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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 5:30 A.M.

There was a moment not long ago when I thought: This is it. I’m dead.

I think about that night all the time and I feel the same fear I felt then. It happened two weeks ago, but fourteen days and nights of remembering have left me more afraid and uncertain than ever.

Which I guess means it isn’t over yet.

Something tells me it may never truly be over.

Last night was the first time I slept in my own room since everything happened. I’d gotten in the habit of waking in the hospital to the sound of a nurse’s shuffling feet, the dry chalk-dust smell of her skin, and the soft shaking of my shoulder.

The doctor will visit you in a moment.He’ll want you awake.Can you sit up for me, Ryan?

There was no nurse or doctor or chalky smell this morning, only the early train crawling through town to wake me at half past five. But in my waking mind, it wasn’t a train I heard. It was something more menacing, trying to sneak past in the early dawn, glancing down the dead-end streets, hunting.

I was scared — and then I was relieved — because my overactive imagination had settled back into its natural resting state of fear and paranoia.

In other words, I was back home in Skeleton Creek.

Usually when the morning train wakes me up, I go straight to my desk and start writing before the rest of the town starts to stir. But this morning — after shaking the idea that something was stalking me — I had a sudden urge to leap from my bed and jump on board the train. It was a feeling I didn’t expect and hadn’t the slightest chance of acting on. But still, I wondered where the feeling had come from.

Now, I’ve rested this journal on a TV tray with its legs torn off, propped myself up in bed on a couple of pillows, and have started doing the one thing I can still do that has always made me feel better.

I have begun to write about that night and all that comes after.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 6:03 A.M.

I need to take breaks. It still hurts to write. Physically, mentally, emotionally — it seems like every part of me is broken in one way or another. But I have to start doing this again. Two weeks in the hospital without a journal left me starving for words.

I have kept a lot of journals, but this one is especially important for two reasons. Reason number one: I’m not writing this for myself. I’m putting these words down for someone else to find, which is something I never do. Reason number two: I have a strong feeling this will be the last journal I ever write.

My name, in case someone finds this and cares to know who wrote it, is Ryan. I’m almost old enough to drive. (Although this would require access to a car, which I lack.) I’m told that I’m tall for my age but need to gain weight or there’s no hope of making the varsity cut next year. I have a great hope that I will remain thin.

I can imagine what this morning would have been like before the accident. I would be getting ready for the hour-long bus ride to school. I would have so much to say to Sarah. An hour next to her was always time well-spent. We had so much in common, which kept us from going completely crazy in a town populated by just under seven hundred people.

I’m really going to miss those conversations with Sarah. I wonder if I’ll get lonely. The truth is I don’t even know if I’m allowed to mention her name. But I can’t stop. I am a writer. This is what I do. My teachers, parents, even Sarah — they all say I write too much, that I’m obsessive about it. But then, in the same breath, they can’t help but mention that I’m gifted. Like when Mrs. Garvey told me I understand words and their usage in the same way a prodigy on the piano understands notes and sounds. But I have a much simpler answer, and I’m pretty sure I’m more right than my teacher is: I have written a lot, every day, every year, for many years in a row.

Practice makes perfect.

I think my favorite writers are those who admitted while they were still alive that they couldn’t live without writing. John Steinbeck, Ernest Hemingway, Robert Frost — guys who put writing up there in the same category as air and water. Write or die trying. That kind of thinking agrees with me.

Because here I am. Write or die trying.

If I turn back the pages in all the journals I’ve written, I basically find two things: scary stories of my own creation and the recording of strange occurrences in Skeleton Creek. I can’t say for certain why this is so, other than to fall back on the old adage that a writer writes what he knows, and I have known fear all my life.

I don’t think I’m a coward — I wouldn’t be in the position I’m in now if I was a coward — but I am the sort of person who overanalyzes, worries, frets. When I hear a noise scratching under the bed — either real or imagined — I stare at the ceiling for hours and wonder what it might be that’s trying to claw its way out. (I picture it with fangs, long bony fingers, and bulging red eyes.) For a person who worries like I do and has a vivid imagination to match, Skeleton Creek is the wrong sort of place to endure childhood.

I know my writing has changed in the past year. The two kinds of writing — the made-up scary stories and the documenting of events in Skeleton Creek — have slowly become one. I don’t have to make up stories any longer, because I’m more certain than ever that the very town I live in is haunted.

This is the truth.

And the truth, I’ve learned, can kill you.



I’m tired now. So tired.

I have to put this down.

Even if I can’t stop thinking about it.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 2:00 P.M.

I have to be careful to keep this hidden.

I have to make sure nobody sees me writing in it.

They’re curious enough as it is.

They’re watching me enough as it is.

I’m a captive, really. I’m imprisoned in my own room.

I have no idea how much they know.

I don’t even know how much I know.

I have so many questions, and no way to answer them.



There is something about having been gone for two weeks in a row that helps me see Skeleton Creek with fresh eyes. I have a new idea of what someone from the outside might think if they drove into my isolated hometown where it sits alone at the bottom of the mountains.

I like to act on these thoughts and write them down as if they are occurring. It’s a curious habit I can’t seem to break. Maybe things are safer when I think of them as fiction.

If I imagine myself as a person arriving in Skeleton Creek for the first time it goes something like this:

The sun has barely risen when a car door opens and a man stands at the curb looking out into the forest beyond the edge of town. There is a gray fog that hangs thick and sticky in the trees, unwilling to leave, hiding something diabolical in the woods. He gets back in his car and locks the doors, glancing down side streets through dusty windows. He wonders what has brought this little town to its knees. The place is not dead: it is not even dying for certain. Instead, the driver thinks to himself, this place has been forgotten. And he senses something else. There are secrets buried here that are best left alone.

It is then that the car turns sharply and leaves in the direction from which it came, the driver confident that the growing light of day will not shake the unforeseen dread he feels about the town at the bottom of the mountain.

The driver would not know exactly what it was that scared him off, but I know. Sarah knows, too. We know there’s something wrong with this place, and more important, we know we’re getting too close to whatever it is.

Someone’s coming.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 4:30 P.M.

When did our search begin?

If I could get to my old journals, I might be able to figure out the exact date. But they’re hidden, and there’s no way for me to get to them in my present state. Not without help. And the only person who could help me — Sarah — isn’t here anymore.

I guess our searching began with a question she asked me last summer.

“Why Skeleton Creek?”

“You mean the name?”

“Yes, the name. Why call a town Skeleton Creek? Nobody wants to visit a place with a name like that. It’s bad for tourism.”

“Maybe the people who named it didn’t want any visitors.”

“Don’t you think it’s weird no one wants to talk about it? It’s like they’re hiding something.”

“You’re just looking for a reason to go snooping around with your camera.”

“There’s something to it. A name like that has to come from somewhere.”

I remember thinking there was a story hidden within what she’d said, and that I wanted to be the one to write the story. I had visions of everyone in Skeleton Creek applauding my efforts to uncover the past. The fantasy of creating something important appealed to me.

We began our quest at the local library, a gloomy twelve-by-twelve-foot room at Elm and Main, open on Mondays and Wednesdays. It was also open on New Year’s Day, Christmas Day, and Easter Sunday, because according to Gladys Morgan, our prehistoric and very unhappy town librarian, “Nobody comes in on those days and the library is deathly quiet, as a library should be.”

Gladys Morgan is not a friendly woman. She stares at each person she encounters in precisely the same way: as if everyone in town has just kicked her cat across the room. She has skin like crumpled newspaper. Her lower lip has lost its spring and hangs heavy over her chin. There is an alarming overbite.

I remember the day we walked into the library, the little bell tinkling at our entry.

The room smelled musty, and I wasn’t certain if it came from the old books or from the woman who guarded them. Sarah peppered Gladys with questions as I ran my fingers along the spines of the most boring books I’d ever seen, until at last Miss Morgan put her hand up and spoke.

“This town wasn’t called Skeleton Creek until 1959.”

She reached beneath her desk, which had sat decaying in the same spot for a hundred years, and pulled out a wooden milk crate. Inside were newspapers, torn and yellowed.

“You’re not the first to ask about the past, so I’ll advise you like I’ve done the rest.”

She glanced past the dark curtains to the street outside and shoved the box across the desk, leaving a streak where dust had been lifted. She had a peculiar, superstitious look on her face.

“Read them if you want, but let it go after that. Beyond these you’ll only stir up trouble.”

Gladys took a white cloth from her pocket and removed her wire-rimmed glasses, wiping them with wrinkled hands and casting shadows across the peeling wallpaper behind her.

“I’ll make a note you’ve checked those out. Have them back on Monday or it’s a dollar a day.”

The town librarian clammed up after that, as if someone had been eavesdropping and she’d said as much as she was allowed to. But Gladys Morgan had given us a beginning, a thread to grab hold of. It would lead us to trouble of a kind we hadn’t anticipated.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 6:40 P.M.

I stopped there for a while because all of this has made me think of Sarah.

I wonder if she were here whether she’d be telling what happened the same way. Not writing it down — “Not my thing,” she always said. But I wonder if she would remember things differently.

I look back, I see warning signs.

Sarah looks back, she sees invitations.

I miss her.

I blame her.

I’m scared for her.

I’m scared of her. Not a lot. But some.

It was wrong of me to write “I blame her.”

It’s not like she tricked me into anything.

I went along willingly.

I was the one who put my life on the line.

Even if I didn’t realize I was doing it.

I guess what I’m saying is that none of this would have happened if Sarah hadn’t been around.

Now —

I do miss her.

And I do blame her.

And I’m sure her story would be different from mine.



But where was I? Oh, yeah — we began reading through the stack of newspapers. From 1947 to 1958, there had been a monthly paper for the 1200 residents. The paper had an uninspiring name — The Linkford Bi-Weekly — but it told us what our town had once been called. Linkford. It had a nice ring to it, or so I thought at the time.

The title of the paper became more interesting in 1959 when it was renamed The Skeleton Creek Irregular. (This was an appropriate name, for we could only find a handful of papers dated between 1959 and 1975, when the publisher fled to Reno, Nevada, and took the printing press with him.)

Linkford sat alone on a long, empty road at the bottom of a forested mountain in the western state of Oregon. It surprised us to discover that an official from the New York Gold and Silver Company had suggested the town name be changed to Skeleton Creek. Actually, we were fairly dumbstruck that anyone from New York would take an interest in our town at all.

“Why in the world would a big city mining company want to change the name of the town?” I remember asking Sarah.

“It’s that monstrous machine in the woods,” she answered. “The dredge. I bet that has something to do with it. They probably owned it.”

The dredge. Already, we were headed toward the dredge. I’ll bet Sarah was planning things in her mind even way back then.

Not knowing the consequences.

Just thinking about the mystery.

We pieced together the small bits of information we could gather from those who would talk (hardly anyone) and the newspapers we’d been given (less than thirty in all, none complete editions). We had gone as far as creepy old Gladys Morgan said we should go, and yet we kept pulling on the thread we’d taken hold of.

Of course, I was less enthusiastic than Sarah at first, knowing that if our parents discovered what we were doing, they would demand that we stop prying into other people’s business. Privacy has long been the religion of our town.

But Sarah can be persuasive, especially when she finds something she wants to record on film. She could be consumed by filmmaking in the same way that I am with writing. Our creative obsessions seem to draw us together like magnets, and I had a hard time pulling away when she was determined to drag me along.

And so we kept digging.



Of course, I know where all of this is going.

I just have to get it down on paper.

One last time.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 8:30 P.M.

Remember.

I have to try to remember all the details. They could still be important.

It feels like midnight: it’s only 8:30.

How did this happen to me?

Stop, Ryan. Go back.

Remember.

Even if you know how it’s going to feel.

Even if you don’t have any of the answers.



There were small announcements in four of the newspapers that alluded to something called the Crossbones. They were cryptic ads in nature, containing a series of symbols and brief text that seemed to have no meaning. One such message read as follows: The floor and 7th, four past the nine on door number two. Crossbones. Who in their right mind could decipher such nonsense? Certainly not us.

All of the advertisements came between the years of 1959 and 1963 and all appeared in The Skeleton Creek Irregular. Then, in 1964, they ceased altogether, as if they had never existed at all. But the same symbols could still be found in various places. One of the symbols — two bones tangled in barbed wire — could be seen above the door to the local bar, on a signpost at the edge of town, and again carved into a very old tree along a pathway into the woods. It made us wonder if the members of the Crossbones were still meeting. Who had been part of the society? What was its function? Were there still active members — and, if so, who were they?

Our trail dead-ended with the advertisements.

We searched relentlessly online for clues to our town’s past. New York Gold and Silver was bankrupted over environmental lawsuits, and it seemed to vanish into thin air after 1985. But this didn’t keep us from sneaking down the dark path into the woods to examine what was left behind.

Do I wish we’d never gone down that path?

Yes.

No.

I don’t know.

It’s too complicated.

Or is it? None of this would have happened if we’d stayed away from the dredge.

The dredge is a crucial part of the town’s dreary past. It sits alone and unvisited in the deepest part of the dark woods. The dredge, we discovered, was a terrible machine. Its purpose was to find gold, and its method was grotesque. 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, the dredge sat in a muddy lake of its own making. It dug deep into the earth and hauled gargantuan buckets of stone and debris into itself. Nothing escaped its relentless appetite. Everything went inside the dredge. Trees and boulders and dirt clods the size of my head were sifted and shaken with a near-deafening racket, and then it was all spit out behind in piles of rubble ten feet high. A tail of ruin — miles and miles in length — all so tiny bits of gold could be sifted out.

The trench that was left behind as the dredge marched forward formed the twenty-two-mile streambed that zigzags wildly along the edge of town and up into the low part of the mountain. The gutted earth filled with water, and the banks were strewn with whitewashed limbs that looked like broken bones.

The new waterway torn from earth and stone was called Skeleton Creek by a man in a suit from New York. Maybe it had been a joke, maybe not. Either way the name stuck. Soon after, the town took the name as well. It would seem that New York Gold and Silver held enough sway over Linkford to change the town name to whatever it wanted.

The greatest discovery — or the worst, depending on how you look at it — that Sarah and I made involved the untimely death of a workman on the dredge. There was only one mention of the incident in the newspaper, and nothing anywhere else. Old Joe Bush is what they called him, so I can only conclude that he was not a young man. Old Joe Bush had let his pant leg get caught in the gears, and the machinery of the dredge had pulled him through, crushing his leg bone into gravel. Then the dredge spit him out into the grimy water. His leg was demolished, and under the deafening sound in the dark night, no one heard him scream.

Old Joe Bush never emerged from the black pond below.





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 10:00 P.M.

Okay. I think everyone is asleep now.

It’s as safe as it’s going to get.



Late last night, on my arrival home from the hospital, I was reunited with my computer. This may seem like a strange thing to write, but the already walloping power of a computer is magnified even more for people like me in a small, isolated town. It is the link to something not boring, not dull, not dreary. It has always been especially true in my case because Sarah is constantly making videos, posting them, and asking me to take notice.

One simple click — that’s all it can take for your life to change.

Sometimes for the better.

Sometimes for the much worse.

But we don’t think about that.

No, we just click.

There is a certain video she made fifteen days ago, a day before the accident. This video is like a road sign that says YOU’VE GONE TOO FAR. TURN BACK. I am afraid to look at it again, because I know that after I watch it, I’m going to have even more of a bewildering sense that my life has been broken into two parts — everything that came before this video, and everything that would come after.

As much as I don’t want to, I’m going to stop writing now. There is a safety in writing late into the night, but I can’t put off watching it again. I have to see it once more, now that things have changed for the worse.

It might help me.

It might not.

But I have to do it.

I have to.

I’m afraid.

It’s so simple. Just go to Sarah’s name online. Sarahfincher.com. Enter the password houseofusher. Then click return.

One click.

Do it, Ryan.

Do it.

 

SARAHFINCHER.COM
 PASSWORD:

HOUSEOFUSHER

[image: ]





MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 13, 11:00 P.M.

Sarah went to the dredge without me that night. What was my excuse? Homework. She knew it was a lie, and I knew it was a lie, and instead of being mad, Sarah went ahead without me like she always did when I balked at an opportunity for adventure. Did I get any homework done? No. I just waited for her to get back, for her to send word she was okay.

Then the password appeared in my inbox. I was glad to know Sarah was safe, but I didn’t know what to make of the creepy video she’d sent me.

I watched it about ten times that night. I sat at my desk wondering if it was something she’d concocted to scare the wits out of me. That would have been expected, since I’d refused to go with her into the woods. She was always doing that — hoaxing me into feeling guilty.

The next morning, I walked down to her house with the intent of congratulating her on giving me a good scare. I wanted to know how she’d gotten the effect of the scary face in the window. But the conversation didn’t go as I’d expected.

“You think I made it up?”

She said it like she couldn’t believe I’d even think such a thing. Like she hadn’t done it to me a million times before.

I thought it was still part of the act.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “It’s some of your best work. You really scared me with those gear sounds and — what was that — a man at the window? You must have had help from someone. Who helped you?”

She shook her head. I can remember it so clearly.

“All I did was walk into the woods with my camera. No one helped me do anything.”

“You’re serious?”

There had been a long pause, followed by a familiar look of determination.

“If you don’t believe me, let’s go back tonight and you can see for yourself.”

If this were a video, not a journal, I’d have to stop. I’d have to rewind. I’d have to play that line again.

“If you don’t believe me, let’s go back tonight and you can see for yourself.”

And again.

“If you don’t believe me, let’s go back tonight and you can see for yourself.”

I didn’t know what it would lead to. How could I have?

She didn’t even ask. It wasn’t, “Do you want to go back tonight and see for yourself?”

No, she was smarter than that.

She didn’t give me a chance to say no.

“If you don’t believe me, let’s go back tonight and you can see for yourself.”

We watched the video twice more on her laptop, and both times a chill ran up my spine. It seemed real, and usually when I called Sarah’s bluff, she admitted it. Besides, I asked myself, how could she have created something so elaborate and so real? Even for someone of Sarah’s editing skill, it seemed impossible.

I believed her.

“Tonight at midnight,” she said. “Meet me at the trailhead and we’ll go together.”

“You’re sure about this?”

“Are you kidding? This town is mind-numbingly dull. We’re going to die of boredom if we’re not careful. Finally, something interesting is happening. Imagine what a great story this will make! All this stuff we’re digging up, and now this weird — I don’t know what to call it — this phantom at the dredge. It’s not a question of whether we want to go back or not. We have to go back.”

This was Sarah at her most persuasive. She said it with such urgency — no doubt because it involved her filming, the main thing that took the edge off her boredom.

I have a theory about this. I think what I do is safer than what Sarah does. I can write about whatever I want — monsters, ghosts, arms falling off, people buried alive — and it doesn’t matter what I write because it all comes from the safety of my own imagination. But filming requires that there be something to film, and that has a way of leading into real danger.

It certainly did for us.



I really need to sleep now.





TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 1:25 A.M.

… But I can’t sleep.

It’s not the disturbing sound of rusted gears set in motion (though I keep hearing them) or the moving shadows in the upper room of the dredge (I have decided that I hate shadows). What scares me the most is listening to Sarah. I can hear the fear in Sarah’s voice. Up until I saw that video I’d never heard her sound like that before.

She just doesn’t get scared. When she purchased her first video camera, Sarah interviewed a drifter walking through town. This was a terrible idea. The man was not well-dressed, to say the very least. All of his possessions were tied to his back in black plastic garbage bags and he carried a sign that read Los Angeles, if you please.

Sarah talks to strangers all the time without thinking twice about it. She peers into parked cars, eavesdrops in the café, and occasionally tries to sneak into the bar (for lively conversation, not drinks).

When we were eleven, Sarah convinced me we could climb up a steep ravine to the very top. She was right — we made it — but we couldn’t get back down without the help of a park ranger, her father, my father, and half the volunteer fire department (three lumberjacks and a retired police officer). This event preceded my earliest memory of stern fatherly advice: Find some other friends.Try out for football if you want, but stop spending so much time with Sarah. only get you into trouble.

There was the hitchhiking incident, in which Sarah convinced me we needed to visit the metropolis a hundred miles away so that we could “observe city dwellers in their native environment.” When night approached and we couldn’t find a ride back home, we were forced to call my dad. A second warning was offered on the long ride home. You two had better stop acting like idiots.It’s only a matter of time before one of you gets hurt.

There was very little else said.

And then, only a month ago, we were caught trying to break into the library on a Thursday night. It was supposed to be closed and we had hoped to find more old newspapers, but we found Gladys Morgan instead. She was sitting in the dark with a shotgun pointed at the door, reading The Sound and the Fury (one of the dullest books ever written). We were very lucky she recognized us. Otherwise she would have filled us so full of buckshot we’d never set foot in a restaurant again without someone mistaking us for Swiss cheese (her words, not mine). She also told us we were dumber than two bags full of rocks. Then she called our parents.

As you can probably imagine, our two sets of parents have long preferred the idea of us staying as far away from each other as possible. It is this long history of trouble that made them respond so forcefully when something really bad finally did happen.

It’s why, if they have their way, Sarah and I will never see each other again.





TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 2:00 A.M.

I have just made the mistake of checking my email. This is a bad idea in the middle of the night. I should know better. But there was nothing when I checked for messages earlier, not even a measly welcome home. All day I’ve been wondering if my parents found something and deleted it. It’s hard to tell how closely they’re monitoring everything.

But now something’s slipped through. And I’ll admit — I debated whether or not to open it. Because I knew — the moment Sarah and I were in contact, it would start all over again.

Still, how could I resist? I’d never been able to before.

“Learn from your mistakes,” part of me was saying.

“They weren’t mistakes,” another part of me was saying.

And, of course, curiosity won. Or maybe it was friendship that won.

I opened her email.
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I loved that — just drop whatever it is you’re doing. Such a Sarah thing to say. Like I hadn’t spent the past two weeks glued to a hospital mattress, wondering when the pain was going to go away.

There was a password attached to the bottom of the email. theraven.

I have to say, I don’t appreciate her passwords. It’s like she’s trying to make things even scarier than they already are. Things are creepy enough without bringing Edgar Allan Poe back from the dead. She knew I’d find her message in the middle of the night while my parents were asleep and every shadow looked like something out to get me.


Once upon a midnight dreary, while I
 pondered weak and weary,
 Over many a quaint and curious volume
 of forgotten lore,
 While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly
 there came a tapping,
 As of some one gently rapping, rapping
 at my chamber door.



Does she even know about this poem or is she just pulling these passwords out of thin air?

Something happened fifteen nights ago that has changed everything. I’m sure what Sarah wants me to watch has something to do with that night. It’s why I’m writing this down, because my lingering fear has turned to constant alarm these past weeks. I have a dreadful feeling someone is watching me all the time, that someone or something will open the creaking door to my room in the cold night and do away with me. I want there to be some kind of record.

If I wondered whether or not I should open the email, now there’s no question in my mind.

Once you’re in, you’re in.

Once you’re caught, you’re caught.

I have to watch what she sent. I have to watch it right now.
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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 9:00 A.M.

Last night I sort of freaked out. After I watched the video I think I had the second moment of real terror in my life.

The first was having it happen to me.

The second was seeing it. What was Sarah thinking, sending this to me?

I’ve been scared before — actually, let’s be honest, I’m scared most of the time. There’s a blind man who sits outside the Rainbow Bar and when I walk by he follows my every move with a clouded white eye — that scares me. At home I hear creaking stairs at night when it should be quiet, and I call out but no one answers. That scares me. The thing living under my bed, Gladys and her shotgun, the woods at night. It all scares me, and it’s all like clothes in a dryer that just keep rolling around in my head from one day to the next.

But watching that video last night was different. I couldn’t even write. I turned on as many lights as I could reach. I turned on the radio and listened to the church channel until a man started talking about spiritual warfare, which sharpened my fear even more.

The reason the video terrified me was because it made me remember that night. Since it happened, I’ve had only a fragmented memory, little bits and pieces. But now I remember something more about that night. I remember what I saw that made me fall. It was there in the camera lens at the end.

It was watching me.

It’s always watching me.





TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 10:15 A.M.

I remember waking up in the hospital. What it was like.

One moment I was falling. Then I saw Sarah’s face hovering in the dim light but couldn’t hear what she was trying to say. It felt like the bones in my leg had exploded.

Then I was out. When I opened my eyes I actually expected to see the ceiling of my room and smell my dad’s coffee brewing downstairs. My head lolled to one side and there sat my parents, glassy-eyed from sleeplessness.

I remember asking, “What’s going on?” and my mom jumping up and saying, “Ryan! Go get the nurse, Paul — go on!”

My dad smiled at me, opened the door, and ran from the room. I heard the muffled sound of him yelling for a nurse outside the door. Mom leaned over the bed rail and held my hand.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“You had an accident, but you’re awake now — you’re awake and you’re going to be just fine.”

“How long have I been asleep?”

“The nurse — she’ll bring the doctor, he’ll want to talk to you. Just stay awake. No more sleeping until your dad comes back with the nurse. Okay?”

She squeezed my hand pretty hard, as if it might help keep me from drifting off.

At that point, I didn’t have any memory of what had happened to me. There were little bits and pieces, but nothing concrete.



When the doctor came in, I asked if I could use the bathroom and he told me that if I wanted to I could just go ahead and pee. Certain embarrassing arrangements had been made when I was admitted.

“How long have I been asleep?”

“According to your chart you were nonresponsive when they found you at 12:45 a.m. So you’ve been asleep — or, more accurately, you’ve been in an unconscious state — for about fifty-five hours.”

“So you’re saying I’ve been in a coma?”

“If you want to be dramatic, then, yes, you’ve been in a coma. You took a pretty good fall. It’s amazing you’re alive and well enough to tell about it.”

“Why can’t I move my leg?”

“Because we’ve surrounded it with a Big Bertha — a really big plaster cast. I’m afraid it will be awhile before you can walk on it again.”

I began to fall asleep in the hospital bed. My mom shook my shoulders and yelled at me and the smell of old bicycle tires went away. I tried harder to stay awake after that because my head hurt and having my mom shout in my face made it hurt even more.

Eventually they took most of the tubes out of my body (including the one that let me stay in bed to use the bathroom). I took some rides in a wheelchair, and my parents started to talk to me. Talking with them was nice at first, because they were truly happy I was okay. But then I asked about Sarah and they both took deep breaths and got serious on me.

“We don’t want you seeing her anymore,” Dad said.

“But she’s my best friend,” I protested.

Mom took one look at me and I could tell what she was thinking: What kind of best friend nearly kills you?

“Then you’ll have to find a new friend,” Dad said. “We’re serious this time, Ryan. If you can’t stay away from each other, we’ll move. I’ll transfer to the city and we’ll sell the house.

We don’t want to, but we will.”

“What are you saying?”

“We’re saying you can’t see Sarah anymore,” said my mother. “You’re not to contact her — no email, no phone calls — and she won’t be coming around when we go home. Her parents agree with us. It’s the best thing for a while.”

“The best thing for who?”

“You were out in the woods in the middle of the night, breaking into private property,” said my dad. He was talking more than usual and for once I wished he’d shut up. “You nearly fell to your death! I think it’s fair to say that keeping her away from you is best for everyone, including you.”

“It wasn’t her fault this time. It was me — it was my idea.”

“All the more reason to keep you two apart.” My dad was on a roll. “Both your brains go batty when you’re together. There’s talk in Skeleton Creek of burning that dredge to the ground. The police spent a whole day down there locking it up tight so no one else tries to get in. That thing is a death trap.”

After that, my parents went quiet. Neither of them are talkative folks — no one who lives in Skeleton Creek talks very much. They’d laid down the law about Sarah, and that was that. I had to stay there in the hospital for another ten days. I couldn’t get online and my parents wouldn’t let me use the phone.

What would they do if they knew Sarah was contacting me? They’d sell the house, that’s what they’d do.

But there’s something in that dredge. She’s recorded it twice now. I can’t tell my parents, but who doesn’t tell their parents about something like this?

I don’t know what I’m going to do.





TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, 11:00 A.M.

Mom just checked up on me. The computer was safely off.

She has no idea.

Or maybe she does.

I wonder if my mom is sneakier than she looks.



The day after I woke up in the hospital, the police came to my room and asked me a lot of questions. They wanted to know if I was trying to steal anything, who else was involved, why I’d done it, did I remember any details about what happened. I didn’t tell them anything they didn’t already know or couldn’t figure out on their own. I went to the dredge, I fell, I got a serious concussion and shattered my leg. What else was I going to say? That I was looking for a phantom and might have found one? I had a strong feeling if I said anything like that they’d move me out of the hospital and into the psych ward.

As it turns out, my mental health was the very reason why they kept me for so many days. I could have gone home a week earlier, but there was a psychiatrist who kept stopping by. My dad was back at work but my mom was still hanging around. She left the room whenever the psychiatrist came in. She (the psychiatrist) was pretty, in a button-down sort of way. She had red hair and glasses and a notepad. She asked me if I’d been taking any drugs or drinking. She asked what I did with my free time and about Sarah. She wondered if she could read some of my stories, and I politely declined. I didn’t want her digging around in my stuff. I was pretty sure it wouldn’t look good if she found my paranoid rantings about Skeleton Creek.

When they finally let me go home, I had the distinct feeling I’d barely passed some sort of emotional exam they’d run me through. It felt a little like standardized testing at school, like I’d sort of passed but not really, and anyway, I’d never know for sure how I did because they wouldn’t tell me. It was an empty feeling.



Okay, I know I’m avoiding something. I’m writing quickly, but I’m also dodging what I really should be writing about. Now I’m back to the present — can I avoid it any longer? If I get it down on paper, it will make it real. But maybe if I write it down, I’ll fear it less. This strategy often works for me when I’m scared. Writing the things I’m scared of — especially if I turn them into a story – makes them feel as if they’ve been relegated to the page and I can allow myself to worry less about them in real life.

So here goes.



There was a presence upstairs with me in the dredge before it walked in front of Sarah’s camera lens. I was examining the rusted gears, trying to imagine how they could possibly spring to life. The rust came off on my fingers. (Days later, Mom would ask me about the orange mark on my pants where I’d wiped the rust off, and I wouldn’t have an answer for her. I guess I have one now.)

Just as I wiped my fingers, I turned toward the darkened path of boards that led away from the gears where Old Joe Bush had worked. There was a long, wide belt that ran into the black.

And sitting on the belt was a hand.

It was attached to an arm,

the arm to a body,

and the body was moving toward me.

There was a faint light all around the body as it moved closer to me.

I can see it now.

I am seeing it.

It was a silhouette. All in black, so I couldn’t make out a face. But the body was large. Whoever — whatever — this was, it was big and slow. It stepped forward, steadying itself on the wide belt as it came, and it dragged its other leg behind.

I remember now how I realized three things all at once. The first was that I couldn’t speak. I don’t know if it was some force of darkness that constricted my throat or if it was simply pure terror, but either way, the best I could do was keep breathing. (Even that, I now recall, came with great effort.) The second thing — and this one was worse than the first — was that I found myself trapped. I was backed up against the wooden rail behind the gears, which was a corner section of the dredge that looked out over the bottom level. This thing that was after me had me cornered. The last realization I had — worse than the first two put together — was that all my terrible nightmares had finally come true. In the back of my mind, there had always been this one important fact: None of the monsters I’d imagined over the years had ever really come to get me. But now I saw that it was true — there really was a monster, and it really was going to scare me to death.

When it was close enough to touch me, I saw the shadow of its lips move. It spoke to me from beneath the wide brim of a workman’s hat.

“Number forty-two is mine. Stay away from this place. I’m watching you.”

And then, all at once, my own voice returned. I screamed, I backed up, and the old wooden rail fell away. I remember now looking up as I fell and seeing that whatever had stood over me was gone. It had vanished. Or had it been there at all?

Sarah’s video of the leg walking past, dragging the other behind it, makes me surer than ever that what I saw that night was real. I can’t tell anyone but Sarah or they’ll put me in the loony bin. I felt like people were watching me before the accident, but now it’s much worse. My parents are watching me. I’m certain they’ll have everyone else in town watching me. Friday, Henry will arrive and he’ll be watching. Gladys with her shotgun is watching me. The raven is watching at my window.

And the thing at the dredge — it has to be watching.

Waiting.

Or maybe it’s coming to get me.





TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14, NEARLY P.M.

My leg feels worse tonight. I think it’s the stress. There’s a deep pain working its way up my back. Besides going to the bathroom, I haven’t gotten out of bed all day. But I’ve calmed down. Writing everything out helped. It seems more like a story now. It feels better.

I’m finding that dull, lingering pain is ten times worse when it’s accompanied by dull, lingering boredom. If not for my laptop I’m pretty sure my parents would have already found me dead from a hopeless case of endless monotony.

I can imagine it:

“Our little Ryan has died of boredom. We should have looked in on him more. Poor thing.”

So the laptop rests nicely on Big Bertha. My mom says the psychiatrist gave her some software that secretly tracks my browser history, emails, IMs, everything. It’s nice that my mom told me this, because the software isn’t very hard to disable. Adults in general take a lot of comfort in these tools, but a fifteen-year-old who can’t get around parental controls on a computer is probably also having trouble tying his shoes. It’s just not that hard.

Still, timing is important. I can’t be searching for weird stuff or sending emails to Sarah without having at least a few minutes to cover my tracks. It takes time to erase what I’ve done, and it’s too late if I’ve just sent an email and I hear my mom walking up the stairs.

Not that I’ve sent Sarah any emails. I still don’t know what to say.

It’s hard. Maybe too hard.

To kill the boredom, I’ve been searching online for information about the dredge. Sarah and I have looked before and found almost nothing of interest. We searched for archived stories, blogs by people living in town, information about the Crossbones, The Skeleton Creek Irregular, and a lot more. In every case we discovered what felt like tiny shards or fragments of information, just enough to keep us going but nothing really earth-shattering.

I tried all those angles again today with the same meager results. After three hours of dead ends, I looked back through my notes and my eyes lit on the name of the company that had owned the dredge — New York Gold and Silver. I’d searched that term before, but not very aggressively. I went looking for them again, this time with more tenacity.

New York Gold and Silver has been out of business for over twenty years, but one thing about bankruptcy I’ve found is that all your records are open for viewing. I found a public file of the company records in a subsection of the City of New York legal archives, and within those files I discovered a file marked NYGS AM Mins. 80–85. I knew NYGS stood for New York Gold and Silver. When I double-clicked on the file, I saw that AM Mins stood for Annual Meeting Minutes and that 80–85 meant 1980–1985.

To categorize this document as boring would be way too kind. This was 127 pages of pure, undistilled drudgery. I skimmed the first 30 pages of PE ratios, cost-benefit analyses, plant closures, equity-to-debt ratios, sub-prime holdings, and a lot of other painfully tedious details of a once-prosperous company. It wasn’t until I was half asleep on page 31 that I realized I could search for terms I was interested in rather than read every single word.

And that’s when I found something on page 81 and something else on page 111 that made me nervous. I printed them out, and I’m going to tape them in here.

[image: ]

[image: ]

In the spring of 1985, New York Gold and Silver was served with environmental lawsuits from Oregon, Washington, Alaska, Montana, and Idaho. I guess they were too busy fending off enemies to take action on their agreement to demolish #42. By June of 1985, the company was dissolved in a sea of debt and legal disputes. Things like the dredge in Skeleton Creek were forgotten as lawyers moved on to higher-profile cases. There was no money to be made suing a dead company.

It’s almost nine o’clock now. Mom and Dad will be in to say good night and check up on me. They’ll want to check my computer.

I know what I have to do.
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I pasted the text from the meeting notes under my name and printed out the email (which is what’s included above).

I hope Sarah finds my email before her parents do.

One thing I hate about writing in the digital age is that everything disappears eventually. It’s like writing letters that evaporate into thin air as they’re read. Which is why I keep copies. Paper feels permanent.

Time to clean up the mess before my parents come up the stairs.





WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 15, EARLY A.M.

Mom gave me more painkillers last night — the kind where they warn you not to operate heavy equipment after taking them because you get really drowsy. I fell asleep reading the end of To a God Unknown. Steinbeck could be creepy when he wanted to be, like when Joseph Wayne lives all alone at the black rock and listens to the sounds of the deep night until it drives him crazy. I need to start reading different books. Maybe I’ll try a romance novel or a memoir about someone who enjoyed a really happy life.

The big news:

Sarah just sent me an email, which I have read, printed, and deleted.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

I’d never ask Sarah to stop making movies, so she really shouldn’t expect me to stop writing. She knows I can’t stop. But she makes a good point. If my parents are sneaking around in here after I’m asleep, looking for my journals, I need to make sure they don’t find them. I’ve been putting this one between my mattress and the headboard so I can pull it out and write in it whenever I want to. I think I’d catch them if they tried to take it while I slept. Wouldn’t I?

Oh, man, this reminds me of The Tell-Tale Heart. Only six pages, but every one of them seriously spine-chilling. I can imagine my dad quietly entering my room in the dark. He’s moving so slowly it takes him an hour to get to my bed — just like the madman in that story. I hear something and sit up, but it’s pitch-black and I’m afraid to turn on the light, so I don’t see him standing there. I sit upright for a long time and I know someone is in the room even though I can’t see them. I’m terrified. And then bang! — he takes my journal and escapes.

Perfect. Now I have one more thing to worry about tonight.

Investigating is often how Sarah gets herself and me into trouble, so I’m worried that she used the word. And her email has that blind confidence she gets sometimes, like she’s wearing glasses that only let her see two feet in front of her own face, nothing to the sides or the back or way out front — just those precious two feet telling her to charge ahead.

I wonder what she’s sending me. It’s unbearable having to wait.





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, EARLY MORNING

Last night, after dinner, my parents moved me out to the porch so I could get some fresh air. It’s getting chilly in the early evening already, but I like that about living in the mountains. The clean air is even crisper when it’s chilled. I was exhausted when I finally got back to my room. I fell right to sleep (no doubt the fresh air helped). I got the video and the link from Sarah.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, MORNING

So Sarah thinks my ghost — or whatever it was — was there the first night she went to the dredge. And the dragging leg — that would point to Old Joe Bush, wouldn’t it?

It’s good that Sarah doesn’t think I’m insane.

But that might be because she’s insane, too.

Either way, she’s good company.

I’m supposed to be the paranoid one. But what is she doing? Driving by my house to make sure I’m okay. Checking the doorway ten times a second to make sure nobody catches her. Asking me not to write anything down.

What’s going on?

That might be the worst thing about being trapped in here: I have no idea what’s going on outside this room.

I wish I could remember more. I don’t think I have amnesia … or do I? I remember my name, my age, my address, and my phone number. When my mom comes in my room wearing the chili-pepper apron I gave her when I was in the eighth grade, I recognize her.

I remember, at the age of ten, holding a cold marshmallow milkshake in one hand while riding my ten-speed down a hill. A dog started chasing me and I squeezed the front brake. After I flipped over the handlebars and landed on my back, I sat up and saw that the dog had lost interest in trying to kill me. He was licking my milkshake off the hot pavement.

You see there? I remember every detail. I remember even more than that.

I remember when I limped home with skinned knees and elbows. My shirt was all dirty. Mom wasn’t home, so it was a rare moment in which Dad was my lone hope of sympathy. Mom would have babied me, but I recall feeling as if I’d better not be crying when I reached the porch. I knew he wouldn’t like it if I was all upset.

When he saw me, Dad sat me on his lap and touched my stinging knees with a cold dishrag from the kitchen sink.

“Mom’s not going to like finding blood all over her good rag,” I pointed out.

“Don’t worry about your mother. I’ll cover for you.”

That made me smile, even though I was still concerned. “What will you say?”

“Bloody nose. I’ll tell her I got in a fight. I’ll say someone punched me.”

“She’s not going to believe you.”

“Cutting vegetables?”

“You only cook pancakes.”

“You worry too much.”

It was a pleasant moment with my dad, like — I don’t know — intimate, I guess. It didn’t happen very often. He pushed his T-shirt up with a finger and scratched his bare shoulder. I caught sight of a little mark he had.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Tattoo. From a long time ago. You’ve seen it before.”

“Can I see it again?”

He hesitated. I’d only ever seen the tattoo about three times in my whole life. It was small, about the size of a nickel. He called it his little birdie.

“It doesn’t look like a bird.”

“It’s not a bird. I just call it that.”

“What is it then?”

“It’s nothing.”

He pulled his sleeve back down and set me on the porch. The intimate moment had passed. I remember thinking I’d done something wrong.

So it seems I remember a lot of things — even long strings of things that happened years ago. I just don’t recall all the details of the night when I fell. I guess that makes it a blackout, or in my case, a gray-out, since things keep creeping back that I don’t necessarily want to remember.

I’m not surprised by what Sarah’s saying in the video, about the sound being there both nights. It was like I’ve already seen and heard this information through a dirty window, and now the window has been cleaned. Things I already knew have become a little clearer, that’s all.

But I also think there’s something else. When Mom goes to work, I’ll be free to watch it again. I’ll listen more carefully this time.





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 11:00 A.M.

I’ve watched it now a dozen times. No, more than a dozen. And, yes, I might have discovered something. Not just in the visuals. But the sounds. Especially the sounds — over and over and over again with those sounds. The best way I can describe it is that listening to those sounds again and again is like feeling my memory come unstuck from skipping on an old record. The sound of the leg being dragged — dragged — dragged — and then ping! Something clicked forward in my memory. Something that wasn’t there before.

I remember it was dark and I wanted to go home. I was looking at the rusted-over gears, trying to imagine how they could have moved. The flashlight felt clammy in my hand when I pointed it to a thick wooden beam that stood behind the machinery. Leaning over the biggest of the many gears, I peered down onto the hidden floorboards below. There was a little round mark, about the size of a nickel. I’d seen that mark before.

The record started skipping again.

It’s a birdie, it’s a birdie, it’s a birdie.

After that I saw Old Joe Bush sloshing toward me in his wet boots, dragging his busted leg behind.

What does it all mean?





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 11:20 A.M.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 6:00 P.M.

I talked to my dad.

I’ll try to get it all down here.

This is just like I heard it. I swear.

I can remember what we said because I knew I’d have to remember it. It was almost like I recorded the conversation so I could write it down after.

I started off by asking him, “Do you remember when I crashed my bike and you cleaned me up?”

He looked at me a little strangely — this wasn’t what he was expecting me to say. But he went along with it.

“I remember,” he said. “Your mother found the dishrag in the laundry. She asked if I’d killed a gopher.”

“You never told me that.”

He shrugged. “How’s the leg?” he asked.

“It’s stiff until afternoon. Then it warms up and it’s not so bad.”

“Henry gets in tomorrow morning. We’ll bring you outside and you can get some fresh air on the porch. You can watch me skewer him at cribbage. How’d that be?”

I nodded so he knew I thought it was a fine idea. Then I just went right out and asked, “Did you ever meet Old Joe Bush?”

He paused, sitting at the foot of the bed as he looked at my cast. He got up and left the room. I was sure I’d completely blown it. But when he returned, there was a picture in his hand. He handed it to me.

“That’s Old Joe Bush right there.”

It was a picture of a man standing before the gears on the dredge, the same gears I had stood in front of on the night of the accident. The gears weren’t rusted. They were black and greasy. The man wore work gloves and overalls and glasses. He was a big man, not the slightest bit photogenic. He had the dazed look of someone who had been bothered and wanted to be left alone. Had he been caught in the middle of something important?

“He worked on the dredge, right?” I asked.

My dad nodded almost imperceptibly. “He got careless.”

“You mean he got killed?”

He pointed to the picture.

“Those gears pulled him right through and spit him down into the water. They say he drowned because every pocket he had was full of stolen gold. Old Joe Bush sank like his feet were in concrete, right to the bottom.”

There was a long silence. My dad walked to the window and looked out, then back at me. And then I felt the sting of why he was talking to me.

“Keep that picture. Let it be a warning. Old Joe Bush got pulled into those gears because he wasn’t careful. You nearly died doing something careless yourself. Don’t let it happen again.”

Even though his message was clear, I figured I might as well ask him something he would probably think was stupid. With my father, moments like this — of true conversation — were pretty few and far between.

“Did Joe Bush ever … come back?” I asked.

From the look in his eye, I could see I was going to get an answer. My dad likes a good story, though I’ve never known him to write one down. He can tell one if one is needed. He likes the idea of myths and spirits. I think it’s part of why I write the things I do. We’re both storytellers in our own way and I didn’t fall too far from the tree.

“There’s a legend that used to be told by some of the last guys who worked on that dredge,” he said. “They never talked about it openly, only among themselves. But word gets out.”

My dad itched his shoulder where the birdie lay hidden under his shirt.

“They said they could hear Old Joe Bush walking around at night, dragging that cursed leg of his. They could hear him rapping on the metal beams with that big wrench he used to carry around to work on the gears. Biggest wrench anyone ever saw. Tap. Tap. Tap. They’d hear it. Then it would stop. Something would fall mysteriously into the water — something important, like a special tool or a box of parts — but no one was going down into the black to find what went missing. They said Old Joe Bush had wet boots, like he’d crawled up out of the water beneath the dredge where he drowned and came back to claim what was his. Only he couldn’t find it.”

“Claim what?”

“Why, all the missing gold, of course. What else would he be looking for?”

My dad laughed and said it was only a tall tale. Then he headed for the door.

“Have you talked to Sarah?” he asked, and this time I was surprised by the suddenness of the question.

“No, sir,” I said. Technically, this was true. We hadn’t actually talked. But still I was nervous — my dad had figured me out on lesser lies.

“Let’s keep it that way,” he said.

And then he was gone.





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 9:00 P.M.

Henry arrives tomorrow morning from New York. He hasn’t visited since last summer, so I’m very interested to talk with him. When Henry visits, he stays in the guest room downstairs. He and my dad are sort of like best friends, I guess. They fly-fish, hike, play cards, and laugh a lot. My dad doesn’t usually laugh that much, so it’s very noticeable when Henry is around.

I like Henry because, for starters, he’s talkative. It can be difficult to make him shut up, if you want to know the truth. I think it has something to do with the fact that everyone else is pretty quiet around here and he’s used to more noise in the city. Maybe the sound of his own voice is like the droning background noise he’s accustomed to.

Henry wears rainbow-colored suspenders and a crisp white shirt wherever he goes, so you can see the good time coming from a long way off. He has muttonchops — and I don’t mean for dinner — really wide. Like, Elvis in the 70s sideburns.

He has a reputation for throwing the most outrageous poker parties in Skeleton Creek during his visits. Playing cards with Henry is a little different than cards with normal people, because there’s always an unknown array of punishments for losing hands. You might be forced to wear oven mitts and keep playing. Or you could end up in a full-body wet suit, snorkel, and an underwater mask. And there are the ridiculous wigs, crank calls to wives and girlfriends, blocks of ice that need sitting on, and helium balloons to be inhaled with preposterous scripts to be read in chipmunk voices. A little bit of money changes hands, but mostly everyone hangs around and laughs really, really hard. Even my dad.

Henry’s past in Skeleton Creek is complicated. A long time ago, when the dredge was still tearing up the woods, Henry used to visit more often. That’s because he was employed by New York Gold and Silver. He was in charge of what I now know were assets number 42, 43, and 44, all dredges scattered around the western states. That meant constant visits in order to assess progress, hire and fire workers, map the movements of the dredges, package and ship the gold, and basically oversee the operation of not one but three dredges. He was young then, a graduate of Georgetown looking to make his mark in the world. He’s changed a lot over the years.

I’m hoping he can help me.

Henry was born and raised in the big city, but I think there was something about Skeleton Creek that affected him from the very beginning. It probably happens to a lot of people from New York. They visit Yellowstone Park or Montana or Sun Valley and when they go back home they realize that skyscrapers are not the same as mountains, a hundred taxis are not the same as a hundred cows, and the subway doesn’t ride like a horse.

I also think Henry feels guilty about working for a company that tore up the land, took all the riches, and left Skeleton Creek high and dry. People seem to like him around here — especially my dad — and there don’t seem to be any hard feelings. I think that’s because Henry genuinely loves Skeleton Creek and hates what happened to it. Maybe he’s doing penance for the work he did in his twenties, back when he didn’t know any better. He keeps coming back year after year, burning up all his vacation time on a dead-end town full of dead-end people. I guess that counts for something.

This visit will be much more interesting than Henry’s past visits. He stays every fall for two or three weeks depending on how much vacation time he has saved up. He comes for the September steelhead run, for the poker, for the friendships. But this is the first fall when his arrival coincides with my great interest in the dredge. In the past I’ve spent all my time asking him either about New York or what punishments he has planned for poker night. I haven’t asked too many questions about the dredge, at least in part because my dad has always acted like it was a bad idea whenever I brought it up.

But this time I’m going to get Henry alone and really grill him.





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 10:00 P.M.

Sarah has sent me another video already. Two in one day. She’s getting way too careless. I saw the email, but I’m going to wait another hour or two before watching the video so my parents are asleep. The videos are hard enough to watch without the added pressure of wondering whether or not my mom or dad are going to knock on my door. I can’t erase my tracks that quickly.

I wonder what she wants.





THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 11:12 P.M.

That was close. I barely hid my journal in time. If I’d been in the middle of a sentence, I probably would’ve been caught.

My parents are getting too curious. They’re in my room all the time, asking a lot of questions. They keep pestering me about Sarah. Have I talked to her? Have I seen her? Did I know she drove by in the middle of the night?

They came in together right after I finished my last entry.

Dad said, “Don’t think just because Henry is coming we’re not going to be watching you as closely. We want you out of this bed tomorrow, downstairs or on the porch.”

Mom said, “You need to start getting more fresh air. Let’s do that tomorrow, okay?”

Then Dad said, “Let’s have a look at that computer.”

It’s just dumb luck Sarah hadn’t sent me something in the previous hour, and that I’d already scribbled down the password from her previous email (which I’d already deleted). They’d have seen it before I did, before I could erase it. My nerves are shot and I’m really tired. I keep having to stay up late and get up early so I can work with Sarah without getting caught. I’m not sure how much longer I want to do this.

But I can’t ignore the latest password.

Amontillado

From The Cask of Amontillado — a terrible story about deception and revenge. I’m certain she’s never read it. Fortunado tricked and chained, the slow building of a wall to trap him underground. It’s a really awful story, not one of my favorites. Maybe if I told her the story, she’d stop picking such ghastly passwords.

Tomorrow might get complicated. I better watch tonight, even though I can barely keep my eyes open.
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 16, 11:58 P.M.

What was it that Sarah said?

I’m starting to think everything is connected. The secret society, the dredge, New York Gold and Silver, Old Joe Bush — I think it’s all somehow linked together.

But that’s not all. It’s not just some secret society, New York Gold and Silver, and Old Joe Bush. It’s Sarah. And me.

And now this new wilderness ranger.

Why did he ask Sarah if we saw anyone at the dredge?

What does he know?

Which is the same thing as asking:

What don’t we know?



I have to try to get some sleep.

If I can.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 7:10 A.M.

I have this very weird feeling that someone came in my room last night. I woke up but I was too afraid to look around. Plus, it was dark. I couldn’t shake the feeling. And then I started wondering if I’d deleted the history after I watched the last video. I reached under my pillow and felt for my journal. It was there. It doesn’t seem like it was moved.

It’s crazy how paranoid I am.

I’ve been lying in bed for an hour staring at the picture my dad left me and replaying his warning in my mind.

Old Joe Bush got pulled into those gears because he wasn’t careful.You nearly died doing something careless yourself. Don’t let it happen again.

After sixty-one minutes of contemplation, I’ve determined that what my father asked of me was stupid. Carelessness may not be a virtue, but it’s unavoidable, especially for someone my age. And besides, super-careful people are really boring. I know a girl at school who won’t drink out of the water fountain. She won’t eat food from the cafeteria. She has a note for gym class that allows her to sit out whenever we do something she feels is too dangerous. She barely has a pulse.

Old Joe Bush doesn’t look like the careless type. If I had to say what he looks like in his picture, I’d say … well, I guess I’d say he looks single-minded. Probably he was pushed. Foul play, that’s what killed Old Joe Bush, not carelessness.

It was really late when I watched Sarah’s video last night. I dreamt about it, so when I woke up I wasn’t sure if I’d watched it at all. In my dream, Daryl Bonner the ranger and Gladys the librarian were walking in the woods. Gladys had her shotgun and then Old Joe Bush came out of the bushes dragging his leg and said, “Number forty-two is mine. Stay away from this place. I’m watching you.” Gladys fired buckshot into the air, and Old Joe Bush tried to run away, dragging his leg down the path toward the dredge. Gladys laughed and laughed, but Daryl Bonner went on ahead and helped Old Joe Bush step down into the black pond and disappear under the water. In my dream, the pond looked like a tar pit.

The thing about dreams is that they sometimes mean something. I have dreams all the time, but I get this feeling about certain dreams that makes me think something important is hidden there. This was one of those dreams. The sticky goo of the tar pit hides things. I know it does.

I don’t think Gladys is important. I think she’s just in there because I’d never gone through a door and found someone pointing a shotgun at me. She’s been appearing in a lot of dreams since. She’s like wallpaper. She’s just there.

But Ranger Bonner — he’s new — and he’s helping Joe into the water or the tar. Why did I connect the two in my dream? My unconscious mind must see something in the video or the picture that my waking mind doesn’t. An hour of looking at the picture my dad gave me isn’t helping me see things clearer. I’m going to risk watching Sarah’s video again, but this time I’m going to keep the picture handy so I can look at it. It’s almost 7:30 and my mom usually comes in between 7:30 and 8:00.

I better hurry.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 7:36 A.M.

No sign of mom yet, and I’ve watched the video again. I scanned the picture of Old Joe Bush and sent it to Sarah. Dangerous move. If her parents open her email before she does, they’ll suspect I’ve sent it. Even though I used an account that doesn’t have my name on it and I didn’t say hardly anything.
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I didn’t put my name at the end. I just attached the photo and sent it.

I think I know why Daryl Bonner and Joe Bush are together in my dream. It’s because in real life they look sort of similar. The photo is grainy, but the bone structure, the nose, the forehead — they’re similar. Too similar.

What does that even mean?





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 8:00 A.M.

Mom has been here with my breakfast and gone. It was a miracle she didn’t check my computer, because I totally forgot to erase my tracks. It feels like every day I’m a whisper away from losing everything, including my best friend. I totally believe my parents when they say they’ll sell the house and move us to the city if they catch me talking to Sarah. If they knew how much we were emailing — all the stuff we were doing — they’d pack the car and have me out of here tonight.

Like Dad said, I have to be careful. I can’t be careless when it comes to communicating with Sarah. There’s too much at stake.

I’ve got something weird I want to try — just to see what will happen. It’s not the most careful thing in the world, but I can’t stop thinking about it.

Here’s my plan:

I’ll call the ranger station. It’s early, so Ranger Bonner probably won’t be on the trail yet. When he picks up I’ll ask for Joe Bush and see what he says. I wonder what he’ll do? What if he has caller ID? Do ranger stations have stuff like that?

I’m risking it. If I get caught, I’ll say it was a prank. I’ll play up the fact that I’m crazy.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 8:10 A.M.

I called Daryl Bonner.

Here’s what happened:



Him: “Skeleton Creek Ranger Station.”

Me: “Can I speak to Joe Bush?”

Him: “Who is this? Why are you asking for Joe Bush?”

I didn’t reply.

Him: “Did Sarah Fincher put you up to this?”

I didn’t reply.

Him: “Answer me! Why are you asking about Joe Bush?”



I hung up.

And now I wonder:

Why was he so freaked out?





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 9:15 A.M.

I have just endured an eventful hour and five minutes. About two minutes after I hung up, the phone rang. I tried to intercept the call myself, but I picked up at the same moment my dad did. He’s a notoriously quick grabber of the phone. He hates hearing it ring and ring. I thought he’d already be halfway out the door for work, but I guess he stayed late this morning.

Just my luck.



Dad: “Hello.”

Bonner: “This is Daryl Bonner at the ranger station. Did you just call this number?”

Dad: “I did not. My son might have.”

Bonner: “Is this the home of the boy who had the accident at the dredge?”

Dad: “Might be.”

Bonner: “I think he might be getting bored. He just called here with — I don’t know — I guess you’d call it a prank call. He asked for Joe Bush, whoever that is. And the girl involved in that accident — Sarah Fincher — she seems interested in the dredge as well. It might be a good time to keep an especially close eye on them both. The dredge isn’t safe — at least that’s what the state supervisor told me. No one should be going out there.”

Dad: “I’ll have a talk with my son.”

Bonner: “Thank you.”



I hung up right after they did, then listened to my dad coming up the stairs and wondered if my actions qualified as more than careless. I had the feeling they did. Sarah’s interview ran through my head, then my call. I felt stupid for having done it. There were dots that could be connected. Sarah, Bonner, me. There was a flurry of activity. Maybe it was enough to get the house on the market.

I already had a fondness for Henry, but when the doorbell rang and my dad went back downstairs I liked Henry ten times more. Our fall visitor had arrived, and I was spared my dad’s wrath. His anger usually boiled over pretty fast. If I could stay out of his crosshairs while he calmed down, the consequences were always less severe. Until he showed up in my room with Henry in tow, I even had a glimmer of hope that my dad had forgotten all about the phone call.

“That’s one heckuva cast!”

Those were the first words out of Henry’s mouth when he came into my room with my dad. They were both smiling and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Henry went on, “Any chance I could have it when you’re done? That thing could be a real hit at the card table.”

“They’ll have to cut it off. I could only give you the pieces.”

“I’ve got duct tape. It’ll be perfect.”

Henry had his fishing hat on, rimmed with flies, and his rainbow suspenders.

“Your dad tells me he needs to run across town and see the ranger. Mind if I keep you company while he’s gone?”

“I’d like that.”

My dad asked for his picture of Old Joe Bush, and I gave it to him. He looked at me as if to say, We’re not quite through here yet, I’ll be back, and then he left me and Henry alone in my room. I so wish I’d never made that phone call. It feels like I’ve opened a can of worms and they’re squirming out all over the place.

Henry chimed in when the sound of our front door closing reached my room.

“Can you get down those stairs?” he asked.

“I think I can. But I always feel better in the afternoon. I think I’ll wait a little bit.”

“Fair enough. How bored are you?”

“Very.”

“I suspected.”

“How long are you staying?”

“Seventeen days of bliss! Two poker nights, fishing on the river, and your mom’s home cooking. You don’t appreciate it now, but Cynthia is the queen of comfort food. Old bachelors love comfort food, especially when we’re from the city. She’s making that baked noodle dish with the crunchy cheese on top tonight. I’ve been thinking about it for three days.”

“You should get married,” I joked.

“And give up Yankee games, dirty laundry, and my twelve girlfriends? I don’t think I’m ready for that kind of sacrifice.”

“You don’t have twelve girlfriends.”

“Do so.”

“Liar.”

“Well, I’ve had twelve girlfriends. It’s the same thing.”

“I bet all twelve are now married with kids and have long since forgotten the Yankee-loving slob they dated ten years ago.”

“You shouldn’t talk like that with a cast on your leg. You won’t be able to run away when I dump a bucket of cold water on your head.”

“You’re all talk.”

“I’m making your lunch.”

Henry smiled and I knew I was in big trouble. I hated not knowing what disgusting thing he might add to a Hot Pocket or swirl into peanut butter before spreading it around. He probably wouldn’t do anything, but I’d never know for sure, and it would drive me crazy.

We talked about the accident and about how I couldn’t see Sarah anymore. The news about Sarah bothered him and he said he would talk to my parents. He liked Sarah and I appreciated it, but I knew somewhere deep down that it didn’t matter what Henry said. My parents had already made up their minds.

I had no idea how many more times I’d have Henry to myself. I decided it was time to begin my inquisition, especially since he was in such a friendly mood.

“Hey,” I said. “How come you never talk about when you used to work for New York Gold and Silver?”

“It’s not my best chapter.”

“Why not?”

Henry took off his hat and laughed nervously. Then his smile went away and I felt terrible for asking him.

“Since you’re all busted up, I suppose I’ll tell you. I made a lot of mistakes back then because I was young and ambitious. I could lie and say I didn’t really know what I was doing, but I knew.

Skeleton Creek got into my bones, though. It saved me.”

“Did you ever meet Joe Bush?”

Henry looked at me a little curiously then, but he still answered. “Why sure I did — lots of times. He was a hard worker. You know he died on the dredge?”

“I do.”

“That accident was the beginning of the end. I quit not too long after that. There were a lot of lawsuits flying around. They were asking me to do things I couldn’t do.”

“Like what?”

“You sure are curious when you’re laid up.”

“Like what, Henry?”

“They wanted me to lie about things, and that’s when I knew for sure I’d been doing something wrong all along.”

“Did you ever hear of Old Joe Bush coming back?”

“You mean like a ghost?”

“I guess so.”

“Let’s just say there are stories floating around — none of them true, mind you — about the ghost of Old Joe Bush. It’s all hogwash.”

“Can I ask you one more thing?”

“Sure you can.”

“Have you ever heard of the Crossbones?”

“Now there’s an interesting question!”

“Really?”

“It’s especially interesting for an outsider like me. Did you know membership is only allowed if you can prove you were either born here or have a relative that was born here?”

“No. I didn’t know that.”

“That’s the truth — or at least I think it is. I’m pretty sure the Crossbones came into existence back when the dredge was still working.”

“Why do you say that?”

“There was talk of a secret group forming. You hear things.”

“What did they do?”

“If I knew that, I’d be a member. But as I said, I’m from the outside. A New Yorker, no less! No matter how much I love this place or how many times I come back, I’ll never know more than I do right now about the Crossbones. Which isn’t much.”

I was afraid to ask one last question, but I asked anyway.

“Is my dad a member?”

“If I were a betting man, I’d put good money on it. But the truth is, I have no idea. We talk about a lot, but not about those kinds of things.”

Then he left to unpack his things, and I wrote all of this down.

I can’t wait to tell Sarah.

But how?

It’s riskier with someone else around. I don’t think Henry would tell my parents if he caught me emailing — but I can’t be sure.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 11:00 A.M.

When Dad came back, the steam had gone out of his anger and he didn’t say a lot about the call I’d made. He didn’t give me back the picture of Joe Bush and I didn’t ask for it.

“I know you’re bored,” he said, “but leave that poor man alone. He’s new in town and he’s got work to do like the rest of us. Find something productive to do.”

Like the rest of us? I don’t know what he’s talking about. My dad is on vacation for the next two weeks while my mom keeps working at the post office like she always does. Henry and my dad will sleep late, make pancakes and strong coffee, then fish and play cards.

I keep wondering how my dad would feel if someone told him he couldn’t see Henry ever again. I’m pretty sure he’d go down fighting.

The two of them are downstairs going through their fly boxes, comparing gear, getting ready to go fishing on the river for the afternoon. Skeleton Creek drains into a bigger creek, and that bigger creek drains into the River, where they’ll search out winter-run steelhead (basically a giant trout). The place they’re going to is an hour outside of town if my dad is driving the old pickup. He has to baby it or they’d be there in half the time.

When Dad and Henry get back they’ll throw together a late lunch and help me down to the porch and we can play cards before Mom gets home.

What did my dad say to Ranger Bonner? He might not have even seen the ranger. Maybe he only said he was going to see Ranger Bonner and actually went to talk with Sarah’s parents or, worse, a real estate agent. There could be a sign going up in the front yard already.



I despise all real estate agents.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 11:40 A.M.

They left here fifteen minutes ago and I drifted off to sleep. At first I thought there was a phone ringing in my dream, but it kept ringing, and on the fourth ring I reached out my arm and fumbled for the cordless. I expected it to be Mom checking on me. She has a way of knowing when I’m home alone. She tells me to rest, eat, and stay off the Internet.

I clicked on the receiver and answered groggily, hoping she’d hear the fatigue in my voice and go easy on me with the lecturing. When I answered, there was the faintest sound of — what was it? — leaves moving in the trees? Or was it water moving? It had the distinct but indefinable sound of nature. At least that’s what I thought before whoever it was hung up on me.

My first thought was that my dad was calling from the stream to make sure I was staying put. But why did he hang up? I looked at the caller ID and didn’t recognize the number. It was a 406 area code. Not local.

I dialed the number and waited. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. Voice mail.

“This is Daryl Bonner with the Montana Department of Fish and Wildlife. I’m currently stationed in Skeleton Creek, Oregon, returning to the Wind River Station on November third. Please leave a message.”

Why is Ranger Bonner calling my house and then hanging up? Was he looking for my dad and got me instead?

I shouldn’t have called him and asked if Old Joe Bush was there.

What if he thinks I know something I’m not supposed to?





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 1:20 P.M.

I’ve spent the last couple of hours scouring the web for anything about Skeleton Creek, the dredge, Old Joe Bush. I’m so frustrated. It’s like I’ve dug up all the bones I’m going to find and they make up only about a tenth of what I’m searching for. The deeper I go, the harder the ground feels. I feel like I’ve hit a layer of solid rock.

I need to send a warning to Sarah, but I’m afraid to. What if my dad went to her parents and they’ve taken her computer? I can see them sitting at the kitchen table hitting refresh every fifteen minutes waiting for my email to come through. The death email. The email that sends me packing.

I can’t risk it.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 1:25 P.M.

Obviously Sarah doesn’t feel as concerned as I do, because I just got an email from her. I guess that puts to rest my concern about her parents confiscating her laptop. Unless — and this is entirely possible — they’re baiting me. What if they sent the email? Or, worse, what if my dad is on Sarah’s laptop at her house with her parents sending me emails? It’s an underhanded move, but it could happen.

I’d like to think Henry would tip me off. But how could he?

I’m hungry and tired, which sometimes makes me nervous. But seriously — I am so paranoid. It’s ridiculous. Maybe I need group therapy. Me, Sarah, and Old Joe Bush.

Actually, to be fair, what I got from Sarah wasn’t really an email if you consider there were no words in the message, only a string of letters in the subject line and nothing else.
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So now she’s diverging from Poe into Stevenson. Fair enough. I sometimes think she’s trying to tell me something with these passwords. Like in this case, is she saying that Daryl Bonner is Dr. Jekyll, and the ghost of Joe Bush is Mr. Hyde? Or is Daryl Bonner both?

Or is my dad both?

I can’t believe I just wrote that. I might as well be Jekyll and Hyde, I keep going back and forth.

I have to get out of this house.

Dad and Henry could come back early. I haven’t covered the tracks of my two hours of searching online. I haven’t deleted Sarah’s email or watched the video. There’s a lot to do while I have the house to myself.

I’m getting rid of everything first. Then, if I’m still safe, I’ll watch the video.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 1:52 P.M.

I should have watched the video first! Why am I even writing this? Because it calms me down. That’s why I’m writing. It calms me down. I think better when I write.

I can figure this out if I settle down.

Recap:

Sarah went to the dredge.

Ranger Bonner was there. Sarah thinks he was waiting for her. But she could just be overreacting.

She borrowed his phone. She dialed the last number in his incoming calls list.

It was my house. And it was after Dad had already gone over to talk to Bonner. Supposedly. And when I called back? He must have had the ringer silenced in case it went off while he was tailing Sarah through the woods. For once I’m glad there are cell towers scattered out there — at least she could get a signal and call me, even if she couldn’t say anything.

Sarah thinks Dad tipped Bonner off. But how could he know she’d be there?

Was he in my room last night? Has he read this? He could have snuck in here just like that crazy nut job in The Tell-Tale Heart. I woke up — it felt like someone was in the room, but there was no one. Or at least no one answered in the dark.

If my dad knows, then why isn’t he confronting me? Why isn’t the house up for sale? Why isn’t my mom freaking out? She’s not, so that means he hasn’t told her.

How many questions is that — fifty? I can’t answer any of them for sure. I need more information. I need to narrow this down.

What’s the most important question right now?

Dad. What’s going on with Dad?

Twenty minutes tops, maybe fifteen. I can’t risk sneaking around beyond that. They’ll stop fishing when Henry gets hungry. Henry likes to eat. He’ll want to knock off early. I bet they’ll be here by 2:30, maybe even earlier.

I’m just going to take my journal with me — that’s what I’m going to do. I’ll keep writing. I’ll hobble to my parents’ room, right down the hall. I can make that work. I’ll go in there. I know where my dad’s dresser is. I know he keeps his personal stuff in the top drawer because Mom told me when I was little. She caught me in there and slapped my hand really hard and said I should never search through other people’s things without asking. She said it was the same as stealing, which I never really understood.

I’m in the door. My watch says 2:03 but I’m leaving the door open so I can hear it if they come in. Henry will be loud — he’ll be talking. I’ll be able to get out.

My parents’ closet smells like my mom, not like my dad. I’m having some trouble breathing. I just can’t seem to calm down. I remember when she slapped my hand and how it stung. The blood is rushing through my leg and I can feel every part that’s broken. It feels like my mom took a broomstick and started beating me with it.
 Whack! Whack! Whack!

I’ve got this journal open on the top of the dresser. The lightbulb doesn’t make it very bright in here. It’s sort of a yellow light. Oh, man, I can’t breathe very well. Do I have asthma? I might have asthma, the more I think about it. I’ve kicked up some dust in here. My leg is killing me. It doesn’t like being stood up for too long all at once.

I know it’s crazy for me to be writing as I do this. But I have to.

I might not get another chance to do this. And I can’t rely on my memory. I have to get everything down.

The drawer is open. There’s lots of stuff in here. My grandfather’s belt buckle — he’s dead now. It’s got rhinestones in it. A stack of documents — legal stuff, I think. A cigar box with a little latch on it. Some rings and pens and old watches.

I’ve opened the cigar box. It’s got a row of ten or twelve matching cuff links pushed into a sheet of cardboard. My dad never wears cuff links. There’s a campaign button, a stack of expired credit cards and licenses. There’s nothing ominous here. There’s no sign of a secret society.

2:12. I have to get out of here.

Why cuff links? I bet they’re from their wedding day — maybe it’s all the cuff links from all the men in the wedding party. They all look alike, as if they were worn once and never again.

2:13.

I tried to pick up one of the cuff links, and the whole piece of cardboard lifted up out of the cigar box. When I flipped it over, I found a piece of paper taped to the back. I unfolded it and found something there. I can’t breathe. I really have to get out of here.

2:15.

They’re going to be back any second now. I can feel it. I’ve shuffled back down the hall to my room, dragging my leg behind me. My computer is scanning the piece of paper while I write. Come on — finish!

2:18.

The scan is done. Time to return the original.

2:20.

They’re home! Henry just yelled up the stairs.

“I’m making lunch, champ! I hope you’re ready for a surprise!”

I’m standing in front of my dad’s dresser with the little yellow light on. I can’t move. He’ll come up here any second, I know he will. Then what will I do? I should run. I should get out of here. I’ve closed the drawer but I can’t move.

What am I going to do?

He’s coming.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2:41 P.M.

I’ve calmed down now. I’m not shaking so much anymore. I can breathe again. My dad went straight to the hallway bathroom on his way to my room. I heard him yell.

“Just going to use the head and I’ll stop in and see you. Fishing was good! Better than last year.”

I made it out of his room, into the hallway outside the bathroom door. I tucked this journal in the top of my cast and sucked in my breath. The door opened with a whoosh of air.

“Look at you! Up and walking around. You must really want to play some cards.”

He looked happy to see me. I felt guilty about that. What was I doing?

“Count me in,” I told him. “I’m tired of lying down.”

“Looks like you just ran a marathon. How about lunch in bed, then we’ll help you to the porch? Deal?”

“Deal.”

And so Dad delivered me back to my room, and then Henry brought in a grilled-cheese-and-bacon sandwich with tomato soup. It would be easy to hide all sorts of gross things in creamy red soup or melted orange cheese. But it was late and I was starving. He wouldn’t dare trick a kid with a cast. Would he?





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 2:47 P.M.

Dad and Henry will be up to get me any minute.

I printed out the scan of what I found. I’m sticking it on this page.

It scares me.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 7:30 P.M.

There’s no two ways about it: Navigating stairs is complicated with a full-leg cast and crutches. Our stairwell is narrow and there are family pictures hanging like clumps of grapes all the way down both sides. I think I would have been fine if I hadn’t insisted I could do it alone. Henry and Dad were watching from the bottom of the stairs when I pitched forward somewhere near the middle and lost my balance. Dad met me with outstretched arms, and my face smashed into his gray T-shirt. He smelled like a fisherman.

My hands fanned over about a dozen family pictures in frames on the way down but by some miracle of gravity none of them fell to their deaths. They wobbled back and forth and knocked into one another, but they held. It looked like a big gust of wind had rushed through.

In my defense, the cast is really heavy and … let’s see … what’s the word I’m searching for? … Unbending. A cast like Big Bertha makes a person want to bend like never before. I’m dying to bend my leg. It’s like a ferocious itch I can’t scratch. (Which reminds me: This thing itches like mad, so add that to my list of complaints.)

When I finally made it to the front porch, the floorboards creaked under the weight of my cast. I settled down on a gold, tattered couch with my leg propped up on a wooden stool and breathed in the crisp fall air.

Our porch is a lot like an outdoor living room. When a piece of furniture is replaced inside the house, the old item finds a home on the porch. After a while — a year, maybe two — the same item moves ten more feet and becomes an item in one of Mom’s many yard sales. It’s a natural progression, a slow but steady march off the property.

I searched the skies for flying Dr Pepper cans or other signs of Sarah, but there was nothing. Henry asked if I wanted to play three-handed cribbage. Not a great game if you ask me. I’m not sure who came up with it, but probably it was three people sitting in a room with one cribbage board and the person sitting out wanted to join in. I played anyway. It was nice to think about something other than haunted dredges and secret societies.

“How much longer?” Henry asked after a little while. He was holding his cards with one hand and tugging slowly on one rainbow suspender with the other.

“Before what?”

“Before you can walk around without something on your leg?”

“How long, Dad?”

“Seven weeks.”

Henry couldn’t believe it. “Seven weeks! You’ll have to ship the cast to me. I’ll leave a box.”

“You’re nuts,” I told him.

“I bet it itches like termites.”

“It does.”

“You could jam a coat hanger down in there.”

Henry is a great card player. He has this maddening way of distracting everyone with all sorts of mindless small talk. He’d never admit it, but I’m sure this is part of his strategy. It’s hard to concentrate when someone’s talking about having an empty cast shipped to New York. I started thinking about what the box would look like. I wondered what his twelve girlfriends would say when they saw the cast propped up against the wall in his apartment. I started feeling almost positive there were bugs crawling around inside my cast. I begged my dad to go get me a coat hanger. And all the while I made stupid plays all over the cribbage board.

Eventually I got my coat hanger straightened out and jammed it all the way down to my kneecap. That was an improvement. We basically sat there playing cards for about an hour, talking about nothing in particular — mostly, Henry was trying to throw us off, and was doing a hit-or-miss job. Eventually Mom came home, and after calling hellos, we heard her pounding away on the pipes in the kitchen.

“You should go help her,” Henry said.

Henry has a lot of sympathy for my mom. He knows my dad isn’t very good about taking on home projects. My dad is plenty capable, but he lacks motivation for certain kinds of tasks.

“You go help her,” Dad said.

“What’s she doing in there?” Henry asked.

“Trying to unclog the garbage disposal,” my dad said. “She’s under the sink, hitting the pipe with a rolling pin. Believe it or not, it usually works.”

“Sounds a little like the old dredge when it was really cranking.”

My mom started yelling at the sink, which prompted my dad to set his cards down, sigh deeply, and walk indifferently to her rescue.

There was something about that noise — the sound of banging on metal — that made me think again of the night I’d fallen and smashed my leg. There had been a clanging sound, barely audible, as if someone was hitting metal on metal.

I decided to ask Henry about his comment.

“What sound do you mean?”

Henry leaned back in his chair until it was only on two legs.

“The dredge was incredibly loud. Tons of rocks were scooped from the ground and dumped inside. The conveyor belts were rimmed with thick planks of wood that kept everything from falling out. It was like a long water slide — you’ve seen those? — but instead of water shooting through, it was boulders. It echoed like mad, which seemed to quadruple the rumbling. Such a horrible sound. A crew of four was required to run the dredge, and they were separated by quite a distance. One was stationed at the gears in front where they watched everything come in. That person greased the machines and pulled the stop-chain if things got jammed up. Another was at the far end, watching the tailings dump out. There was a man at the control booth and one more we called a roamer — a guy who fixed things on the fly from a running list of problems.”

“But the sound — the banging — what sound was that?”

“The workers couldn’t hear one another. They couldn’t yell that loud. So they used signals. They banged metal wrenches or hammers against the iron girders of the dredge to tell each other things. It was like Morse code, simple but effective in those days.”

When Dad returned, the conversation veered quickly away from the dredge. I didn’t want him to hear us talking about it, and maybe Henry didn’t, either. Instead, we all played cards and talked about the Yankees and the Mariners. After a while, Mom brought the casserole with the crispy cheese top and the last of the late summer bees started swarming around the porch.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 9:00 P.M.

I’ve spent a lot of time away from my bedroom today, which makes me feel anxious. I feel like the FBI has scoured my mattress and squeaky box spring, taken pictures, dusted for fingerprints — all the while with two-way radios wired to the kitchen so Mom could tell them if I was on my way and they could jump out the second-story window. I know this sounds stupid, but it’s how I feel all the same.

The room appears untouched. Before I left I took Sarah’s advice and found a better hiding place for this journal. I slid it inside my ninth-grade annual from last year and put the annual between a whole bunch of other books. I also taped it shut. It doesn’t look to me like they found it. The seal hasn’t been broken.

They’ll leave me alone for a while — Henry’s got all their attention — so it’s a good time to email Sarah and tell her about what I found in my dad’s dresser.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 9:20 P.M.

Too late, she already emailed me. It was a short, bad email. The worst kind.
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So I emailed her back.
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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 9:40 P.M.

Is it normal to get in the habit of erasing everything? I get the distinct feeling I’ll be doing it for the rest of my life. I’ll grow up to be a conspiracy theorist. The government will be out to get me. I’ll erase my identity and move to a South American fishing village but they’ll track me down and drag me back and my parents will put me in a group home.

I hate technology.

It’s a good thing I’m writing everything on good old-fashioned paper. Someone is going to find this after I’m gone. When you get to this part and I’ve disappeared, go back and watch the video of when I fell. The one with theraven for a password. Listen to those distant sounds of metal on metal. I did. I listened to the sounds over and over again, and now I’ll never forget them even if I try.

Go on. Go back and listen.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 10:15 P.M.

I’m feeling less gloomy and more edgy in the last half hour. Surfing online always has that effect on me. It tends to fry my nerves. I found an image with all the Morse code letters and I read all about how the taps and the gaps in sound are supposed to work.
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I figured out that what I heard on the dredge was like Morse code, but not entirely the same. The longer sound — the one made by the dash — that one doesn’t match up. That’s been replaced instead by a different tone.

There are two tones on the dredge that represent the dots and the dashes. I imagine the dots being a hammer hitting iron, and the dashes being a wrench hitting the same spot. The two sounds are different in tone instead of length, so it still works.

This is the message that played on the dredge the night I fell:
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The dots are the hammer, and the bars are the wrench. The message asks a question.

Are you the alchemist?

Eerie, right? I’ll admit — I’m freaking out. Because when I was measuring it all out, I didn’t think it would add up to anything. I thought it would be nonsense.

But no.

It’s a question.

Whatever asked the question was expecting an answer it didn’t get. Sarah won’t know the answer tonight any better than she did the night of the accident. Maybe the ghost of Old Joe Bush has a message for someone — the alchemist. It would be useful if I knew what an alchemist was.

And there’s the piece of paper I found.

The Alchemist Diagram of 79 for Paul McCray

Paul McCray. That’s my dad. So there’s no doubt anymore. My dad is somehow entangled in this mess, and so is the Crossbones. Was my dad making the sounds? If so, maybe the ghost of Old Joe Bush is trying to make contact, trying to find something or someone.

Are you the alchemist?

What about Daryl Bonner? He looks like Old Joe Bush. He could be the alchemist.

What would happen if I knew the answer and I gave it to Old Joe Bush on the dredge? What would he tell me? What would he do to me?

Whatever it was that made the sounds that night saw Sarah and me as intruders in its secret domain. We didn’t understand the question, so we didn’t reply. And because of that, it got angry and came for me.

I need to make sure Sarah doesn’t go back there again.

She can’t go back.

Not ever.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 10:41 P.M.

My parents have turned in and Henry is in the guest room downstairs. It’s been a long day of fishing, cards, and comfort food. They’ll all be tired. I can’t just sit here. Sarah could already be at the dredge or about to leave. I have to get out of here. The walk to her house isn’t that far, half a mile. I could do it with my crutches. Maybe. I could tap on her window like the raven and she’d be safe because she wouldn’t go. She’s not the alchemist. She can’t go in there if she’s not the alchemist or she might never come out. I could wake up tomorrow morning and she’d be gone. No one would know where she went.





FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 17, 11:46 P.M.

I made it to the bottom of the stairs this time. It was dark, so it was slow going, but I made it without knocking anything over. I bumped the coffee table with my cast and it made a sound, but no one stirred.

I opened the front door to the porch as quietly as I could. The screen door remained closed in front of me, and this I knew was a more complicated matter. It’s old and squeaky. Another of those home projects my dad never got around to fixing. So I went about opening the screen door very slowly, until there was a gap big enough for me and my lumbering cast to fit through.

It gets really cold at the base of the mountain at night in the fall — we’re at 5,200 feet. I was thinking about how cold it must be — was it 30 or 35 degrees outside? Something like that. 70 during the day and bitter cold at night — that’s fall in Skeleton Creek.

When I passed through the gap my cast touched the floorboards and they creaked. That’s when I heard the voice.

“Hey, partner! Must be hot upstairs. Your mom’s got the heat blasting in there.”

It was Henry with a bottle in one hand, lying on the old couch, covered in an even older blanket.

“There’s no air like this in New York. Not even one breath full.”

“I never thought of it that way.”

“Well, it’s true. When I retire, I’m going to permanently plant my butt on this couch.”

“Better talk to my mom. She might sell it.”

“She wouldn’t. Would she?”

We small-talked a little bit more and then I said I was going back to bed.

“Let me help you up those stairs.”

“It’s okay — really — I want to do it alone. If you hear a crash, come running. Otherwise, I’ll be fine.”

“Suit yourself.”

I went back inside, past the living room and the dining room and into the kitchen at the back of the house. We have a yellow phone in there that hangs on the wall, and I dialed Sarah’s number. I know — stupid — but I was out of options. It was a terrible risk, but I truly felt she was in trouble. If keeping her safe meant giving her up, then I was ready to pay that price.

It rang four times and I almost hung up. Sarah’s mom answered. She sounded like I woke her.

“Hello?”

Already it felt like a mistake. But I had to keep going.

“Hi, Mrs. Fincher. It’s me, Ryan.”

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“I woke up worried about Sarah. I don’t know why. Could you do me a favor and make sure she’s okay?”

“Hang on.”

There was a long pause in which I thought I would crawl out of my own skin. My parents could come down any second. Sarah could be gone. Henry could walk in….

After about ten years, Sarah’s mom came back on the line.

“She’s asleep.”

“Oh, that’s great. Okay, I’m fine now — sorry to bother you. Really sorry.”

“Ryan, you can’t be calling here. You know that.”

“Please don’t tell my parents — I was just worried — I haven’t talked to her in a while.”

“How are you holding up?”

“Great! I’m just great, Mrs. Fincher. The leg feels much better. Thanks for asking.”

“Good night, Ryan.”

“Night.”

I don’t think she’s going to tell them. Or maybe that’s just my hope talking.

I went back to my room as quietly as I could, which took a long time. When I got back in bed, I felt a wave of relief.

Now, reading this over, I’m not sure. I think I did the right thing.

All the other troubles in my life don’t matter as long as I know Sarah is safe.

The truth about Skeleton Creek is not worth dying for.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:21 A.M.

I don’t remember falling asleep. I woke to find this journal sitting at the foot of my bed with the pen tucked inside. Did I do that? I don’t think I did. Someone came in here and read it.

There’s no other explanation.

I know this because I don’t put the pen in like that and because I would never set it on the edge of my bed. It was Dad or Mom. Either way, I’m doomed. It’s so much harder to be careful when I’m too tired to keep my eyes open.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:35 A.M.

I just checked my email, and Sarah’s sent me another video.

 

SARAHFINCHER.COM PASSWORD:

PETERQUINT
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:38 A.M.

She’s driving me crazy! Someone needs to get her under control. I can’t believe she actually went to the dredge — and that she’s planning on going back.

Doesn’t she understand why I called last night?

Doesn’t she realize she could get hurt? Or worse?

And I can’t believe she’s going to make me wait to see what she found out yesterday. That’s such a Sarah thing to do — make me feel even more stuck than I felt before. It makes me furious when she holds out on me. She knows that. What I want to do is get my crutches and walk to her house. I’d tell her face-to-face to stop feeding me information with a spoon. What am I, a two-year-old? And while I was at it, I’d tell her to stop being so reckless. It’s the same thing all over again, only this time it will be her that gets hurt.

(Is it me, or am I starting to sound a lot like my dad?)





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:53 A.M.

Sometimes I feel like Sarah is a lit match and I’m a stick of dynamite. Whatever it is that’s drawing us together will eventually lead to an explosion.

No, wait — that’s not it — it’s different. It’s more like Sarah and I are polar opposites being pulled toward the same dangerous middle. Why can’t we be drawn together by something safe — like raising a cow for the state fair?

Why does everything have to be so dangerous?





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 8:15 A.M.

Because a cow is a dull animal and raising one would be a dull undertaking.

Dangerous is more exciting.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 8:35 A.M.

The truth is I’m just mad because I can’t stand it that she’s having all the adventure and I’m stuck at home with this stupid cast and my meddling parents. She’s my best friend and it’s hard to be apart and to worry about her. And plus I miss her and I guess I’m lonely.

I’m going online to figure out what an alchemist is.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 8:55 A.M.

I’ve got a lot of studying to do. Alchemy is … deep and wide. Precious metals like gold and silver play an important part. Very interesting.

Today I have to drive all the way into the city with my mom to see the doctor. He’s on call on Saturday mornings, so it worked out to have Mom drive me when she didn’t have to work. We’re leaving in half an hour, so I’ve only had time to print out a chart I found. I’m sticking it in here. I need to send an email to Sarah, too, so she can see this.

He’s going to let me get out more — the doctor, I mean. I’m sure of it. Then I’ll feel better. Then I can do more. I could be useful. I could look around town for the alchemist or the secret society. I could even go to the dredge if I wanted to.

I’ve felt this way before. I know what’s going on here.

Sarah’s dragging me back in again.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 9:15 A.M.

This is what I just wrote to her.
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And then I showed her the symbols
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 10:50 A.M.

We have a minivan, which my dad hates and will not drive. I personally like minivans. If you ask me, they get a bad rap. I like that both rows of seats come out and, with the doors shut, a whole sofa fits in there. I can see where that would be handy. And when we go on a long drive, there’s room to roam. I don’t have to sit in one place all the time. I’m restless, so I appreciate the options.

Having a really long cast on my leg has given me a whole new reason to appreciate the spaciousness of this vehicle. Henry and my dad took the middle seats out and I’m sitting all the way in the back. Plenty of room to rest my leg, and I can write in peace back here. The suspension on this van is really pretty good. A writer can tell.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 1:15 P.M.

Okay, I’m alone in the examining room, or whatever they call it.

Since I didn’t want to risk anyone seeing the journal, I’m writing this in a regular notebook. I’ll paste these pages (and the page from the van) into the journal later.

This was definitely a good idea. Because when I took the notebook out to write about the minivan — not exactly the most controversial of subjects — Mom kept looking in the rearview mirror. I could tell she wanted to know what I was writing. Maybe she was extra curious because she was the one who sneaked in and looked at my journal before. Maybe she was thinking she’d have to take a look at this new one soon.

It’s the pits not being able to trust your own parents.

Finally, while I was writing about the van’s suspension, she came right out and asked, “What’re you writing there, Ryan?”

“Just stories,” I said. “Maybe I’ll show them to you one day.”

“So you keep telling me.”

I pretended to joke with her. “Then you haven’t read them?” I said lightly.

Her tone was just as jokey. “Nope. Too busy feeding Henry and sorting mail.”

“So I can trust you?”

Then she got all serious.

“It’s like faith,” she said. “You just have to believe. I can’t prove it to you.”

This was, I think, a good answer.

“Do you think dad has read my stories?” I ventured.

She met my eye briefly in the rearview mirror, then looked back to the road. “If he has, he’s the biggest hypocrite in three counties. You know how he respects privacy. Worth its weight in gold, right?”

“Right.”

We drove a little bit more in silence. I wondered what she was thinking, because the next thing she asked was, “Have you emailed Sarah?”

I lied and told her I hadn’t.

“Trust goes both ways, you know,” she said.

I told her I knew.

Being friends with Sarah makes me a liar. There’s no way around it.

Why does everything have to be so complicated?





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 5:20 P.M.

Driving home now.

Mom is watching. But I’m too far back for her to be able to read anything.

Everything went fine at the hospital. The doctor cut the hard cast off my leg and replaced it with one that straps on even tighter than plaster. He made me promise to keep it on unless I’m in the shower (and even there I have to sit down on a chair). I asked the doctor if I could keep the cast and he said I could. I’m very excited to get home and surprise Henry with it.

The doctor wants me to start walking around more, which is both good and bad since I’ll probably be going to the dredge tonight. Good because I’ll have a little more mobility with the lighter leg brace, bad because I’m more likely to reinjure myself if I have a reason to run away.

It’s been a quiet drive home and I’ve been thinking about everything. So much has piled up in the past couple of days, I haven’t taken the time to try and piece it all together. I’m afraid of going back, especially at night. I don’t want to see Old Joe Bush come out of the black pond. What if he grabs me this time? Ever since I told Sarah I’d go with her, I’ve been thinking that he’ll get me and drag me down into the water with him. What a nightmare.

I feel certain everything is connected, like Sarah said. The dredge, my dad, the Crossbones, the alchemist, the ghost of Old Joe Bush, even Ranger Bonner. I’m starting to work on a theory I’ll tell Sarah tonight.

The worst thing I have to face is that the dredge really is haunted, and that I probably have to go back there. I wonder if I’ll drag my leg, and Old Joe Bush will think I’m making fun of him. He won’t like that.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:10 P.M.

There are too many people around. I can’t risk checking the computer. I barely made it off the porch!

Okay — I’ll admit it. I’m hiding in the bathroom, so I can at least have time to write a few things down.

I am DYING to get to my room and hear from Sarah. I can only hope my mom and dad don’t go up there, check my email, and see that Sarah has sent me a video to watch. That would be a catastrophe.

But they’re pretty busy right now, so I think I’m okay.

I hope I’m okay.

Henry and Dad caught two monster steelhead today and decided to have a fish feed on the front porch. I hate fish feeds. About a million neighbors have come over with potato salad, coleslaw, baked beans, and potato chips. I’ve been sitting on the gold couch for over an hour suffering question after question about my accident. Nobody wants to come right out and ask what I was doing at the dredge, but I can tell they want to know. I can tell they have theories.

Nobody mentions Sarah’s name. All these neighbors who’ve seen us grow up together.

Not a single one.

I know I can’t stay in here forever, but it’s the only place people will leave me alone. It’s cooling down outside, but a fish feed is a big deal in a town as dull as Skeleton Creek. No one’s likely to leave until their teeth start chattering.

There’s an oppressive feeling of secrecy in the air, and it’s intensified by the size of the crowd.

When I was five, Dad took me fishing on the creek. He hooked a nice trout and handed me the rod. We dragged it in together, his big hand over mine on the reel. Then he took the fish off the hook and bashed its head against a rock until it was dead. I cried all the way home.

I always throw all my fish back. After I catch them, I mean — I throw them back.

I’d rather hold a fish underwater after I catch it and let it pump its gills in my hand until it’s ready to swim off. I talk to the fish I catch. Be careful now. I’m a nice fisherman, but the next guy might take you home and cook you. Tell your buddies.

It makes me sad the way we kill things without any reason. Why beat the life out of a wild trout when there’s perfectly good canned tuna down at the store?

Henry is having a poker party tonight. He was thrilled to have my old cast at his disposal and thanked me endlessly. Cards will probably go until about midnight, which means it won’t be safe for me to leave the house for a long time.

I need to tell Sarah.

Gladys the librarian showed up at the fish feed with a bag of carrots. She came over a half hour ago and held one out to me.

“Eat one of these. It’ll help you see trouble coming,” she said.

All I could sputter out was, “Yes ma’am.”

I got the chills when she turned to go. I was thinking in terms of the Alchemist Diagram of 79.

The floor and 7th, four past the nine on door number two = library attic, enter through the alley door marked 213.

I feel like she’s involved. But how?

Our park ranger, Daryl Bonner, also showed up. It was strange to see him, because I had to pretend I didn’t know what he looked like. I actually went out of my way to ask my dad who he was. Luckily, he wasn’t wearing a park ranger outfit or anything, so I didn’t sound too out of it. He brought a frozen Gardenburger with him, and my dad dropped it on the grill like a hockey puck. The two of them talked quietly until Henry came over and gave Bonner a hard time.

“Those are made of dog food,” Henry said. “Did you know that?”

“I hadn’t heard.”

All three of them swigged their drinks and stared at the hockey puck on the grill.

“We just had our fourth player drop out. Care to play cards tonight?”

“I’d be delighted.”

“Bring one of those frozen Frisbees. I have an idea I could use one.”

Being new in town, Daryl has no idea that Henry might be duct-taping the frozen Gardenburger to his forehead before the night is over. I feel a little sorry for him.

And I also feel really strange that we’re under the same roof.

I think I’m going to tell my mom I’m tired. Maybe she’ll let me go upstairs and lie down.

There’s enough noise that it’ll make sense for my door to be closed.

I just hope they won’t realize it’s also locked.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:30 P.M.

My clothes smell like fried fish, which makes me mad at Henry and Dad for going on a killing spree on the river today. You’d think grown men would know better.

It doesn’t seem like anyone’s been in here. I mean, Dad’s been with Henry and I’ve been with Mom. I should be safe. Plus, they assume there’s no activity because I haven’t been here. But Sarah’s sent me a new password. Finally I’ll get to see what she hinted at this morning.
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I’ve heard that name — Lucy Westenra — but I can’t place it. Who is that? Peter Quint, I knew — but Lucy … I know I’ve heard that name before. I’ll have to look it up later.

Now, I have a video to watch.

 

SARAHFINCHER.COM PASSWORD:

LUCYWESTENRA
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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 7:55 A.M.

This is too much.

Sarah thinks Joe Bush was killed by the alchemist.

But we don’t know who the alchemist is, or even if there’s only one of them.

And she thinks Joe Bush’s ghost is guarding something. Well, not exactly guarding. He’s haunting the place where the alchemist keeps his secrets. Waiting to take revenge.

But what about the dredge? What about that secret handle she seems to have found, which appears to have vanished between then and now, in a place that was supposedly untouched?

What about what I saw?

She can’t go back there.

It’s too dangerous.

Especially if she’s alone.

I can’t believe I’m even thinking of going back.

In my condition.

But there won’t be any way to stop her, short of calling in our parents.

And I can’t do that.

That would be the end of everything.

I have to get there myself.

It’s already dark. Pretty soon someone will be wearing my cast at the poker table, holding their cards with oven mitts. I can go down there and watch for an hour and see if I can guess how late they’ll go. Some of the players are pretty old, so hopefully things will break up by midnight. Which will give me over an hour.

Okay — I just emailed Sarah. This is what I said.

[image: ]

I hope I can escape the house without getting caught.





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 10:00 P.M.

I just went downstairs without telling anyone so I could see how fast I’d get to the bottom without making any noise or falling on my face. No one saw me, so I did it twice. The second time was slower and more painful than the first, but that was mostly because I’d just come back up and I was winded. The brace is still big and heavy but I can move a little better. I think I can do this. If I take one of the crutches with me I’ll be fine.

When I arrived on the porch, the poker game was in full swing. The burn barrel had been moved up next to the card table where it blazed with warmth and orange light. Ranger Bonner was wearing a football helmet, and when he nodded in my direction it wobbled up and down over his brow. I felt like everyone was taking turns staring at me, like they were trying to have a good time but my being there made them suspicious. Ranger Bonner and my dad especially. They kept glancing at each other, then at me. It was very unnerving.

I felt like I was ruining Henry’s card game, so I lied and said I was turning in for the night. No one tried to stop me.

I give it another hour — two at the most — and my mom will tell everyone to clear out.

No word yet from Sarah. Where is she?





SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 11:00 P.M.

The card game broke up early and I’m getting a bad case of the shakes. It’s dark outside. My window is a sheet of black in which I keep imagining Old Joe Bush’s face peering in, watching me, water dripping off his nose. Or is it blood? I can’t tell. It’s too dark out there.

That’s one thing about a very small town: It’s extremely dark at night. There are only three streetlights and none of them are near my front door. The moon is also absent tonight, so I’m sure the woods will be especially dark.

That is, if I make it to the woods. Getting out of the house is going to be a trick. Our house was built about a million years ago and it makes old house sounds, the kind that wake parents up. There are seven squeaky steps on the staircase alone. My hands are so clammy I keep having to stop writing and wipe them on my sheet.

I’m not sure I can do this.





SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:10 A.M.

Finally, an email.

[image: ]
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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:22 A.M.

It appears that I’ll be sneaking out of the house tonight to see the one person my parents have forbidden me to associate with. The two of us will wander off into the woods at 1:00 in the morning and cut through a chain so we can break into a condemned structure before they burn it down. And, meanwhile, her camera will be feeding the footage back to her Web site so that if we don’t come back, the authorities can — what was her phrase? — oh, yeah — find our bodies.

Has Sarah lost it?

What am I doing?

If I get caught, my parents won’t just move me to a new town, they’ll ground me for a hundred years and feed me boiled beans for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the rest of my life.

Even still, I almost wish I’d get caught. The alternative is definitely worse.

The dredge at night. I’m not even there and I can already feel the haunted presence of a ghost dragging its leg in my direction, asking me questions I can’t answer. And this time, when the ghost of Old Joe Bush comes for me, I won’t be able to run away.





SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:30 A.M.
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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:33 A.M.

I checked the site and saw her waving and now I have to go. I’m confused by this turn of events.

My hands are shaking and I can hardly hold my pen. I know why I’m shaking so badly. It’s the same reason why I have to go to the dredge tonight. I think Old Joe Bush has snuck into my brain, because there’s a nightmare I keep having. Every night I have the nightmare, only I don’t tell anyone — I don’t even write it down — because it’s a really bad one. It’s the kind that if someone reads it, they think you’re crazy.

Sarah is in the nightmare. We’re together on the dredge, going up the decaying stairs. When we reach the top she turns to me and leans in like she’s going to kiss me. I’m so surprised by this I lean back and lose my balance and I grab for her arm. The rotted railing breaks free behind me and I can’t let her go, even though I try. It’s like electricity is holding us together. We’re two magnets falling. We roll through the air and she lands beneath me. There is the sound of smashing bones and then I wake up.





SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 19, 12:39 A.M.

I just had to stop and think for a second.

I remember struggling over the beginning of this story, rewriting it a dozen times.

There was a moment not long ago when I thought: This is it. I’m dead.

I remember how that opening set just the right tone. The reader would know that something bad had happened, but they wouldn’t know what it was. Things came easy after that, but were confusing, too. The Sarah nightmare bothered me.

Now I feel as if I’m driving around at night in the middle of nowhere. I’ve lost my sense of direction. Did I have all the videos before? Have I been retracing my steps and she’s already gone? Maybe tonight is the last chapter of a story I’ve already lived through.

I’m going to assume for the moment that the nightmare of Sarah crushed beneath me is just that — a nightmare — and that all of what I’ve been writing is real. I’m going to make this guess because if what I’ve been writing is not the truth, then my mind is trying to hide something from me. If I’ve been making all this up and something happened to Sarah and it’s my fault, then I won’t be able to live with myself.

I’m going to stand up and put all my weight on my one good leg and start down the darkened hall toward the stairs. When I look over my shoulder, Old Joe Bush will be outside, staring through my bedroom window with the raven on his shoulder. He’ll be watching me leave so that he can go to the dredge ahead of me and wait for my arrival. He’s faster on one good leg than I am.

When I reach the opening to the staircase, my heart will be pounding and I’ll look down and see that there is no light. It will be a long fall if I miss a step. My hand will be sweaty and it will slide when I hold the banister. I feel like I know this already, like I’ve done it all before.

Words and sounds will tumble in my troubled mind.

The Crossbones. Are you the alchemist? Daryl Bonner. Gladys with her shotgun. Old Joe Bush. Is that my dad’s name on the paper? A kiss. The sound of smashing bones.

And hanging over it all will be the one word — gold. It’s all about the gold, I know it is. Someone killed Joe Bush for the gold and now Joe wants revenge. He won’t rest until he gets what he wants.

It will be a slow journey through a quiet house and I have no choice but to leave. I have twenty minutes and it will take every bit to sneak out of here. I want to take this journal with me but I can’t. It will mean I’ve left the story behind for sure and returned to the real world. I’m leaving it folded into my sheets so they’ll find it in the morning if I’m not here.



Please — if you find this — go to sarahfincher.com. Use the password tanginabarrons.



There you’ll see what happens next to me and Sarah.



I’ve got to go now.
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e getaround your parents?

Tim interviewing the new park rnger wich my hidden camera today.
Something’ notright about him, Tsaw him at the mart and he wouldn's
Imake e contactwith me. Cant putmy fnger o . —hesdefintcly
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Sarah,

This s going to be realy quick — 1 have to cover my tracks before
my mom checks in. | did some digging and found the minutes.
from some New York Gold and Silver meetings in the 80s, Im
opyiNg You on two paragraphs | found (see below). We're not
the first ones (0 see something weird at the dredge. Every time
someane gels close, they get hurt or scared off. Don't go back
there. Let'sjust wat until my parents send me back to school s
we can talk without having o be 5o secretive. That's what —
maybe & month? We can figure things out when they can't stop
us from seeing each other in the halls.

Another thing — New York Gold and Silver called the dredge the
“#42 asset” That night, when you recorded the accident, | heard
something. It was a warning, the same s those other kids must
have goten.
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onnected 10 the dredge somehow — which i really freaking
‘me out — but don't want o assume anything.

15 lso possie Im imagining what | think | saw. Do el anyone
this, okay ? But sometimes i foels ke my mind is piaying ricks on
me. s thinking abou the brde, about an ok memory | had, then
1 watched the video ike a dozen times in a row and suddenly |
remembered seeing the same thing on the dredge thatight. Which
memory came first? Are they both realors one of them imagined?
15pend a bt of time thinking about things i thi. Tog much tims.

Listen, Sarah, | don'think I1m gong fo make it uiess | tum tis ko
a sory. Im going o crack under i the pressure. | can fel . Soits
astory, ight? ' cal  “The Ghostof Okl Jos Bust — thalswhat it
s—a phaniom kiled by metal and machines on the dredge.  have
fove ta name and wrie it down o i woni scare me 50 much.

There's a phantom that carries a hammer in one hand and a
antern n the other. Where did the phantom come from? Why s
tpounding on the machinery with the hammer? One of s logs
Is covered in bood and the blood has et trai. 1 could follow
the ral i wanted to.Itwouid lead t the botiom of  black ake,
0.2 secret someone is rying o hide.

“This could be a very spooky tale i really put my mind o 1. You
think?

m calling my dad up here 1o tak with hm and then I going to
write down everything he says. Maybe hel tel me sometning
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Ryan,

Tim o sorry about what happened. At eas youize home agin — that
makes me feela il better Tve harcly lefe my room. T know they've
suid e canit see cach other because of what happened. Tknow Tm not
supposed 1o contact you. But i important that you see thi. Please,
Just drop whatever it is you'e dong snd watch.

Sarah.
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Let's stay together on this, okay? No more running around at
night alone in the woods.

Ryan.






OEBPS/images/61-1.png
i

wouldye been okay with that.

Tescems like we'e doing beter detetive work spar than we ever did
togerher. You'e not the only one making progress. I also found

¥27
Tm glad you wrote to me. T was thinking maybe you wouldue. 1 [
il |
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Have you lost your mind? Don' get anywhere near the dredge
fight now! Peopl are probably watching. And besides that, Im
digging up all sorts of reasons (0 stay clear of that thing (as if a
Phantom isn't reason enoughi). | found something in my dad's
foom. Youre amazed | went in there, right? Me too. Trust me, i
was insane. | altached a scan of what I found. It feels like
dangerous information (0 have. It wiling a bellfrom the ads we
found nthe old newspapers about the Crossbones. I think they ra
il mesting. | thnk my dad i one of them. Did | mention that Im
shaking right now? Im telling you, Sarah, stay away from the
dredge. Don't go back there tonight. We're getiing oo close.

— -
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Check back eadly tomorsow morring around 530 am. before your
ot wake up Make sur o et o his suff —my pasis put
P ething on my compute o moritormyactvity (1 Gistbled 1) —did

Jou check your computes? Some of this new stff s harder 0 gt
around.

How's the leg?
Don'twiite things down.

X0
— Sanah.

S, The fal wildemess ranger arived last night. Fleh here from.

Missoul, probably uni evrything is snowed in. I might nterview
i like the ones before. Notsure.






OEBPS/images/116-1.png





OEBPS/images/181-1.png
‘Wee on — mect me where T suidatone, then we'l go siaight o the
dredge. Check the webcam from your computer (Il send you |
the password in separae emil) and email me back. You should see

me waving.

Deletell — Sarah
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Sarah, -

Your message seems to have nudged my memory. | remember
‘something eise from that night that I didn' before. There was a
mark of a symbol — I'm not certain what it was — but | saw
somathing carved info one of the wood planks where | stood. It
was hidden behind the machinery on the floor. I've drawn a
picture and scanned itn so you can see i.

‘The carving looked like this:

Now, don't get too hysterical, because | have no idea what it
means yet, but I'm pretty sure my dad has a tattoo with the same
‘mark. Its the same size and it looks kind of ike a bird or an
‘yeball with some extra junk sticking out.

1 going (0 talk with my dad. Don't worry — not about wha |
‘saw, not et at least. mjust going o ask him about Old Joe Bush
and the dredge and see if he tels me anything. My dad could be.
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“Number forty-two Is mine. Stay away from this place. 'm
watching you.™

And | think | saw him — 1 think | saw OId Joe Bush. Either that
or Im going crazy.

God, I wish | wasnit witing this as the sun goes down. Write me
back — l6t me know youre okay — but don'tdo it unti tomorTow
momning. 1 read and delete.

Don't do anything stupid!

Ryan.

P.S. Henry anives Friday — keep  lookout for him.
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because I'm injured. Sometimes he's sympathetic when I'm hurt.
1l have to ask the right questions.

have afeeling my parents are paying close attention, even more.
than when | arrived. They keep warning me not to contact you.

Don't get in touch with me very often. Only when you have to,
Let's just take it slow.

Be carefull — Ryan

P:S. Im fesing a te better today.  think Im going 1o take on
the stairs by myself tomorrow and sit outside. The airis- starting
1o cateh that chill | like so much in the late afternoon.
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Sarah,

m out all day visiting the doctor but I be back by six and Il go
straightto my room so | can see what you've found. | wish youd
just told me. When I find things, | tell you right away — why can't
you do the same? | understand you want to show me, not tel me,
when you discover things, but i's frustrating from over here!

1 can get around better. 'm getting used to walking. I'm slow, and
stairs are a problem, but | can definitely get out of the house. If
¥ou go 1o the dredge again, | want in. ' not letting you go out
there all by yourself anymore. We have to stick together, even if
itfeels like the whole world is trying to keep us apart.

‘Someone was sending us a message that night, but we didn't
understand it- DO you remember the clanging sounds? Henry
told me the workers used to bang on metal 1o tell each other
things because the machinery was so loud. Those sounds that
night — they were a question.

Are you the aichemist?

found the attached fle this morning at an alchemy site. I'm not
sure what to make of it

Do you see it? Do you see the birdie?
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Ryan, — L

Nice detectve work on the alchemist chart, Did you know 79 is the
chemical clement mumber for gold? Tlooked it up. 1 gucss it should |
stand o reason that everything secret in his town would revolve
around gold. Do you think there’s  hidden stach of i somewhere?

Sorey Tvebbeen mysterious sbout showing you this, butyou'eright — it
had o be shown, ot told. I

More talk in the video, especially aboutvisiting the dredge. Password:
lucywestenra

Sarah. (
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something. Tl send & vdeo and a password tomorrow morning —
delet the paswords after you gt them. We need 1 keep all this secure
whete 1o ne butyou and I can access

Youre not writng any of this down, ae you? Your parents might read
this stuff while youte skecping — thars exscly the kind of thing
parents dowhen they think their son is up t something; Justty o to
wiite things down all the time, okay?

Tlistened o the audio track on the video agein, and the camera didet
pick p a voie that night. Tt must have been so quict only you could
hear i 1 heard the tapping (makes no scns) but 1o voice. The #42 |
refetence — maybe it means what we're dealing with s somehow
‘connected to New York Gokd and Siler.

165 chilling ....don't you think? T mean, chilling in 4 good way.
Something realy important i going on and wele going to figure it
out. Whatever caused you to fll — that pic or phantom or whatever
tis— we have to gt o the bottom of i, I ealy i a phantom —a
al... ghost — what are we going t0 do? I have o get more evidence
on tape or no one i going to beleve s,

“That suff you s — sbouethe company fom New York — T poc
wortied sbout i. Those ocher people wee tying o get money of
hill Whatweie doingis diffrat —we'e scriou, ke imvestigaors
Tm b carcoland it — doneworry about . T i, O, and
T asked evil e ouside the bar shous Mark Henderon,ehat gy who
sued fr moncy. Hel long gone. He et Skeeton Creck right s they
80 him the money (igure. The ki ween't s, o thinkeats
# desd cnd. 1 gucss we coukdask Shotgun Gladys. She makes me
nervous.
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1 found out something else about the sounds I heard that
night — 1 have to get off-iine but Il send it later, I'm stil
figuring it out.

Stay puttt

Ryan
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I'm going with you and that's final. Pick me up in the alley behind
the house at 1:45 a.m. Il be the one with the brace on his leg,

Can't wait to see you.

Ryan
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‘Paragraph 3, page 81.

The #42 asset holding in Skeleton Creek, Oregon,
encountered & series of break-ins during the period
ending 12-81. Mentioned here due to injuries and
subsequent lawsuit brought by locel resident Mark
Hendexson, Claimant asserts he vas attacked yhile
seerching the #42 dredge on the night of 9-12-81,
sustaining injuries to the head and neck, including
@ major concussion. Lavsuit settled out of court on
11-14-81. Logal department cited private property sta-
tus in eaxly, low six-figure settlement. No information
from local authorities is available on a possible
suspect in the attack or if such & suspect exists. #42
asset has been more adequately secured. Consider
emdlition or removal.
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Tm going back wonigh. T have to. Dorit worry — I'm fine. Tl contact
youtomortow. Delete this! S






