

[image: cover]




EARLY ACCLAIM FOR
DISAPPEARANCE AT DEVIL’S ROCK



“You don’t have to be a parent to feel the paralyzing fear that Paul Tremblay evokes from the very first page of Disappearance at Devil’s Rock. As Tremblay unravels his plot with a dexterous and knowing hand, you will feel fear—you are in the hands of a master armed with the tools to scare you silly. But you might be surprised at how much compassion and love Tremblay bundles along with those scares, which is the hallmark of a true writer.”


NICK CUTTER, author of The Troop and The Acolyte


“A deliciously grim study of the shadowy borderlines between the Gothic and the suburban, between the fantastical and the dreadful, between the mystifying world of childhood and the cataclysmic world of adulthood. From the first page to the last, you are reminded that the most sinister peril is the one lurking just outside your window—or just behind your eyes.”


JOSHUA GAYLORD, author of When We Were Animals


“Once again Paul Tremblay gives us one of the best books of the year. Fueled by breathless tension and beautiful melancholy, Disappearance at Devil’s Rock reminds us that we make our own demons, and that ghosts are only one of the things that can haunt us. Bravo!”


CHRISTOPHER GOLDEN, author of Snowblind and Dead Ringers


“Tremblay wields terror and mystery like instruments of delicious torture. This guy knows where to stick the knife to make it hurt.”


CHUCK WENDIG, author of Zer0es and Blackbirds


“A brave and desperate woman faces the devil every parent fears most—a child lost (or taken)—in a heart-rending and utterly compelling tale of the sinister. Paul Tremblay writes exquisite, empathic horror of the highest quality.”


JOE HILL, author of The Fireman and NOS4A2


“A poignant study of modern families and the crimes of absence. Insidious. A sleep-robbing mystery that keeps digging long after you’ve finished the last page, long into the night.”


SARAH LANGAN, author of The Missing and Audrey’s Door


“Intense emotions of fear and alienation carve direct paths to the supernatural in this tightly plotted and atmospheric novel… Tremblay uses concise prose and smooth storytelling to evoke raw emotion in this tale of love, loss, and terror. Sympathetic characters and heartbreaking struggles replace genre stereotypes and tropes. The menacing atmosphere captures small-town isolation and hopelessness. This stunning and tantalizing work of suggestive horror is sure to please admirers of Stephen King and Peter Straub.”


PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (starred review)


“This tense, quick-moving story, part mystery and part folktale with a dash of police procedural, moves between points of view that offer tantalizing clues and moments of discomfort. The result is a satisfying piece of fiction that shifts genres underneath the reader.”
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for Cole, Emma, and Lisa; the ones who keep me found




Yet at no point is the work of the seer associated with the diabolical … She is the mouthpiece of God.


—GERALD MESSADIÉ, A History of the Devil


You will feel the way I do.


You’ll hurt the way I do.


He’s easily abused.


The devil in his youth.


—PROTOMARTYR, “The Devil in His Youth”




Elizabeth and the Call


Elizabeth is not dreaming. There’s a ringing sound coming from far away, from elsewhere in the house, not the ringing of actual bells but the digital trill of the landline phone. The phone is cordless, cheap, neglected, often left uncharged and to be found, more times than not, wedged beneath the couch cushions alongside pistachio shells, pens, and hair elastics. Elizabeth actively despises the landline’s inefficiency in regard to their everyday lives. The only calls the phone receives are credit card offers, scam vacation prizes, charities and fringe political groups looking for money, and the occasional mass recorded message from the town of Ames broadcasting the closing of school during snowstorms.


When the kids were little, Elizabeth wanted to keep the landline so that they’d be able to dial 911 should “anything bad happen.” That was the phrase she used with her moon-eyed munchkins as she flailed at describing the nebulous and exciting emergency protocol of the Sanderson household. Fast-forward past those early years, which were harder than she would ever admit, and all three Sandersons have smartphones. There’s really no need for the landline anymore. It survives because it is inexplicably cheaper for her to keep the phone bundled with her cable and Internet. It’s maddening.


There’s a ringing sound coming from far away, from elsewhere in the house, and not from the cell phone under her pillow. Elizabeth fell asleep waiting for the Star Trek phaser tone that announces a text from her thirteen-going-on-fourteen-year-old son Tommy. A simple text is a nonnegotiable part of the deal when sleeping over at someone else’s house, even Josh’s. She has already seen an evolution, or devolution, of communication from Tommy over the course of the summer reflected in his sleepover texts: In mid-June it was I’m going to bed now mom, which a few weeks later became night mom, then became night, and then gn, and if Tommy could’ve texted an irritated grunt (his subverbal communication method of the moment, particularly whenever Elizabeth or his eleven-going-on-twelve-year-old sister, Kate, asked him to do something), he would’ve. And now in mid-August, the exact date having changed to August 16 only a collection of minutes ago, there’s no text at all.


One twenty-eight A.M. The landline stops ringing. The silence that replaces it is loaded with the dread of possibility. Elizabeth sits up and double- and triple-checks her cell phone, and there are no new texts. Tommy and his friend Luis are sleeping over at Josh’s house. They’ve been on a sleepover rotation for a month now. Tommy, Josh, and Luis: the three amigos. She called them that earlier in the summer when the boys were over and watching all three movies of the Batman trilogy. Tommy groaned at her. Luis said, “Hey, is that a Mexican joke?” and Tommy’s face turned redder than a stop sign while the rest of them laughed their asses off.


Elizabeth is out of bed. She is forty-two and has large, dark brown eyes that always look a little heavy with sleep, and straight, shoulder-length brown hair going gray on the sides. She wears thin shorts and a tank top, and the pale skin of her arms and legs is chilled now that she’s out from under her blanket. The noisy air-conditioning ticks into life, swirling winds of cold, stale air. Kate must’ve sneakily turned the thermostat down below seventy degrees, which is totally ridiculous given she sleeps in a sweatshirt and covered with two comforters. You have to pick your battles.


No good news ever calls after midnight. Elizabeth knows this from personal experience. Instead of wading into the swelling sea of the blackest of what-ifs, she dares to think that maybe the call is a wrong a number, or a prank, and Tommy just forgot to text her, and she’ll yell at him tomorrow about his selfish forgetfulness. Getting mad is better than the alternative. There are other maybes, of course. There will be thousands more.


The phone rings again. Elizabeth rushes into the hallway and past the kids’ rooms. Tommy’s door is closed, sealed. Kate’s is open halfway, and she’s still asleep. The ringing phone doesn’t wake her, doesn’t even make her twitch.


Maybe Tommy’s phone ran out of juice, lost its charge, and he’s being a good boy, calling home on the landline to say goodnight. But if his phone died, then wouldn’t he text her from Josh’s or Luis’s cell phone and not wake her so late with a call? She wonders if Tommy even remembers his own home phone number anymore. He’s been so absent-minded and self-consumed in that new teen world he has just begun exploring, there’s no telling what he’s thinking anymore.


She’s in the living room, hardwood floor cold and grainy under her feet. Kate was supposed to vacuum up the sand she and her friend Sam tracked all over the house after they’d come home from the pond. Elizabeth finally reaches the end table and extends a hand out to the phone. Its small display screen glows a sickly green. Caller ID reads Griffin, Harold. It’s a call from Josh’s house. So it’s not the hospital or the police or—


Elizabeth says, quickly, “Yes, hi, hello?”


“Ms. Sanderson? Hi. This is Josh.” Having read Josh’s father’s name on the display screen, Elizabeth was expecting Harry’s cheerful baritone. It’s like the phone itself is breaking a promise. She wasn’t expecting Josh and the way his voice sounds: so light, careful.


“What is it, Josh? What’s wrong?”


“Is, um, is Tommy there? Did he go back home?”


“What do you mean? Why isn’t he with you?” Elizabeth hurries back into the hallway and to Tommy’s room.


“I don’t know, don’t know where he went. We went out to Borderland tonight. Just to hang out. And he took off into the woods … Is he there? There with you? I was hoping maybe he went home …” Josh is talking fast now, reckless with words spilling over each other, overlapping.


“Josh, slow down. I can’t understand you. I’m checking his room now.” Elizabeth opens Tommy’s door without knocking, which is something she hasn’t done all summer, and she’s thinking Please be home please be home please be home and clumsily slaps at the wall switch. She squints into the obnoxious light, and Tommy’s bed is unmade and empty. “He’s not in his room.” Elizabeth quickly walks back out into the hallway, turning on lights wherever she goes, looking to see if Tommy is randomly somewhere else in the house, like a misplaced pair of sneakers. He’s not in Kate’s room. He’s not in her room or the kitchen or the living room. She turns on the floodlights to the back porch, and there’s no one there.


“No. No. He’s not here.”


“He’s not? You sure?”


“He’s not here, Josh.” She’s not quite yelling, but there’s that same undercurrent of You’re a dumbass Tommy’s been using with his sister too often lately. Elizabeth runs downstairs into the musty basement, calls out to her son, but he’s not there, either. Why would he be there, anyway? Because. He has to be somewhere.


“Oh, I’m sorry, Ms. Sanderson. Oh my God …” Josh says and then breathes heavily into the phone, sending sharp blasts of static. He’s crying or working up to it. Elizabeth clings desperately to annoyance and anger at Tommy’s clever, gregarious, best friend who has inexplicably morphed into a mewling child, a child who has stupidly lost her son.


She says, “Okay, wait. Quickly, tell me again. Let’s figure this out. You were at Borderland? What were you doing?”


Josh spins through his quick and sloppy story of their hiking through the woods behind his backyard and into Borderland State Park, and then Tommy going off into the woods by himself and they haven’t seen him since. Elizabeth hears Josh’s parents talking in the background.


“When was the last time Tommy was with you?”


“More than an hour. Maybe two.”


“Jesus Christ. And you’re only calling me now?” Elizabeth is still walking around her one-level, ranch-style home, fighting the urge to open closets and cabinets, to look under the beds. The landline is pressed against her cheek, and she watches her cell phone screen for a text, for anything from Tommy.


“We tried to find him. I swear. And we called for him, waited, looked around, but he didn’t come back and we didn’t know what to do, so then we walked back thinking he doubled back on us, but he wasn’t here and he’s not answering his phone or anything.”


“Did you try calling anyone else? Where’s your mom and dad?”


“Mom is right here.” Josh is crying for real now. “She wanted me to call you. Hoping he was there. I’m sorry he’s not there. Oh God, oh God—”


“Okay, shh. We can’t panic. Listen. It’ll be okay, Josh.” She regrets saying that, even if it’s only to placate Josh. She can’t help but feel like she’s jinxing her son by saying that out loud when clearly there is nothing okay about any of this.


She asks, “Did Luis try calling his parents?”


“No, not—”


“Tell him to call his parents. Then call Tommy’s other friends, see if he went over to one of their houses.” Elizabeth is not sure who those other friends would be, whose house he would go to instead of Josh’s, Luis’s, or home.


“I will, Ms. Sanderson.”


There’s a pause. Elizabeth needs to hang up but is afraid to. Once she does, then the rest of this, whatever this ends up being, will have to continue.


She says, “Call me back as soon as you find out anything.”


“Okay.”


“Tell your parents—never mind, I’ll call back soon.”


Elizabeth hangs up and drops the landline headset to the couch, and just like that, the call is over. The air conditioner clicks and whirs to life again. It’s so loud, like a plane taking off. She’s alone in the living room, shivering and cupping her glowing cell phone in her hands. She doesn’t know what to do and thinks about waking up Kate to tell her what’s happening even though she doesn’t know what it is exactly that’s happening. Elizabeth calls Tommy’s cell phone, and it goes right to voice mail. Tommy’s voice says, “Beep, beep-beep, beep, beeeep-beep-beep, beep, beep-a-dee-beep.” Then a pause. Then he shouts a long and protracted “Beep!” And then the electronic beep sounds off and there’s the hiss of you-are-now-being-recorded silence, and she hesitates to leave a message, hesitates to say anything, because somehow she might say the wrong thing and make all this even more wrong than it already is.


She says, “Tommy, we don’t know where you are and we’re all worried, call me as soon as you get this. Love you, bye,” then hangs up.


That’s not enough. There has to be something else she can do to summon Tommy back home from wherever he is, short of running up and down the street screaming his name. There must be something she can do before she calls the police. Elizabeth feels that call-the-police clock ticking out on her already, even though Tommy’s friends haven’t called everyone else yet. Everything is already moving so fast and yet so slow at the same time.


First, she goes back to her text screen and the thread of messages she exchanged with Tommy. She resists the urge to scroll back and read and reread the old texts with the crazy hope that she’ll find him there hidden within his messages from the very recent past.


Elizabeth is still shivering, and her hands are shaking and heavy; her texting fingers and thumbs the equivalent of a desperate, pleading voice.


She types: Please call home. Please come home.


Send.


She covers her eyes and says to herself and the quiet house, “This can’t be happening. Not again.”


Then she calls the police.




Josh at Home and with the Boys at Split Rock


It’s 2:35 A.M., and Ames police officers Ed Baker and Steve Barbara interview Josh and Luis in the Griffin home. Josh has never felt so childlike, as though the two rigidly uniformed men are representatives of the unknowable and indifferent adult universe that will soon engulf him. The officers are monolithic, even sitting as they are with the boys huddled around the granite-topped kitchen island. Josh is lost inside of his own head; the questions the officers ask and the answers he gives them don’t lead to anywhere recognizable.


Both sets of the boys’ parents are at the breakfast table a few feet away. They halfheartedly sip their coffees and avoid looking at each other or their sons. They listen quietly, stirring when the boys admit that they were drinking earlier, that they took beer out of Josh’s dad’s always-stocked fridge in the garage and out into the park with them. The parents shake their heads and adjust their sitting positions. Perhaps, under much different circumstances, one or more of the parents would try to play it cool, wink, and wistfully say, “Boys will be boys.”


Josh’s mom is the only one to speak after the beer revelation. She whispers “We’re sorry” to Luis’s parents. Josh hears Mom even as Officer Baker launches into follow-up questions asking if they used pot or other drugs (the answer is no, and Luis practically screams it). Mom’s apology strikes Josh as such a weird thing to offer to Luis’s parents, because Luis is right there in their kitchen and he’s okay.


As the interview continues, the boys map out their route and destination on a large map of the state park. The officers do not offer any assurances or promises that Tommy will be found and that he will be okay. They want one of the boys and a parent to accompany them into the state park now, to show them the exact location of where they spent most of the night before Tommy disappeared. Luis volunteers. Josh is ashamed at how relieved he is. He doesn’t want to go.


Luis and his father leave with the two police officers to go the state park. Luis’s mother follows them out of the house to drive home by herself and call his college-aged sisters. Luis forgets his DC shoes sweatshirt, leaving it hanging on the back of the barstool chair in which Josh is sitting.


It’s now 3:35 A.M. Josh is alone in the house with his parents. Dad rearranges the suddenly empty chairs around the kitchen island.


Mom goes out to the floodlit back deck and returns a few minutes later, just off the phone with Ms. Sanderson. No word on Tommy yet. She shuts the slider and locks it, then yanks hard on the handle to double-check that the slider is locked. She says, “Oh, maybe I should leave it unlocked. Just in case Tommy comes back here.” She shrugs.


Then she tells Josh to go upstairs and get ready for bed. He doesn’t argue. He needs her on his side. After they came home from the park to find Mom waiting for them on the back porch, Josh knew she could smell the beer on them because of the way she narrowed her eyes and abruptly leaned away as they tried to explain what they were doing and what happened. He only had a couple of sips (he dumped most of it out like he usually did when no one was looking), but the taste and smell is still there, trapped and stinging the back of his throat.


Josh goes upstairs, closes the bathroom door behind him, and locks it. Fighting the rising urge to vomit, he washes his face in cold water.


Dad stays in the kitchen. He washes dishes by hand that don’t really need to be washed right this second, including a small collection of plastic superhero cups he and his friends drank water and soda from earlier. Josh can hear Dad talking to himself even with the bathroom door closed. He’s really talking to Josh, or talking to the Josh from two hours ago. Josh nods along to his father’s spiel while brushing his teeth: Yes, of course, Josh is supposed to be the responsible one, the level-headed one, the one who should know better, the one who was supposed to do the right thing, not the one to be sneaking out of his own house and drinking beer and then participating in whatever idiocy it was they were up to in the park, and now, now something has happened, likely something terrible, and they will never be able to change that or take it back.


Josh brushes his teeth for an extralong time, the mint starting to burn his gums and tongue, and waits for his father to stop talking.


Mom is already in Josh’s bedroom. She yawns and wipes her eyes as he walks in. Mom is loving, loyal, and intensely serious and has become more so as Josh has gotten older. The lamp with the long, adjustable neck clipped to his headboard is on. In its spotlight, she looks pale and too skinny. Her thin lips are pressed together, hiding inside her mouth. Gray roots are starting to show at the top of her head at the point where her hair parts. The gray practically glows in stark contrast to her thick, straightened, jet-black hair. Josh usually points out when it’s time for the dye job with his self-proclaimed comedian’s wit and charm. He’s been told more than once that he’ll be a politician someday. It’s supposed to be a compliment, even though all the adults he knows do nothing but bash politicians.


“Did you wash your face?” Mom won’t meet his eyes. She talks down to the pillows. “You need to shower first thing tomorrow.”


Josh says, “Yes. Okay, I will, Mom.” He changes into a clean T-shirt and shorts, turning away from Mom as he does so, embarrassed by the baby fat that softens his chest and stomach. He shimmies past her and climbs into bed. The wooden frame creaks as he adjusts his position, turning away, lying on his side, facing the wall. He’s exhausted from trying to read silent adult faces and keep eye contact. “You’ll wake me if anyone calls about Tommy, right?”


“Yes. Of course. Try to get some sleep.”


Her saying that and the way she says it, to his back or into his back, threatens to make him cry again. He says, “Can you stay in here with me for a little while?”


“Just a little while.” She rubs his back. Her hand is light but distracted.


There’s no way he’s going to fall asleep. He’s never felt more awake in his life. He’ll pretend he’s asleep eventually.


Mom turns off the lamp and continues rubbing his back. Black clouds form and dance in his vision as he stares at the wall a foot or so from his face. She says, “Oh, Josh, what happened out there?”


“I don’t know, Mom. I really don’t.” He blinks hard, balls the blanket up next to his mouth. Josh has been friends with Tommy since the summer before first grade. They met at the Ash Street playground, the one with a play area covered in wood chips that found a way to worm inside your sneakers. Josh’s mom and the other moms whispered about a boy shyly going about the serious business of climbing the play structure shaped like a pirate ship. He still remembers how carefully the boy turned the pirate wheel and swept errant wood chips off the captain’s deck with his feet. The moms called this boy the Boy Without a Father, and Josh wanted to know his story, wanted to know how that could possibly happen, because everyone had a mom and dad, right? Mom said she didn’t know how that had happened, but it sure was sad. She encouraged Josh to go play with the Boy Without a Father because he really needed a good friend, a good friend like Josh.


Josh doesn’t dare imagine where the Boy Without a Father is now.


Mom says, matter-of-factly, that if no one hears from or finds Tommy by early morning they’ll all help search the park.


Josh doesn’t want to go back to the park ever again. He wants to close his eyes and make everything like it was earlier in the summer.


* * *


It was late June. The day after the day after their last day of seventh grade. Josh and Luis rode their bikes up and down the Griffins’ long driveway, jousting with Josh’s replica sword and pickax from the video game Minecraft as they passed each other. That got boring fast, and it was too hot to shoot hoops. They sat on a shady patch of grass that outlined the driveway and checked for messages in Snapchat and Instagram.


Tommy pulled into Josh’s driveway riding his black, dinged up mountain bike one-handed. He kept the bike seat as low as it would go, so his knees practically knocked into his chin as he pedaled. Tufts of dark brown hair stuck out of the ear holes of his helmet, and his bangs hung over his eyes. Tommy hopped off the bike without stopping and stuck the landing between Luis and Josh with a gangly, on-the-verge-of-disaster-at-all-times athleticism that only he seemed to possess. He put his long, skinny arms around their shoulders and said, “What’s up?” His bike continued on a wobbly ghost ride and crashed into the front bushes.


Josh said, “My mom will stab you in the eye if she saw that.” He was half-joking, and he checked to see if Mom was watching them through the bay window.


Luis: “Stabby stab stab!”


Tommy said, “Catchphrase,” and tried to twist Luis’s arm into a chicken wing, which then became a wrestling match on the front lawn.


Tommy was taller, stronger, more physically mature. Of the three boys, he was the only one with a dusting of teen acne and a voice that had fully dropped into a voice-crack-free lower register. Luis was hunger-strike thin, the shortest kid in their grade, and so he still looked and, with his high-pitched voice, sounded like a fifth grader. The usual jokes and taunts from the boys at Ames Middle School were a daily trial, and he was instantly labeled “adorable” by the older girls, and the meaner of that crew would pinch his cheeks and muss up his black hair as though they were patting a puppy.


Outsized as he was by Tommy, Luis was tenacious and didn’t quit, didn’t ever quit. He weaved himself between Tommy’s legs and timbered him to the ground.


Tommy laughed and shouted, “Bruh! Bruh! Get off! You’re twisting my knee!” Tommy’s “bruh” was an affected accent on bro.


Luis shouted, “Get some!” stood up, and thumped his robin-sized chest with both hands.


Tommy groaned and complained about the pain as he overexaggerated a ruinous limp toward his bike, its front tire stuck in the bushes like the sword in the stone.


Josh pulled out a map of Borderland State Park from his back pocket. He said, “Yo, shit-stains, I got the map.”


Luis and Tommy started singing the “I’m the map” song from Dora the Explorer. Josh pointed to a dark green blob labeled Split Rock and told them that was where they were going to hang out. On the way they would use previously unexplored trails, which was a bonus because they wouldn’t be as crowded as the main walkways.


Luis said that Split Rock was too far away, and one of the trails they’d have to take was called Granite Hills Trail, which meant it was superrocky, which meant they’d have to walk their bikes half the time, which would take forever and result in general suckage and ass-pain for all involved. Tommy and Josh ignored his protests. Luis was a contrarian if a proposed activity or idea wasn’t his originally, and he’d complain long and loud to be on record as having complained. To Luis’s credit, he was never a told-you-so guy and he wouldn’t revisit his earlier objections even if he did turn out to be on the right side of history. Not to his credit: After the fact, Luis often enthusiastically co-opted the ideas he’d initially rejected.


Josh grabbed his blue backpack full of Gatorades and granola bars from the base of the basketball stanchion. The boys walked their bikes through Josh’s backyard and into the thick woods abutting the Griffin property. Last summer the boys had worked hard cutting a skinny path through the brush that lead into the southwest section of Borderland State Park and to its Western Trail. Normally, they’d follow the Western Trail back toward the main entrance and ride to the Pond Walk, which circled the Upper and Lower Leech Ponds, and from there take other well-worn paths designated as easier hiking or mountain bike trails. Today, they followed the Western Trail deeper into the northern, more rugged, and less traveled section of the park in search of Split Rock.


As the Western Trail gave way to the French Trail, Luis’s prophecy was realized. The terrain became hilly and craggy, full of knotty, python-thick tree roots, jagged rocks, and boulders the size of small cars. They had to walk their bikes. They weren’t good enough or strong enough riders, and with the exception of Josh’s bike, they didn’t have high-end mountain bikes built for such expert-level terrain. Tommy’s bike was a beater his mom bought on Craigslist; only the rear brakes worked correctly. Luis’s bike was a cheap knockoff from a generic sporting goods box store.


French Trail became the Northwest Trail, and the going was even rougher. Walking their bikes over minimountains was tiring, time consuming, and at times near impossible, and they had to carry their bikes over the steepest and rockiest sections. They briefly considered ditching their bikes and continuing on to Split Rock by foot, but they were afraid that even out here, deep in the middle of the woods, their bikes could still be messed with or stolen. As middle schoolers they lived in fear of being bullied and harassed by high schoolers who could be lurking around any bend in the trail.


They pressed onward. They had to backtrack on the Northwest Trail when they missed the not-very-well-marked right turn onto the lower loop of the Granite Hills Trail. Announcing that he was sweating his balls off and sick of walking his bike, Tommy tried riding for a stretch in the lowest gear he had, and he crashed almost instantly. His rear tire got pinched between two rocks, and he was tossed from his bike, skidding hands and knees first at the bottom of a small slope. He popped up quickly and said, “I’m good. No brain damage.” He had a couple of raspberries on his knees. He wiped and checked his palms repeatedly as he breathed harshly through clenched teeth.


Luis laughed, said, “Dude. You okay?”


Tommy nodded as he walked his bike next to Josh. Josh could tell that Tommy was really hurting. His face was red and he blinked quickly like he did when he was trying not to cry.


Finally, they came upon the Split Rock trail sign. Two feet tall, planted in the middle of the path like a wayward garden gnome, the wooden sign was painted brown with carved, white lettering. A short walk later, they arrived at a wooden plank bridge that lay on top of a swampy patch, and it emptied them at the base of Split Rock.


Tommy: “This has got to be it, right?”


Josh said, “Yeah. This is it,” and if his words lacked enthusiasm it wasn’t because Split Rock was disappointing, but to acknowledge how hard their journey had been.


They sloughed off their helmets and dumped their bikes on the pine-needle-covered ground. Tommy set his bike loose on another ghost ride that ended as they usually did, with a metal-scraping and tire-spinning crash.


Split Rock was an impressive, glacial boulder; twenty feet tall, sixty feet at its widest. Calved neatly in half on its north side, there was a three-foot-wide crevasse through to the boulder’s center. The boulder was a giant cake that had a thin piece cut out of it. The boys rushed inside the split and took turns taking pictures and videos of each other shouting, “Hardcore parkour!” and “American Ninja Warrior” while trying to spider-climb up to the top. Josh and Luis weren’t strong enough, and they couldn’t get leverage with one foot pressed flat against each wall, and they barely got a few feet off the ground before sliding back down. Tommy must’ve still been sore from his bike crash, because his legs started to shake, and he gave up climbing after getting maybe six feet up.


They walked around to the south side of Split Rock, where some of the boulder had collapsed and crumbled away. They quickly found a path over those broken and moss-covered rocks and scrambled to the top of the boulder, which was flat enough to walk around on without any worries of sliding or falling off. They were high above the forest floor, no doubt, but not up enough to see over the trees of the thick, surrounding woods.


Josh said, “Think anyone can hear us up here?” They hadn’t passed any other bikers or hikers along the way.


“Don’t know.” Then Luis yelled, “Seven!”


Tommy said, “Catchphrase.”


Luis: “All set. No one can hear us.”


A thin crack in the rock lead away from the big split to an eight-foot-tall tree that had somehow sprouted up through the middle of the boulder. It was dead now; sun-bleached gray, petrified, its surface stone-like in appearance. The trunk was sinewy, twisted, and pocked with knots and the stubby, sharpened bases of long-ago broken branches. The tree tapered and thinned to a spear-like point.


Tommy: “Whoa. Sick tree.”


Josh: “Looks like a weird statue.”


Tommy: “Like something out of the Nether.” The Nether was the underworld or Hell of Minecraft, a shared-world video game the boys had been playing together, off and on, since fifth grade. Tommy wasn’t the best player of the three but he watched the most YouTube Minecraft tutorials and Let’s Play videos. Tommy had even set up and run his own white-listed (which meant private) server for the three of them to use.


They walked the perimeter edge of Split Rock, faked pushing each other off the impressive sheer drops to the jagged rocks below, reached out to the still-living trees that had grown around the contours of the boulder, and leaped back and forth over the split. Josh’s stomach tightened every time he jumped over the crevasse and he felt that empty space opening up below him.


Josh hung his backpack on one of the weird tree’s jagged branch stubs. He passed out the drinks and granola bars. His first sip was too greedy, and he spilled the red drink all over his white Ames Basketball shirt from two winters ago. When Josh had first played town ball as a fourth grader, he had been the quickest kid out there and easily made the town’s travel team. Three years later he was cut. He was by no means fat, but he had gained weight in his middle and hadn’t gotten much taller, not like Tommy had, and he certainly had not gotten any faster or any better at basketball. Too many other kids had passed him by athletically and skill-wise. Josh couldn’t keep his dribble anymore and couldn’t stop anyone else from scoring. Although he’d experienced plenty of other indignities as part of the daily horror of middle school, getting cut from the travel team was the most devastating.


Josh said, “Shit, shit, shit,” and stood up, trying to keep the spilled red drink from dripping down onto his shorts and legs.


Luis: “You need a straw or a sippy cup?”


Tommy: “Chirps!”


Josh: “I’m gonna be all sticky. Bugs will be all over me now.”


Tommy: “Just like Alyssa, right?” A smile flickered, aimed at his sneakers. It was so Tommy, typically unsure of himself, like he was testing out the put-down.


Josh said, doing his best Tommy-speak impersonation, “Whoa, chirps, bruh!”


Luis: “He wishes.” He checked his phone. “Only one bar out here.”


Josh: “No porn for you then.”


Tommy: “Fap, fap, fap.”


Luis: “I can still Snapchat your mom.” He mimed taking a picture of his crotch.


Josh: “She wouldn’t see anything.”


Tommy downed his bottle and put the empty back in Josh’s pack. He said, “This is it. This is the perfect spot, boys.” He dragged out the z sound at the end of boys. “I’m claiming it. Could totally survive the zombie apocalypse right here.”


Luis: “Too late. Josh was already attacked by the zombie tree.”


Josh gargled and fell back against the dead tree.


Tommy: “Okay. Zombie contingency plans. Let’s hear ’em.”


Tommy and his zombies. Tommy freely admitted that he was a total scaredy-cat, refusing to watch zombie/horror movies and television shows or read the comics or play the gruesome video games. Still, all he wanted to talk about lately was zombies: how they could really happen and then how to survive the coming zombie apocalypse. He’d even made Josh and Luis read some blog articles and watch a video about some weird fungus in the South American jungle that takes over an ant’s brain and how it could potentially spread to humans. In the spring, during a depressing discussion of environmental issues and overpopulation of humans and the challenge of feeding everyone on earth, their science teacher, Mrs. Ryan, had said that bugs would likely become our largest food source. Tommy—who usually didn’t speak much in school, stayed hidden under his bangs—had stammered through a question: what would happen to someone if they ate a zombie ant infected with the brain fungus? He’d slunk deep into his chair after, embarrassed at the room full of giggles. Mrs. Ryan had said that while she didn’t know much about that particular fungus, she was sure eating the ant wasn’t a vector for the fungal infection, at least not in humans. Later that night, while online with Josh and doing battle with the sillier subspecies of Minecraft zombies (the zombie pigmen), he’d said Mrs. Ryan didn’t really know and he was still convinced that human zombies could happen via the ant brain fungus.


Luis: “Keep it simple. Fortify my house. Move all supplies up to the second floor and knock out the staircase. Then use a ladder and pull it up behind me when I was up on the second floor. Boom, zombie proof.”


Tommy: “I like it, but what about emergency escape routes? And if you have to bolt, carrying supplies down a ladder would suck.”


Luis: “Could chuck stuff out the window and jump down after them.”


Tommy: “You’re such a hardo.” A hardo was someone who tried too hard to act tough or smart or cool. “No way, you jump and hurt your ankle and you might as well be a bucket of chum.”


Luis: “Chum this.”


Tommy: “I’d use Split Rock.”


Luis: “You can’t live on this rock.”


Tommy: “No, but it could be, like, an extra holdout, or a—a safety station. Build a shelter or even set up a little tent here or something so you can come here in case your house or whatever gets overrun, or you need to hide from the noninfected for a few days.”


Josh: “I’d be at the mall.”


Luis: “Nah. No good. First place zombies go is the mall. Good for supplies, but you have to get in and get out, quick. See Dawn of the Dead.” Luis, unlike Tommy and Josh, had watched every horror movie they’d ever heard of with his older sisters. “Tommy, you seen it yet?”


Tommy shakes his head no.


Luis groans. “Jesus, you’re such a movie wuss. Just watch it. There’s a zombie that looks totally like you in it. I mean, it’s the seventies version of you. So weird. You have to see it. Even if you don’t see the whole movie, YouTube that zombie.”


Tommy: “YouTube search what? Tommy zombie? Luis is a dick?”


Luis: “That’s a different movie.”


Josh: “Hey. A school would be good place to hide, fight off zombies. Lots of supplies there.”


Tommy: “It’s okay. But you can’t stay there all the time. You keep a bunch of small bases, right? Spread out the supplies. Don’t rely too much on one place. Living inside a fortress, that’s a mistake. You need more than one place. I’d make this rock one of my bases. Definitely. It’s up high like your stairless house, and you could hear and see the zombies coming from like a mile away.”


Luis: “So where’s your emergency escape route from the rock?”


Tommy: “Just slide down that tree over there like a fireman’s pole. It’s better than jumping out a window. And the rock would be easy to defend. We could lure them into the split, yeah? Stab them in the head with long spears.”


Luis: “If there’s a big herd, they’d fill up the split and they’d keep coming right up against the rock, crush into each other, and wash over this thing like a tsunami, man. Just like in World War Z and Walking Dead—”


Tommy: “That wouldn’t happen in real life. They can’t herd through these thick woods. It’d slow them down big-time.”


Luis: “Yeah they can. They wouldn’t have to stick to the trails, either. They’d stumble into the easiest way out here.”


Tommy gingerly probed his scabbing leg wounds. “Nah. We’re high enough that we’d see them coming, hear them coming, too. We’d be all right …”


Josh didn’t like horror movies like Luis did, and he wasn’t newly obsessed with zombies like Tommy. Those two had totally ignored his school suggestion for the apocalypse, and he felt dangerously out of their conversation loop. Which pair of the three friends was best friends and which one was the third wheel was always the unspoken fear, the unspoken competition. Tommy and Luis kept going back and forth, rapid-fire, like they’d rehearsed this zombie give-and-take without Josh. Maybe they had. Josh scrambled to stay relevant, to come up with something clever to add.


Josh said, “It’d be too cold out here at night.”


Tommy: “We could keep a fire going—”


Luis: “Outdoor fire. Might as well ring a bell, send invitations to the zombie barbeque.”


Josh: “Mmm. McRibs.”


Luis laughed. Josh exhaled.


Tommy: “The cold would help, actually. Cold is good.”


Luis: “Fuck that. Living out here in the cold would blow donkey balls.”


Josh: “Zombie donkeys?”


Tommy: “I’m talking about the zombies. They’d totally freeze up. They’re not alive. No body heat, right?”


Josh: “So you’re saying they’re what—like lizards? Cold-blooded? They need to sun themselves on rocks or something?”


Luis laughed again. “Zombies getting a tan. Hot.”


Tommy: “Winter hits and it’d be zomb-cicles everywhere. Wait them out until everything freezes, then you could take them out so easy.”


Luis frowned and furrowed like he was considering a great wisdom. “They didn’t freeze up in Dead Snow—”


Josh: “What the fuck is Dead Snow?”


Luis: “Nazi zombie movie in—Finland. I think. I don’t know. Some icy-ass country. The Nazi zombies didn’t freeze and ran through the snow and everything. But they came back to life because of a shitty curse or something stupid.”


Tommy: “No supernatural zombies. Those aren’t like real-life zombies that can happen. Real-life zombies would freeze up.”


Luis: “Yeah, maybe. Seems fucking stupid if they all froze that easy and assholes like us could walk around cutting off their heads.”


Josh: “We’d need a chisel or something if they were frozen.”


Luis: “Whatever. You’d still probably have to survive at least a few warm months before the big freeze with the things herding around and eating the shit out of everyone.”


Tommy: “I’m not afraid of the herd.”


Josh: “Hardo!”


Luis: “You can’t even watch Scooby Doo without getting nightmares.”


Tommy shrugged and had a smaller version of his goofy I-got-nothing-to-say smile on his face, before it snuffed itself out. “I’d be all right, if it happened.”


Luis: “Yeah, right. What about the one zombie that locks onto you. You afraid of that? It follows you wherever you go, never gives up because it picked you, likes your smell, thinks you’re cute. Probably is someone you know, too—Zombie Josh. He’d follow you everywhere, but he’d be slower than shit—”


Josh: “Ha ha, go fuck yourself, shorty.” He said it without malice. Normally Luis and Josh were the only ones who could comment on each other’s physical limitations without either getting upset at the other, but Luis looked over at Josh quickly, as though trying to triangulate from where the lobbed stone came.


Tommy: “Bruh. Herd, rogue zombie; it don’t matter.” Tommy leaped over the split in the rock, triumphantly raised his arms up in the air, and shouted with mock authority and in his best stentorian voice, “It has been decided!”


Josh and Luis shrugged at him.


Tommy walked back over between them, pushed on the dead tree’s trunk like he wanted to knock it over and see what was inside, and he said, “When it happens. I’m making my last stand here.”




Elizabeth at the Park, at Home with Janice, Kate, and a Ghost


Eight A.M. Although Borderland State Park is officially closed to the public, the main entrance and the visitor’s parking lot is overrun by SUVs, patrol cars (local and state police), and vans. Local news crews are staging their live feeds and reporter-on-the-scene shots.


Something like this doesn’t happen in the affluent suburb of Ames, this happy little town twenty-five miles southwest of Boston, often listed in money and lifestyle magazines as one of the top places to live in the country. People certainly don’t go missing within the boundaries of their beloved and well-kept state park. And given that Elizabeth Sanderson is a clerk for the town public works and is friendly, if not friends, with every last town employee, it’s all hands on deck.


The police have taken over the Visitors Center, a one-level cabin, painted forest green, the tar shingles sun-bleached gray and spotted with lichen. Park rangers, Ames Police officers, and State Police pour in and out of the Center, which is situated on the edge of the main parking lot and the surrounding forest, and is adjacent to the beginning curl of the Pond Walk trail.


To the right of the Visitors Center and main parking lot is a large, open field that leads to the Eastman mansion—built in 1910, made of stone, three levels, twenty rooms, sitting like an ancient tortoise sunning itself on the green. Groups of search volunteers and park rangers are gathered there and begin to splinter and set off on foot with walking sticks, two-way radios, and park maps in tow.


Elizabeth remains at the mansion to wait for the detective. She paces behind a fold-up table, positioned at the foot of the front stairs, as though it were some invisible barrier. She fusses with the fliers and folders, and she has her cell phone clutched tightly in her left hand.


Detective Allison Murtagh makes the long walk from the Visitors Center down a dirt-and-gravel path to the mansion. The detective is in her late forties. Her graying, light brown hair is kept in a neat, straight bob cut. She’s tall, angular, all arms and legs, and built like a scarecrow that’s low on straw. Her skin is more Mediterranean than Irish, thanks to her mom. She wears a blue pantsuit, a single button above the waist.


Elizabeth knows Allison more than well enough to greet her by her first name. They’ve met and exchanged pleasantries on numerous occasions at Town Hall, but it was this past spring when they had their longest conversation. They were at a graduation party of a mutual family friend. Allison talked about how hard it was deciding to move her father to a nursing home. Elizabeth discussed the rigors and challenges of being a single mom. They both talked about dealing with teens in general; Elizabeth as a mom of a new one, and Allison having dealt with teens her whole professional life. All the heavy, personal stuff eventually morphed into a casual conversation about town gossip and politics and then about nothing much at all. They both laughed and drank too-warm glasses of wine, and they made noises about getting together and hanging out later that summer, which never came to pass. That party seemed like it happened yesterday. Elizabeth wonders if Allison remembers meeting or seeing Tommy there.


Allison says, “Hello, Elizabeth,” and she holds out her hand for the rigid formality of the handshake.


Elizabeth puts her hand inside of Allison’s. Her fingers are cold and do not react to the handshake. “Hi, um, Allison. Or, sorry, Detective Murtagh?”


“No, please. Allison is fine.”


They exchange weak and sad smiles.


Allison’s dark blue pantsuit looks sticky and clingy in the heat. The local forecast has the temperature lurching into the nineties and to be weighed down with a typical summer-in–New England humidity that’s as oppressive as the Puritans.


“Okay.” Elizabeth sighs, emptying of all her air as though to build herself up to this conversation she must first deflate herself. Elizabeth wears baggy blue shorts and a billowy, fraying white T-shirt, its once-clever graphic long gone, eroded by years of callous spin cycles and tumble dries. “So what do we know so far?”


Allison says that according to the statements given by Tommy’s two friends, the three of them were sleeping over at the Griffin house when they snuck out to drink beer and hang out at the Borderland landmark called Split Rock. Luis Fernandez had referred to the landmark as Devil’s Rock, which initially confused the interviewing officers who were familiar with the park and had never heard the rock referred to by that name. The two boys claim Tommy drank half of the six-pack they brought, and then he ran off into the woods by himself. They claim his running off was sudden and without explanation. The boys were adamant that they hadn’t been making fun of Tommy, hadn’t been doing anything that would’ve angered, embarrassed, or dismayed him. They presumed Tommy was playing a prank, hiding somewhere in the woods to jump out and scare them. Tommy didn’t respond to their shouting, and he wouldn’t answer their texts. They claim to have searched the area around Split Rock for almost an hour before deciding to go back to the Griffin residence with the hope that Tommy had doubled back to the house to scare them or laugh at them when they arrived. They didn’t call anyone’s parents while they were on their way out of the park as their phones were dead, having spent the batteries while using the phones as flashlights. Tommy was not at the Griffin residence upon their return at approximately 1:25 A.M.


Minutes after Elizabeth called the Ames Police department, Tommy’s name and information were entered into the statewide system created for missing children and teens. Officers began their search of the park around 3:30 A.M., including a pair of officers who had Luis and his father accompany them. A State Police helicopter equipped with infrared surveyed the park during the predawn hours but was unable to spot Tommy. The K9 unit thus far has come up empty. Officers from the Metro LEC (Metropolitan Law Enforcement Council; a consortium of over forty local police departments) are due to arrive at 9 A.M. for their own briefing.


Elizabeth says, “Jesus,” checks her phone for a message that isn’t there, and begins pacing behind the table again. “I don’t understand why or how. Any of it.”


Allison asks, “How well do you know Josh and Luis?”


“Very well. They’re over the house all the time. They’ve been Tommy’s best friends for years—the only friends, really, that come over.”


“Have you known them to be truthful?”


“Yeah. Always.” Is there something—great or small—that’s off in Luis’s and Josh’s stories of what happened last night? Off either by omission or addition? Despite her answer, Elizabeth knows all teens lie. Even hers. It’s not necessarily that teens are being malicious or devious, but lying is an ingrained part of their makeup, of who they are; it’s how they attempt to survive and navigate their incomprehensible day-to-day. Adults are big, fat liars too, of course, and they’re usually better at it than teens. It’s not because adults know more. It’s because adults have decided that living with themselves is more palatable when they fully believe in their own lies.


Elizabeth: “Do you think they’re lying?”


“No, not necessarily. I wanted to hear what you think of them, what kind of kids they are.”


“They’re the best, as far as I’m concerned.” She feels strangely protective of Luis and Josh, and by proxy, Tommy, as though she’s always believed the three friends would never do wrong, never have wrong befall them. “So, are you going to, I don’t know, close down the park to help find him?”


Allison tells her that closing the park to the public remains easier said than done given the many paths and trail entrances (both marked and unmarked) along the borders and given the large number of homes in the towns of Ames and Sharon that abut the state park. The police are encouraging local residents to volunteer to be a part of larger search teams to systematically walk the trails. There are over twenty miles of marked and mapped trails, each with varying levels of difficulty. Borderland is almost two thousand acres large. That number doesn’t include the neighboring wooded areas that are not technically within the park’s boundaries, nor does it include the entirety of the Moyles granite quarry toward the treacherous and very much lesser-traveled northern end of the park.


Elizabeth knows the park and surrounding environs are large enough that someone, a teen, a kid, her kid, could become disoriented, particularly at night, and if he was drinking, too (Jesus, Tommy, drinking? already?) … he could get lost, hurt. Worse.


Allison: “Elizabeth, is it all right if I ask you a few more questions?” She pulls out a small notebook and gives Elizabeth what is supposed to be a commiserative look: a tight-lipped smile that isn’t a smile, slightly arched eyebrows.


This observed detail is accompanied by what Elizabeth believes is her first glimpse into the truth: nothing good will come of any of this.
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