing to leave. “If I was you, while it’s still dark, I’d think about drivin’ his car out to Nickerson’s Quarry and pushin’ it off Big Derrick Ledge where it’s deepest.” Tony wavered, a little unsteady on his feet as he took two twenties from his wallet and dropped them onto the bar in front of Shantelle. Before he turned to leave, though, he belched before leaning close to Glenn. His breath was sour with beer and stale with cigarette smoke as he whispered into his ear, “‘N I’d think ‘bout movin’ them thirty or forty traps you got out there by the Nephews.”
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The Back of My Hands
 

The back of my hands started looking like a man’s back when I was—oh, maybe ten or eleven years old.

I remember how fascinated I was by the curling, black hairs I saw sprouting there; how amazed I was when I flexed and unflexed my hands, and watched the twitching blue lines of veins, the knitting needle–thin tendons, and the bony knobs of cartilage and knuckle. Sometimes, I used to constrict the flow of blood to my arms—you know, like a junkie—to make the veins inflate until they fairly bulged through the skin. The bigger they got, the more “manly” I thought my arms and hands looked.

It might seem laughable now, but I still believe hands are a God-given miracle. They let us touch and manipulate the world outside of ourselves. Sure, scientists say that vision is the only sense where the nerve connects directly to the brain, but hands are the only things that let us reach out, to touch and explore the world. They allow us to feel love and to create what we know and feel, both internally and externally.

They’re our only real solid connection to what’s “out there.”

Our other senses—sight, sound, taste, and smell—can all deceive us. They trick us into thinking we’re experiencing something that might not really be there.

But when we touch something, when we hold it in our hands and caress it, we have no doubt whatsoever that it truly exists. When I look at my own hands now, though, I can’t help but be filled with revulsion and horror.

Yes, horror!

That’s probably an overused word these days, but there’s no better word for what I feel.

These hands—my hands—have done things so terrible, so hideous that I can truly say they are no longer mine.

They’ve acted as if powered by a will of their own—a will with a dark, twisted purpose. And in the process, they’ve ended the life of someone—of the one person I’ve ever really been close to—a life I should have cherished above all others.
 

Okay, let me start at the beginning.

The easiest part was killing my twin brother, Derrick. No problem there.

I’m serious.

It certainly wasn’t very difficult to orchestrate. You’d think I was a musician, talking like this, but when it actually came time to do it, to aim the gun at him and squeeze the trigger, I didn’t flinch or have the slightest hesitation.

And I’ve had no qualms about it afterwards, either.

Why should I?

Derrick had it all. Everything. He was everything I wanted to be.

I know, I know . . . sure, he worked just as hard for it, maybe even harder than I did; but everything came so easily to him, almost as if it fell out of the sky and landed in his lap.

And it never came to me. Certainly not as easily, anyway, and no way near as much.

You see, he was the one who was born with all the talent. I couldn’t help but think that because I’d heard it my whole life, growing up. All through high school, Derrick was an honor student—popular, handsome, smart, and talented. He had it all. He graduated at the top of his class from college, too, married a gorgeous and intelligent woman, had a wonderful family—three kids and a beautiful country home about two hours north of Portland.

Far as I could see, he had it all.

And what did I have?

Nothing.

Squat.

The leftovers.

Sloppy seconds, if you’ll excuse such an inelegant expression.

All my life, I’ve had to listen to teachers and friends’ parents—even our own parents—exclaim with surprise that sometimes bordered on absolute shock how Derrick was so amazingly gifted, and that I was so . . . well, that I didn’t quite measure up to the standard he set.

The worst of it was when people would question, sometimes even to my face, how identical twins could be so . . . so different. Oh, we looked enough alike, so anyone who didn’t know us well couldn’t tell us apart, but it seemed as if all the intelligence, personality, and talent went into his half of the egg, and I was left with. . . .

Well, with sloppy seconds, like I said.

Maybe that really was the case.

I used to wonder about it, mostly late at night as I lay in bed, staring up at the bottom of Derrick’s upper bunk. I still lie awake at nights, wondering. Now I have plenty of time to think about things. Back when we were kids, I could hear my brother’s deep, rhythmic breathing coming from the top bunk, as if even sleeping was something he simply did better than I ever could.
 

It didn’t surprise anyone that Derrick and I both entered the field of art. Ever since we were kids, we’d both shown unusual talent for the visual arts although, as usual, Derrick’s paintings and drawings—hell, even his throw-away sketches—always seemed to be several notches better than anything I ever produced.

Not that my stuff was bad, mind you. I do have quite a bit of talent.

Now that I think about it, when I first started drawing was probably when I first really noticed the back of my hands. I remember how I’d spend a lot of the time not even paying attention to whatever it was I was drawing because I would be so fascinated by the interplay of muscle and tendons beneath my skin as I held the pencil or brush in my hands and rolled it back and forth or whatever. Probably the one thing I ever did better than Derrick was anatomy drawing. Especially hands. I seemed to have quite a knack for drawing hands.
 

So like I said, it didn’t surprise anyone when we both went off to college—the same school, of course. We both majored in art, but my grades were never quite up to Derrick’s level . . . and neither was my work. He graduated summa cum laude while I was simply lucky to graduate with honors.

Following graduation, we both landed jobs within our chosen field. Derrick started right out as a painter—an “artist” with a capital A. Within a year or so, he was having one-man shows of his work at galleries in Boston and New York. The “art scene” had apparently already taken notice of him, and his paintings were selling for astronomical amounts. Personally, I thought they weren’t worth the price of the canvas they were painted on, but there’s no accounting for taste, is there?

And what about me?

I went to work, pasting up ads for a local newspaper, all the while trying to convince myself of the worth of a steady paycheck while I concentrated on my own art during evenings and weekends.

I think—hell, no! I don’t have to lie about it anymore, right? I know that’s when the full measure of the resentment I felt toward my brother began to blossom.

Until then, that resentment had always been there, festering inside me, maybe even since before we were born; but it had always been—you know, buried deep, like a seed in the soil that was struggling hard to push its way up to the sunlight. It was only after college, once we were out there in the real world, settling into our respective careers and trying to make a living that I finally allowed the seed to break through the surface. Over the next few years, as I watched my brother accumulate success and wealth and fame—everything I wanted and felt I deserved—I watered and nourished that seed of envy and hatred. . . .

Yes, hatred!

I cursed the fate that I had been born to, wondering why?—what cruel, uncaring God could do this to me?

Why couldn’t I have been given at least something—just one single fucking thing more than my brother?

But he had it all, and I had . . . much less.

That’s when I started planning to change it all by killing him.

You know, one person I talked to a few days ago, maybe a few weeks ago, now, said that she thought I didn’t really want to kill Derrick. That what I really wanted to do was kill myself. She said that by identifying so closely with my twin brother, and by envying his success so much, I was turning all my pent-up anger against myself. She used all sorts of fancy psycho-babble terms like “transference” and “guilt projection” and “displacement”—stuff like that, but I’m pretty sure she was wrong.

I really wanted to kill Derrick.

I had to kill him.

The way I saw it, there was no way around it.
 

Getting to do it was much easier than I thought it would be.

Derrick and I live—I should say “lived”—about two hours away from each other. I have a place here in Portland, and he lives up past Fryberg. Driving up there was no problem. Last March, I knew his wife, Alice, had taken the kids to Orlando for the week at Disney World. I figured he’d be at the house alone, no doubt working on some paintings for a show or something. I wasn’t expected or anything, but I guess I was lucky that no one saw or recognized my car. Just to be safe, I took back roads. It added a little time to the drive, but then again, what did I care?

Derrick lived in a fairly secluded area—a development on a secluded lake with a lot of fancy-ass houses spaced pretty far apart. He didn’t have any security or anything, no bodyguards or electronic gates, so getting into his house was easy.

Hey! Who would want to kill a famous artist, right?

I was right. When I got there, he was home . . . alone.

Before I got out of the car, I pulled on the two pairs of rubber gloves I’d brought. I’d seen something on a cop show once about how a detective lifted a fingerprint even though the burglar or whatever had been wearing rubber gloves. The rubber, you see, was so thin that it still left a faint impression—at least enough to identify the culprit.

I wasn’t going to take any chances.

Just shooting him wasn’t going to be enough, though. I had to even the score a little bit, too.
 

But like I said earlier, shooting him didn’t bother me any. I just aimed the gun at him, pulled the trigger, and . . . .

Pop.

Of course, before I got to the house, the whole time I was driving, I couldn’t stop thinking about why I was doing this. I came up with a whole slew of excuses, but I knew they were all bullshit.

The real reason was quite simple.

Even I can see that, now.

He had more talent than I did, and I knew why.

It was all in his hands!
 

I already told you how I didn’t feel anything, not even a tremor of elation when the gun went off, and Derrick was blown back off his feet. He landed on the kitchen floor kind of funny, leaning against the wall with his legs splayed out and bent at the knees. One of his shoes had flipped off. He looked a little like a puppet that’s had its strings cut. There was a big splash of blood on the wall behind him, but he was down now, with both hands clamped over the bullet hole in his chest. He was breathing real hard, making this watery, rattling sound in his throat. It sounded something terrible, like he was drowning. After a few seconds, his legs started twitching like he was trying to do a dance or something. It was only when I saw blood leaking out between his fingers that I got a little panicky, thinking that the blood might ruin his hands.

I wasn’t worried about any of the neighbors hearing the shot. I’d been to Derrick’s house plenty of times before, so I knew what to do next, and I took my time doing it right. There was an ax down in the cellar that Derrick used to split firewood. He never heated the house with wood or anything. Like the rest of his life, having a fire blazing away in the fireplace on a winter evening was just a quaint little “artsy” touch.

All image.

I went back up into the kitchen, made sure he was good and dead, and then chopped off both his hands, halfway between the wrist and elbow. It took me a few whacks on both arms, but I think I could have done them each with one hit if I hadn’t been shaking so damned much with excitement.

Yeah, now that I think about it, I guess once he was dead I was pretty excited about it. I’ll tell you one thing—I was glad he was dead by then because when I was trying to cut off his arms, I kept missing, and I think that would have really hurt.

I took his severed hands over to the sink and washed the blood off before drying them and putting them into a little plastic trash bag I’d brought along. On the way out, confident there weren’t any fingerprints on anything to identify me, I dropped the ax beside Derrick’s body. He was staring up at the ceiling with this glassy-eyed stare, looking for all the world like a wax statue.

I wonder what he was looking at. . . .

Anyway, I closed the door behind me, looked around to make sure there wasn’t any activity at any of the neighbors’ houses, then got into my car and drove away.

I only stopped once on the way home, to get rid of the gun and rubber gloves. What I did was tie the gun up inside one of the gloves, tie the other one around it, and then throw it off the bridge into the river. You know where Route 25 crosses the Ossipee River in Limington? The water runs real fast there and hardly ever freezes.

That was pretty much it until I got home.

I was still a little nervous, I guess, kind of jittery when I got back to my apartment. I knew the cops would be coming around sooner or later to tell me what had happened. They might start asking all sorts of questions. I didn’t have a decent alibi, but I figured they weren’t going to suspect me much. Hell, Alice and the kids were going to get whatever inheritance was coming, and I’m sure there was plenty of that. I might get a little something, a token, but certainly not enough to make anyone suspicious.

Besides, who’d even think I’d want to kill my twin brother?

All I had to do was act like I was real broken up about it, and I was sure they’d let it slide. And anyway, I already had everything I wanted from Derrick.

I had his hands.

In case the cops came around, I didn’t do anything with the hands, not right away, anyway. I put the trash bag into the freezer under the frozen peas and carrots, and tried to forget about them. Of course, that didn’t work because I knew they were there, and I knew sooner or later what I was going to do with them.
 

As it turned out, the next night after work, I took the plastic bag out of the freezer and defrosted the frozen hands. The skin was as pale as polished white marble. What I did was throw them into a pot of boiling water. You have to understand, I had no idea if what I was planning to do was really going to work. I mean, I figured it would because skin is so tough, but you never know until you try something.

After boiling the hands for a while, I took them out with some tongs, got the sharpest paring knife I could find, and made a nice, deep incision all the way around each wrist, a few inches above the thumb joint, right about where you wear a wristwatch. It took some doing to hold onto the skin because it was so slippery. Pretty tough, too, but once I got a good grip on it with the tongs, the skin peeled right off, turning inside out like I was removing a glove or a dirty sock Of course, there was no blood involved. I had a little problem with the skin tearing around the fingernails, but nothing serious.

When I was done and turned them back right-side out, I had two pretty close to perfect gloves made out of my brother’s hands. I put them down on the counter, and I swear to God I thought they might start moving around on their own or something.

My biggest concern was that they wouldn’t fit—that Derrick and I weren’t still exactly the same size; but with a little bit of tugging and a few tiny slits here and there to loosen them up, I was able to pull them on over my own hands.
 

Man, I’m telling you, I could barely contain my excitement as I raised my new hands up in front of my face and looked at them. I flexed the fingers, thrilled by the taunt pulling of my new skin.

It was exquisite beyond belief!

My hands—Derrick’s hands, really—were trembling as I reached out to touch something . . . for the first time . . . with someone else’s hands.

I picked up the paring knife I had used to cut and peel the skin. Turning it back and forth, I hardly noticed the light reflecting off the blade because I was so entranced by the way the skin on the back of my hands shifted with every subtle movement.

I can’t tell you how excited I was, but I stopped myself because I knew I had other things to take care of, first.

Unrolling my new skin gloves, I carefully laid them aside while I cleaned up. It took a bit of doing, but I scraped most of the flesh off the bone before grinding everything up in the garbage disposal. The bones knocked around some, making quite a racket, but I made sure it all washed down completely. Then I took my new hands—because that’s the only way I could think of them—and went into my work room.

I tell you, I was so excited I was dizzy. I felt like I was drunk or tripping or something as I pulled the skin gloves back on over my own hands and wiggled my fingers to make sure everything fit perfectly.

Custom made!

Once I was ready, I picked up a pencil, tacked a clean sheet of drawing paper to the drawing board, and began to draw.

At first I couldn’t stop staring at the back of my hands.

Just like when I was a kid, I watched the skin shift and slide across my muscles and tendons as I drew. I was amazed how the skin still felt supple and alive. I could almost feel it bonding with the flesh of my own hands—my less talented hands.

This is it! I told myself—the moment I’ve been waiting for my whole life! I’m going to draw what I see inside my own head with someone else’s hands!

But it didn’t work out quite as I’d planned.

The sketch I started working on that night still seemed flat and uninspired. The spark wasn’t there. I had to remind myself that I was too excited, that I was distracted by watching the way my new hands moved; but deep inside, I started to feel this gnawing worry that I still didn’t have it. The picture still looked like it was being drawn by . . .

Me.

It’ll take time, I told myself, hoping I could calm down enough to concentrate.

That made sense.

Right off the bat, I couldn’t expect to be able to feel and touch and control things the way Derrick did. I had to adapt to this new way of feeling and manipulating the world. Everyone’s hands are different.

After all, art doesn’t happen overnight.

After trying for an hour or so, I carefully peeled the skin gloves off my hands. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with them afterwards. I knew if I left them out, they’d rot. I wondered how to go about drying them out, maybe tanning the skin like leather so they would retain their suppleness.

While I was wondering what to do, the phone rang.

It was Alice, calling from Florida. She had just gotten a call from the Maine State Police, informing her that someone had broken into the house and killed Derrick. The gardener had found him that afternoon. I tried my best to sound upset and supportive when she told me she was flying back in the morning. I even told her I’d pick her and the kids up at the airport.

What a guy, huh?

After I got off the phone, I toyed with the idea of wearing Derrick’s hands when I picked up Alice and the kids at the airport. I was curious to see if she’d recognize her husband’s touch when I hugged her, but I decided that wouldn’t be such a good idea. I had no idea what else to do, so I put Derrick’s hands back into the freezer for the night so they wouldn’t rot.
 

The next few days were tough if only because I had to act a lot more upset about Derrick’s death than I actually was. As expected, the cops came around and asked me all sorts of questions about how Derrick and I got along, about where I was the day he was killed, and was there someone who could corroborate my whereabouts—things like that.

I held up perfectly, I must say.

One time, a couple of days after Derrick died, when I was heading down to the police station to be interviewed, I did wear Derrick’s hands. I was a little self-conscious about them, but no one even noticed.

But every night, when I put them on and sat down at the drawing board, I started to get some pretty unusual sensations. My drawings didn’t appear to be any better than before, at least not to me, but there was a feeling inside the gloves, inside my own hands when I was wearing the skin that was . . . well, strange.

I had finally come up with a method of preserving the skin. Every night, before I began to draw, I would take fifteen or twenty minutes to rub hand cream into the skin. I didn’t scrimp, either. I bought the most expensive kinds of hand cream available, and I spent a lot of time, working it into the thirsty pores. Over the next few days, I learned a lot about emollients and whatever. Night after night, it seemed as though the new skin—my new hands—became increasingly supple and sensitive. Touching things—anything—became a thrill. Vibrant ripples of pure energy tingled from my fingertips, up my arms and neck, all the way to the center of my brain.

Let me tell you, it was exhilarating!

I could barely concentrate on my drawing because I spent so much time simply touching things . . . feeling them as if for the first time.

And that’s what it was like.

For the first time in my life, I felt like I was really feeling things. It was just a matter of time before I could translate what I felt onto canvas and paper. Soon, I would have it all—my brother’s talent . . . maybe even the fame and money I deserved even more than he did!

But gradually—and I’m not sure when, maybe a month or so after Derrick died—something happened. It seemed as though my own hands inside the skin of Derrick’s hands were changing. At first, all of the sensations were pleasant—warm and moist, comforting, almost as if this new layer was my real skin; but after a couple of nights, the feelings turned more intense. The gentle warmth got steadily hotter until it began to feel like there was a slow-burning fire, smoldering deep beneath my skin. Every time I flexed my hands, watching the veins wiggle beneath the extra layer of skin, I gloried in the way the outermost skin—and I no longer thought of it as Derrick’s skin—stretched and pulled.

One night I had been drawing, lost—as always—in watching the way the skin on the back of my hands moved, when suddenly my hands felt like they had burst into flames. At first I tried to ignore the pain and keep drawing. Then I tried to endure it. After a while, though, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I put my drawing pencil down and started to roll one of the gloves off, the one on my right hand. Over the past few weeks, the skin had been treated so well that it usually rolled right off. This time, though, when I lifted the top edge, the skin caught. When I tried to pull it down, the skin on my own wrist started to rip.

Let me tell you, I panicked.

It took a great deal of effort to sit back, take a few deep breaths, and then try again. I sure as hell didn’t want to damage the hands. Where was I going to get another pair like this? I thought maybe it was just a matter of decay, but when I took the edge of the skin on the other hand and lifted it up, I once again felt my own flesh lift with it.

This can’t be happening, I told myself.

Someone—I think it was that lady shrink I talked to a while ago—told me that I was imagining all of this. That Derrick’s skin had rotted away by then, and I was pulling at my own flesh. I listened to her, but like all that transference stuff she’d been talking about, I think she was wrong.

I lowered my drawing light and shined it straight down onto my hands, looking closely as I tried several times to peel back the skin. Each time I got the same result. The skin wouldn’t roll down. It was fused to my own skin. Hell, I can’t deny it; it looked like it had become my own skin.

I’m telling you, I was some scared at first, but the more I thought about it, the more I started to accept it.

This ain’t so bad, I told myself. In fact, isn’t this exactly what I’d wanted all along?

Why have hands that I have to put on and off like gloves?

Why not make them permanent?

Didn’t I want to feel the way Derrick had felt, and be able to control my pencils and brushes the way Derrick had controlled his?

I had wanted Derrick’s hands, had coveted them so much that I was willing to kill him to get them. So what was so wrong if his skin was permanently attached to mine?

We’d been twins in the womb! We shared everything else right down to our chromosomes. Other than the women in our lives, there wasn’t anything we hadn’t shared!

The only problem was, no matter what I did—whether I massaged hand cream into them or held them under a steady flow of cool water or held them inside the freezer—I couldn’t make that burning itch go away. It penetrated all the way to my bones, bringing tears to my eyes. I told myself that I’d eventually get used to it, that this was just a stage as Derrick’s skin and mine fused, but I didn’t sleep much that night.

The pain—oh, the pain!

It was a pure, silver singing inside my hands, and it never let up!
 

That next morning, a couple of weeks after Derrick’s death, I was supposed to be at a memorial service being held in my brother’s honor at one of the art galleries in Portland. I forget the name of the gallery, but I’m sure the invitation is still on my desk, back at my apartment. Everyone was going to be there—a lot of important people in the art community as well as Alice and Derrick’s kids. I’ve been trying to feel bad for them, losing their father like that, but pity just doesn’t seem to be inside me.

When I got out of bed that morning, hardly having slept a wink, I considered calling the gallery and canceling. I was supposed to say a few words about my brother, but I hoped Andrew—the gallery director—would understand that I was still too shattered and couldn’t cope with doing it.

Before I dialed the gallery, though, I started thinking about how suspicious canceling out might look. Sure, the cops had stopped asking me questions, apparently satisfied that I’d had nothing to do with my brother’s murder, but I couldn’t be sure. They might still think I had done it, and they might just be waiting for me to slip up so they could nail me.

Maybe they even recognized Derrick’s hands!

So I determined, no matter how bad the pain in my hands got, I’d go through with this farce of a memorial service.

The problem was, I had no idea how bad it could get.

Even before I walked into the gallery that morning and saw how many people had gathered to honor my brother, my hands were clammy with sweat and trembling deep inside. I shook hands with as few people as possible, but couldn’t help but notice the startled reactions most of them gave me when we clasped hands.

Being one of the guests of honor, as it were, I had to sit in the front row along with Alice and the kids. Every wall in the room was adorned with Derrick’s paintings. None of them were really very good, I thought. I would do much better.

Andrew spoke first—a bit too long, I thought—about how he had been one of the first people in the “Art world” to recognize Derrick’s extraordinary talent, and how we and all of humanity have suffered a great loss in such a senseless, brutal act of butchery. I could hear people sniffing back their tears, but I hardly paid any attention to them. I couldn’t stop looking down at my hands. They felt like they were on fire.

I tried rubbing them, scratching them, folding my arms across my chest and pressing them against my sides—anything, but nothing would relieve the pain and burning itch. It got so intense I thought I was going to scream.

I didn’t notice when Andrew stopped speaking, but after a moment or two, I noticed that the room had fallen silent . . . a hushed expectancy. I glanced around and realized that everyone was staring at me.

A boiling blush raced up my arms and across my face. My heart was slamming hard inside my chest when I realized that Andrew must have introduced me. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, preparing to stand, but I wasn’t even sure my legs would support me, much less carry me all the way to the podium.

The crowd was utterly still.

A steady, low, throbbing sound filled my ears as I inhaled and held my breath. I took a single step forward. My shoe, scraping across the carpet, made a sound like the rough scratching of sandpaper. Cold sweat broke out on my brow and trickled down the sides of my neck.

I wanted to scream, I tell you, but as I made my way up to the podium, I noticed a glass pitcher and several clean glasses on the small table beside the podium. The pitcher was filled with ice water.

That gave me an idea.

With each halting step forward, the agonizing sensation in my hands grew steadily worse until it became intolerable.

I had no idea what to do with my hands, whether to shove them deep into my jacket pockets so no one could see them, clasp them behind my back, shake them wildly above my head, or claw at them and start screaming.

That’s what I wanted to do—scream.

The thought crossed my mind that if I fell completely apart, everyone in the room would think it was simply an outpouring of my grief over the loss of my brother. They would all react respectfully, with sympathy and understanding.

But my throat was closing off. My chest and lungs were so constricted I could hardly breathe, much less scream. I was suddenly afraid that, if I opened my mouth and tried to say a few words—something about my dear, departed brother—deathly cold hands would clasp around my throat and begin to choke me.

I had jotted down a few notes of what I wanted to say, only because I was afraid of what I might say if I started rambling. The problem was, the sheet of paper with my notes on it was in the breast pocket of my jacket, and I didn’t dare reach for it. I was suddenly fearful that I would no longer be able to control my hands. The skin—Derrick’s skin—had long since dissolved into my own hands, fusing with my hands.

It had become me.

I glanced down at my hands and was suddenly quite convinced that I didn’t even recognize them.

They were someone else’s hands!

They really were Derrick’s hands!
 

I know it isn’t possible. You’re not the first person to tell me it was all in my mind; but even if it was, it was nonetheless true!

The silence in the room continued to pulsate. When someone toward the back of the room cleared his throat, it sounded like distant cannon shot. Somehow, though, I made it to the podium. Leaning forward and gripping the edge of the podium with both hands, I forced a smile, but I could tell by the way the skin stretched around my mouth that it was more of a grimace. As if moving by its own volition, my right hand reached up and inside my jacket, and clasped the sheet of paper in my pocket. The heat inside my jacket was intolerable, as if I had just reached into a blazing furnace. I almost cried out. Bone-deep tremors shook my body as I unfolded my notes and, without looking at them, spread the page on the podium.

Glancing to my left, I once again saw the pitcher of water. I wanted more than anything to plunge my hands into that icy water to soothe the pain, but I stood there, immobile.

I could tell that the audience was getting restless. It was awkward for them to see me so obviously distraught, but it was just as obvious—to me, at least—that they didn’t see the real reason why I was so upset.

I nearly fainted when I lowered my gaze and looked down at my hands, holding the sheet of paper in place. The backs of my hands were discolored a sickly yellow. They were wrinkled like an old man’s hands. For a dizzying instant, I felt as though I was looking at my hands through a huge magnifying glass. Every hair, every pore and blemish, every vein and tendon stood out in stark relief. The feeling that these were not my own hands—that they were Derrick’s—grew terrifyingly stronger. I thought that—somehow—maybe Derrick was still alive and standing behind me, reaching around and manipulating things for me.

I tried to push these thoughts away, cleared my throat. With great effort, I began to speak.

“I want to . . . thank you all for . . . being here today,” I said, forcing my grimacing smile to widen.

I locked eyes with Alice, sitting there with her children in the front row. Her expression as she looked at me was soft and sympathetic. I could see that she was on the verge of crying, but she nodded to me, offering her silent support.

The choking sensation in my throat was growing steadily stronger. When I reached up to loosen my collar, I was suddenly fearful that my hands—Derrick’s hands—were going to clasp me by the throat and start to squeeze until they choked the life out of me.

I lowered my eyes and shook my head, taking a moment to compose myself. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, but it was like striking a match against a sun-baked sidewalk. A line of flames seemed to erupt across my brow.

It was intolerable, I tell you!

I wanted to say something—anything—just a few words about how much I mourned my brother, what a tragic loss his death was to me and his family and friends, but I couldn’t focus on the few notes in front of me. All I could think about was the burning pain that was flaming inside my hands and spreading up my arms.

I looked again at the pitcher of water and knew what I had to do. You see, I knew then—or if I had known it before, I finally admitted it to myself then—that these really weren’t my hands.

They truly were Derrick’s!

His dry, desiccated skin may have rotted away, but some part of my dead brother had fused with me, and this small part of him—the one small part I thought I could possess and control—was not under my control.

Maybe I would have been better off if I had killed myself, had strangled myself right there in front of that crowd.

It would have ended it all, and maybe the people there would have thought that I had been unable to contain my grief and had finally snapped.

But that’s not what happened.

I didn’t plunge my hands into that pitcher of ice water, either.

I had tried that before, and I knew that it wouldn’t work.

No, what I did—well, you probably read about it in the papers, but what I did was take the water pitcher and smash it against the side of the podium. I don’t remember hearing the sound of breaking glass or feeling the cold dash of water. I sensed some reaction from the crowd, but not much. I was lost inside a cocoon of silence where there was just the raging roar of my breathing and the unbearable burning knowledge that my hands were not my own.

Holding the handle of the shattered pitcher, I turned the jagged edge around and began slashing and sawing at the back of my hands.

“These aren’t my hands! These aren’t my hands!”

I remember screaming that or something like it, but I was lost in a blind frenzy of panic as I tried to cut and scrape the flesh from the back of my hands. Suddenly, I had the unnerving sensation that I was somehow outside of myself—that I was floating above it all and watching what I was doing as if this were all a movie or a play.

I felt no pain—none whatsoever—but I could see the ragged strips of flesh I was removing from the back of my hands. There was blood everywhere, but no matter how much I tore at the skin on my hands, it didn’t stop the burning sensation.

Oh, no.

It continued to spiral up higher and higher until it was all I knew. The mere physical pain of tearing the flesh from my hands was nothing . . . literally, nothing.

From my vantage point, hovering above it all, I watched as I continued to rake the broken glass across the back of my hands, first the left one, then the right. My sheet of notes was splattered with bright red smears, like ruby teardrops. I almost started laughing when I realized that one splotch of blood—the biggest—looked exactly like the splash of blood on Derrick’s kitchen wall, the night I killed him.

Every other sound in the room was muffled, but I sensed a rush of motion as someone—I have no idea who . . . probably Andrew—ran up to me to help . . . to try to stop me.

Then I heard a sizzling, crackling sound, and everything went black.
 

I woke up sometime later, here in the hospital. I realize now that I must have grabbed onto the microphone and, because I was standing in the puddle of water I had spilled, had gotten one hell of an electric shock.

Not enough to kill me, mind you, and—well, the emergency room doctor said that, thankfully, I hadn’t severed any arteries, so I didn’t bleed to death.

The most horrible thing about it all, though, was that I didn’t get rid of Derrick’s skin. It’s still here, on the back of my hands.

See?

It’s still growing. Maybe you can’t see it, but it’s inside me now, still growing . . . and look at this. It’s spreading out, moving like a fungus up my arm. Pretty soon it’s going to cover my whole body!

I swear, it’s true.

Look at my hands.

Can’t you see?

I still can’t control them, either. Even with these bandages on, I’ve been trying to do a little bit of drawing while I’ve been here, and you can see that I’m not drawing anything very good . . . certainly not what I want to draw.

Look at these sketches. Every single one of them depicts something from the night I killed my brother.

See here?

This is him lying on the floor, leaning up against the wall. Remember how I said he looked like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

Well, doesn’t he?

That’s exactly what he looked like!

And check this one out.

This is the design the splash of blood made on the wall behind him, after I’d shot him. You’ll have to take my word for it, but it’s exactly like the bloody smear on my sheet of notes.

And look at this one.

See?

It’s a close up of Derrick’s face, once he was good and dead. He looks really relaxed, doesn’t he? It’s amazing how much he looks like me. I also did a couple of sketches of what his arms looked like after I’d hacked off his hands, but I had to throw them away. I didn’t like the way they were coming out even though I always was pretty good at drawing anatomy, especially hands.

The problem is, you see, I’m not the one who’s doing these drawings.

Derrick is.

He’s using my eyes and memory to record what happened to him.

His hands are doing all of this!

They betrayed me!

The police never would have even found out that I had killed my brother if his hands hadn’t started drawing these pictures.

That’s how they finally got me to confess.

They wore me down by telling me that no one except the murderer could have done these sketches, not with such exact detail. They even showed me a couple of photographs taken at the murder scene. I don’t know if that was before or after I drew these pictures. They gave me drugs and have got me pretty confused here.

And yes, the backs of my hands still hurt like hell. I don’t even like looking at them anymore. Sure, they’re healing up just fine, but the burning sensation just keeps getting worse, day after day. I tell you, it’s driving me insane! Even when the nurse gives me a shot of something, it doesn’t really stop the pain. And I know, once these bandages come off, it won’t get any better.

Oh, no.

That’s why I asked you to come up and see me again today, doctor. I know we talked about all this before, but I’m positive I want you to do it.

Why do you keep saying you won’t?

I know you can! You have the equipment here, don’t you?

You have to cut Derrick’s hands off before they do something even more horrible!
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