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you want to know

whether i believe in ghosts

of course i do not believe in them

if you had known

as many of them as i have

you would not

believe in them either 


– Don Marquis ("ghosts")
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Blackrock Island

2006
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For a long time there was nothing, and he welcomed the oblivion, embraced the rare privilege of being insensate, of finally being able to claim no earthly ties or concerns. It was a mercy. He gave himself to the dark and the dark in turn coiled around him like warm wet eels growing from his skin. Some distant part of him, the part from which he’d been separated, registered the cold and the pain, but here in the blackness he only had to turn his head to ignore them, as if such discomforts were nothing more than strangers to whom he did not wish to speak. As he moved, bodiless, weightless, and fearless through the nothing, he saw that he was not alone. There were others here too—a crowd of figures, their blanched misshapen faces cracked and crooked theater masks that hovered above their shrouds. None of them moved, yet all seemed to pulse with the need.

There’s nothing I can do for you now, Tim told them, though he had no mouth with which to utter the words. He could hear the thought, however, and so assumed they must too. Certainly they seemed to react to his rejection, for their bodies shuddered in anger, their tattered black shrouds whipping and snapping like flags in a violent wind.

Tim moved on, directed by some unseen hand, some lure that dragged him like a fish on a line from the Stygian depths of the nowhere, the nothing, until he found himself in a room facing a shabby brown wooden door set deep into the old stone of the walls. It opened uneasily before him, the hem scraping against the floor and kicking up amber dust that took far too long to rise, and aquatic, emerald-colored light breathed into the room.

On the threshold, he heard the sound of Kim speaking his name and for a moment could only wait, her voice echoing endlessly, as if in death his mind had become some immense cavernous enclosure that refused to let it out. And there was music playing somewhere. An old country song he might have heard sometime before but had not liked enough to remember. It was a typically mournful tune about being down on your luck and doubting your chances of surviving it all. 

Dread, sudden and inexplicable, seized him, a sensation of which he had mistakenly assumed himself immune. Perhaps it was the familiar briny smell of the air rolling out to him from that room, the unmistakable tang of sea salt that evoked memories of traumas both recent and distant that dragged him back to himself. Perhaps it was the serpentine hush of the ocean or the creak of the old wooden walls that were all that kept it at bay in the room beyond. 

And then she spoke again: “Timmy, help me. Please.”

Drawn by the desperation in her voice, reminding him of all he had lost, he drifted over the threshold.

The room was longer than it was wide and there was no furniture but for a bed laden with greasy animal hides and a pillow made of coarse animal hair. The bare floorboards were old and coated in undisturbed dust. His passage did not inspire that to change. Cobwebs hung in dirty veils from the massive oak rafters above his head. A long plate-glass window made up one wall. The sea lapped against it, the tideline coming halfway up the glass as if the house had been cast adrift. The sight of it, combined with the watery shadows cast upon the floor, reminded him of visits to the aquarium. Above the tide, the amber daylight was unbroken but for the familiar black mass of Blackrock Island on the horizon. To his left, wooden stairs led down into the black depths of the submerged first floor. Beneath the music, he could hear the waves chuckling hollowly against the steps.

Standing before the large window with its view of the hungry tide stood a naked woman with long, dark wet hair. She had her back to Tim, her trembling skin pale and beaded with dirty water. Her flesh was mottled with bruises and there were strings of seaweed on her shoulders, clots of it clinging to the backs of her knees.

The woman sobbed, her body jerking as she attended to something he could not see.

Kim, I’m here. When she gave no indication that she was aware of him, he began to walk toward her. Around them the house groaned massively under the weight of the tide against its walls, just as the burgeoning dread battered the walls of Tim’s composure. He was dead, free, but then why did he now feel as if he could still suffer here? How could he feel at all? The sight of Kim alone had awakened in him memories of life, of all he had lost and might yet lose. Surely those walls would collapse at any moment and they would both be swept away, but to where? As the sea washed against the glass it creaked and seemed to bow inward. 

The woman shuddered hard enough to send drops of water flying from her body. From her throat came a guttural, mournful sound as she tugged and wrenched at whatever she held in her hands.

Tim was close enough to touch her now had he had the ability to do so, and the woman turned, the tide heaving against the glass behind her, the dark green waves limned with yellow froth and high enough now to obscure the daylight and throw the room into shadow.

And he saw that the woman was indeed Kim, albeit a version he had hoped to never see, a vision culled from his worst nightmares. The woman he loved, barely recognizable in death.

He began to back away, but no amount of distance was enough to lessen the horror of what he saw before him.

The woman, this version of Kim, had clearly drowned. Her skin was discolored and swollen, her eyes sightless, the pupils opaque. Her lips had been chewed away by submarine scavengers, exposing the decomposed gums. Where her nose had been, there was only a ragged triangle of yellowed bone.

But this was far from the worst of it.

Beneath her sagging, deflated breasts, which were ringed with bite marks, her womb had been hollowed out, the ragged concavity stuffed full of severed fish heads. Their eyes gleamed black and silver in the half-light. In both the woman’s swollen hands, she held wet strings of her own flesh, which she jerked and pulled, and as Tim looked on in growing horror, he saw that when she tugged those strings, more of the womb unraveled, the stitches running from left to right and back again beneath her ribs as if she were nothing more than a woolen doll. And the more she unraveled, the more fish heads slithered to the floor.

They’re fond of their needles, the dead woman said. And their stitches.

I don’t understand, Tim said.

You do. You must, she said, the childlike tone and expression foiled by the decay.

I don’t, he pleaded. Tell me.

Her opaque eyes moved to something over his shoulder and he became aware of another presence then, one that heightened the sense of dread. With alien fear bursting inside him like fireworks, he turned his head and saw that the room behind him was gone. In its place was a beach. He turned back again and the rest of the aquarium room was still there, the large window like a fish tank with the Kim-thing still attending to her unraveling. He looked back to the beach and saw that the dark sand ended at his feet but stretched away from him to meet the ocean where once had stood the bed of animal hides and beyond it the door. 

The ocean was the color of gunmetal, the sky a shade darker. The waves seemed to whisper ancient secrets as they broke themselves on the shore and the froth was the color of old blood. Above the shifting tide, where once there had been a wall, the horizon was uneven as if drawn by an anxious hand, and from that crooked line red veins were beginning to grow out and upward, threading the bellies of the clouds with angry scarlet stitches.

Lying around him like driftwood on the damp sand were hundreds of black-clad corpses, sodden and decayed as if they had crawled from the tide just to die. All of them lay face down so that he could not see their faces and for this he was thankful. Some, he suspected, would be familiar to him, people he had encountered in his life spent battling the darkness. As he watched, small clouds of flies rose like cancerous breaths as some of the bodies appeared to move, but Tim knew this was a product of something else’s feeding. There was no stench of rotting, but his consciousness filled again with the memory of how the scene should smell and he quickly lowered his gaze from the dead ocean to the figure sitting on the sand before him. The man was facing away from him, but Tim knew who he was.

You, he said. I’ve been looking for you.

I know, the man replied without looking back. It would seem we’ve been looking for each other for quite some time. The man had his knees drawn up and was facing the restless tide, which had begun to swell as if some enraged leviathan were struggling to break free of the depths. 

It’s over though now, isn’t it? There’s nothing left to do. I’m too late to convince you to stop. All Tim could see was the man’s stained and torn black overcoat and the back of his head, which was striated with deep grooves and deeper scars like a piece of granite accustomed to being thrown. The crinkled edges of a sheaf of yellow pages protruded from one of his pockets.

The man sighed asthmatically and shook his head, looped his wiry arms around his knees and drew them closer. No, Tim, it’s not over, but it will be soon. You’re only visiting, and your relief is premature. The sea rose higher still, pushed up from below like a child beneath a dark sheet playing at being a ghost. Go now. See what they’ve done to the children. See what has become of the world. I suspect when you do, you’ll wish you had stayed dead.

The wind rose abruptly and violently, as if it had been restlessly contained behind a door that had just been flung open, and Tim felt himself pulled in a thousand different directions at once. Before him, he watched the man’s shoulders tense. Beyond him, the sea continued to rise, sending forth raging roaring waves the size of buildings.

There’s nothing more I can do, he protested. You’ve won, Peregrine. The war is over.

The man at his feet chuckled without humor as the first of the cold spray needled their faces. Panicked, Tim knew he should not be able to feel it, but that didn’t make it so. With something akin to grief, he felt his senses start to return in full, like warm blood filling the veins of a cold body, and willed them away. Though he might have lost, might have condemned the world by leaving it to its fate, a fate with which he should never have been burdened, he had relished the disassociation, the dislocation, the freedom to no longer care that came with being dead. And now he was being forced to return, forced back into a damaged body and mind that was no more prepared to face what was coming than his disembodied self was prepared to face the all-consuming tide bearing down upon him.

The war is far from over, Peregrine said. And while it continues out there, you will find no sanctuary in here or anywhere else. Condemning them means condemning yourself to the same unspeakable hell. If this is what you desire, then by all means stay and drown in the tide of your own cowardice. But we both know you won’t.

Tim did know this, and hated that it was true. He wanted to be oblivious and indifferent. The luxury of not caring was as potent as any drug, and he was already blissfully addicted. But just as quickly as it had come, he could feel the euphoria beginning to seep from his soul, replaced by the memory of pain, a memory that began to take hold and become real like needles driven into his skull. The life, the agony, the fear moved through him like the shadow of the wave that towered above them both.

I’ll be seeing you soon, Timmy Quinn, Peregrine told him, and started to turn. Stricken with sudden terror, Tim turned away and saw that Kim was standing close to him now in the remains of the glass-walled room, the sopping oil from her ravaged womb trickling down to the old floorboards between them. When she spoke, it was with Peregrine’s voice: And maybe you’ll make the birds sing again.

As the mottled dead thing tried to remember how to smile, there was a sudden deafening crack, and a fissure appeared in the glass wall behind her, running from left to right like etched lightning, like the rows of stitches she was unraveling in herself. Thin springs of water began to sprout along the crack and when the moisture hit the floor, it washed away the dust, darkening the wood beneath and revealing to Tim the hieroglyphics that had been carved there. There was no time to study them, however. The tumultuous sea had risen again, slamming itself against the window and now the house itself was shaking. Around them, the roof and the walls were leaking. A chunk of glass the size of a thimble shot like a bullet into the room from the buckling window, narrowly missing Tim’s face. He felt the displacement of air as it whipped past his cheek, a trivial detail that nevertheless finally confirmed his return to himself. He staggered away, but could not avoid seeing Kim raise her arms and begin to wail as the fish heads poured liquidly out of her womb and splattered to the floor. The spattering of brine uncovered more symbols in the wood.

Those actors with their costumes of baggy borrowed flesh. They will hide inside and tear us apart, the woman shrieked. As if in response, the tide suddenly drew back like a fist one more time and rammed itself against the window, obliterating the glass with a thunderous roar as the sea raged into the room.

At the instant of impact, Tim felt his ears pop. They rang as the massive wall of water sped toward him, cold air rushing ahead of it to freeze him in place. Then the tide slammed into him, knocking him senseless. 

* * *
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He awoke, shivering, and blinked in confusion as the tide pulled away from him, taking with it the persistent impression of Peregrine, Kim, the sea room, and the dead beach. In its wake, he saw Kim, the real Kim, the living Kim, standing over him, hip-deep in water, her face taut and wracked with terror as she drew back a hand and slapped him hard across the cheek. Shocked, but feeling drugged, he opened his mouth to ask her what was wrong, but only managed to vomit a great gout of dirty seawater out onto his chest. His throat felt raw, sore, burning and yet cold at the same time. He tasted salt on his tongue.

“For Chrissake, Tim, get up,” Kim screamed at him, her hands grabbing fistfuls of his coat and yanking him upward. “Please.” But in falling into the tide, the sea had doubled the weight of his clothes, thwarting her efforts. She grunted with the strain, cursed with frustration as she released him back into the womb of the sea. For a moment he could do nothing but watch her weep, her face contorted with panic, and then he knew he had died, if only for a little while. He had returned, but yes, for a time had died and left her alone to mourn him. The shame began to heat his insides as he recalled how easily he had embraced his escape from this place, from her and the child in her womb, and from the responsibility he had been given to protect them all from what was coming.

Sluggishly, he braced a hand on the cold sandy sea bed and winced as his shredded nerves reminded him of his wounds, the same ones that had drained his strength and his consciousness and deposited him under the water where he had almost drowned.

And was glad of it...

“I thought—” Kim started to say, but turned away and put a hand to her face instead. He watched as her shoulders hitched and jerked the sorrow from her, but only for a moment. Then she was with him again, face set in grim determination, and helping him up. With his assistance, she succeeded this time, and as the water drained from his sodden clothes, so too did he feel the terror drain from her body.

He was so cold, his teeth chattering like typewriter keys.

Before them, the boat bobbed on the roughening waves, a spot of blood in its belly. 

“I thought I’d lost you,” Kim said hoarsely as she brushed his hair from his face and kissed him before aiding him in boarding the tiny vessel.

Tim collapsed into the boat and with great difficulty drew himself up enough to allow her room to join him. His clothes felt like sheets of ice. Overhead the sky was the color of poisonous dusk. “So did I,” he said, not loud enough for her to hear as he brought his ruined fingers up before his face to inspect them. The sight of the ragged wounds made his gorge rise. The skin was fish belly white, slivers of bone poking from the shredded meat like dry quills. Carefully he lowered his hand and focused on trying to stay conscious. In this, he was helped by Kim, who watched him relentlessly to ensure he did not pass out again from the shock. He had lost a lot of blood, could hear in his head how dull and listless his pulse had become. Black stars periodically exploded in his vision, but evaded his focus like a maddening dance of ghosts. 

“Concentrate on me,” Kim said. “And stay awake. If you start to get drowsy, tell me.” She had aged twenty years in a day, but was no less beautiful. Nothing that happened would ever make her anything other than radiant.

The love of my life.

Yes, a sneering voice chimed within him, and one you were willing to leave.

Only when she looked away from him and out over the bow to ensure they were still on course did he look at her stomach. There was a life in there, he knew, but the nature of it was not yet known. Like everything else, he knew it would be revealed in time, and could only pray that it would not be a thing of darkness and destruction.

They headed for the coast and did not speak again until hours later when the hazy shape of the mainland materialized before them, and even then there was little to say. Tim felt a peal of dread in his labored heart at the sight it.

Peregrine’s voice in his mind, words from a specter in a dream that was no dream.

See what has become of the world. I suspect when you do, you’ll wish you had stayed dead.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​ACT  I:  THE  PLAYERS
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“We dress the same. We act the same. We sometimes even speak the same. But if one among our number cannot love, then he might as well be wearing a mask for all we know of him.”

— Behind the Black Curtain, Eustace Terry

​1
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Delaware, Ohio

1967

––––––––
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In the years since his father had left them, the boy’s mother had taken to throwing parties to fill the crushing emptiness his departure had installed in their house, crowding the rooms with long haired strangers who were not shy about baring their souls and their bodies in the company of children. Quite the opposite of his mother, Darryl found the blaring noise intrusive and the liberal attitudes of her guests alarming. Lingering only long enough to sate the sexual curiosity typical of young boys, and with the memory of dozens of bared breasts of differing shapes and sizes emblazoned on his mind, he would barricade himself inside his room, where he would alternate between reading or writing and watching the shadows of the leaves outside his window dancing on his wall. Eventually the day came when, despite the drug and alcohol-induced haze in which his mother sought solace, she realized, or was forcefully made aware by some rare concerned party, that the environment was not one suitable for a child, and so packed her son up to go spend time with his uncle in Delaware, a man about whom he knew very little and liked even less.

Providing another contrast to his home life, the Marshalls were a mostly quiet family, almost excruciatingly so. His uncle and aunt were like ghosts drifting through rooms and seldom communicating except to confer over their infant son, Pete, who the boy found the most likeable and entertaining of the bunch, or to argue in harsh but muted tones in distant rooms.

“Your mother tells me you want to be a writer someday,” Mr. Marshall said at breakfast one morning, peering at the boy over the rims of his spectacles. The man’s eyes were as dark as his hair, an impression worsened by wrinkled bags beneath them that had no place on the face of a man so young and spoke of many nights of troubled sleep. Darryl had been staying at the house for four days by then and he was rapidly running out of things to say to either one of his temporary guardians. He was also beginning to fear that they might not be so temporary after all, for if they’d heard word from his mother about when—or if—he should return home, they hadn’t said as much. He hoped he would never have to call this place home. As bad as it was living in the madhouse with his mother, at least it was familiar, and at least she was given to periods in which she didn’t view him as a nuisance. He had yet to see evidence of this in the faces of the Marshalls. 

He nodded in response to his uncle’s question. 

“That’s a tough way to make a living,” Mr. Marshall said, and with a self-serving grin added: “You’d be better off studying something with a future in it. Like say, law, or real estate. ”

“You’re one to talk about a future,” Aunt Sue grumbled. She was at the stove and had her back to them, her elbow jerking now and then as if she were stabbing the eggs and bacon rather than cooking them. Darryl could smell them starting to burn, and though young, was not so innocent that he could not connect the fake civility between the two adults as a consequence of their recent arguing. The previous night, the walls had hummed with their discord. Every few minutes she would sigh heavily and his uncle would glare at the back of her head. The tension between them was like razor wire. At one point, Mr. Marshall stood and went to her, leaned close and through clenched teeth hissed into her ear: “It’s fucking happening whether you like it or not, so get over it.” Jaw muscles twitching, he started to turn back to the table, but then almost lunged back toward his wife, who flinched in response. “And you’re burning the goddamn eggs,” he said, and brought his plastic smile back to Darryl as he retook his seat at the table.

Darryl wanted very badly to go home. This was no place for him and he felt a mild sense of pity for the child destined to grow up here.

“Not like it’s a regular thing,” Mr. Marshall muttered and snapped the pages of his newspaper like the wings of a stunned bird.

The boy assumed he was the subject of their disharmony and quickly withdrew into himself, but he was wrong. The it turned out to be a party of some kind that Saturday. It sounded a little like déjà vu to Darryl, but he wasn’t too concerned. Once you’d seen one party full of whacked out drunken people, you’d seen them all. Besides, he would surely be back in his own kid-unfriendly environment long before then.

Except, he wasn’t.

On Friday evening his mother called and told the Marshalls she was going out of town for the weekend, and would they mind terribly holding onto Darryl until Monday. Holding onto is just how she’d put it too, as if her son were a plate she’d given to her brother with the leftovers.

Nobody had been happy with this new arrangement, but Mr. Marshall, Wayne as he asked his nephew to call him, had agreed without consulting anyone. And when Darryl asked to speak to his mother, his uncle listened for a moment into the phone and then shrugged apologetically, indicating that the boy could have the phone if he wanted it, but there was nobody on the other end.

“I’m having a few of my buds over tomorrow for the game,” he explained later in as close to an approximation of friendliness as he could muster when it was clearly not a trait with which he was intimately familiar. “I reckon you can just hang around and stay out of trouble, right?”

Darryl had told him yes, but he had no intention of hanging around yet another noxious gathering of grownups just so they could ignore him. 

The only upside to staying with the Marshalls was the location of their house. The small neighborhood sat a little ways back from the road, itself a country route and not a highway, and the eight houses were spread out across two acres of land separated from the railroad tracks to the north by a column of trees, the withered limbs of aged walnuts outstretched between the pines as if trying to break up a fight. Behind the Marshall house was a cornfield, which Darryl had heard his uncle proclaim as “prime real estate”. It was his contention that in a few years their property would double in value, an eventuality that seemed to thrill him. Beyond the cornfield was a small pond, built by one of the few residents of the neighborhood that Darryl had met. He was aware of some of the others, in particular the married couple in the house across the way. They seemed like nice people, but he had never spoken to them, and as they had no kids his age, he saw no reason to trouble them.

Doctor Myers and his sons had installed the pond only two summers before. Deposited at the Marshalls’ for a week that autumn while his mother went on another of her spur-of-the-moment vacations, it was on his way to see the much-talked about pond that he had first met the doctor. The old man was tall and thin, almost skeletal, his sallow skin the color of faded leather. When Darryl encountered him, the doctor had been walking the narrow path back from the pond to his house, his hands clasped behind his back. He had worn a serene smile that looked out of place on a face the gravity of age had made into a mask of sadness.

“Good day, young sir,” he’d said, beaming down at Darryl. He gave a quick bow, and when he straightened, Darryl thought he could see the faintest trace of pain in the man’s features.

The boy gave a polite nod. “Hello...” Having lived most of his young life in the care of a negligent woman and all but invisible to the relatives who had accepted him as their infrequent charge, Darryl was not always entirely sure how to address his elders. “...sir,” he added, because it felt like he should.

“On your way back to see my pond?” The man’s eyes were sunken and watery, but in them the boy could see flecks of vibrant blue, like scattered fragments of youthful memory.

“Yes, sir. If that’s all right?”

The old man’s arms emerged from behind his back as if his hands had become wiry birds that had taken flight only to find themselves tethered to the thin branches of his arms. “Oh my gosh, of course it’s all right. I put it there for young folk like you to enjoy!”

“Are there fish in there?” Darryl asked.

The doctor nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes. And turtles too!”

“Turtles?”

“Of course! It’s another one of the reasons I built the pond!”

This seemed an odd reason to build a pond, but Darryl kept that opinion to himself out of fear of offending the old man. But the doctor must have read something in his face, because his grin widened and he nodded his understanding. “You think that’s silly? Building a pond just for turtles?”

“No,” Darryl lied. “I think you can build a pond for whatever reason you like. It’s yours, after all.”

“Such a polite child,” Myers said. “Shall I tell you why I built a pond for the chelonians?”

Darryl considered asking what that word meant, but thought better of it. Instead he nodded, though in truth he didn’t really care to hear the reason. His curiosity had already been inflamed by the news that there was a pond back behind the acres for him to explore. He’d envisioned some great sprawling lagoon full of all manner of exotic creatures, and he was eager to see it for himself. But he feared now that the doctor, however unintentionally, was going to strip away all of that magic and leave him with just another place to hide until he had no other choice but to go back to the Marshall’s house.

But then, “Does your mother love you?” the doctor asked, and Darryl jerked as if slapped.

“Sir?”

“Your mother loves you, correct?”

“I...yes, sir.”

If the old man noticed the hesitation or the uncertainty on the boy’s face, he chose not to address it. Instead, he sighed, his smile fading just a little with the admission that followed. “That’s good. It’s a good thing to have, a mother’s love. Mine, did not love me.”

Darryl felt his guts squirm. How had this turned from a polite discussion about the old man’s pond to the fact that his mother hadn’t loved him? Though no stranger to adult conversations, which were frequently held right in front of him no matter how inappropriate they might be, as if he truly were a ghost and nobody believed words could affect him, he was nonetheless made uncomfortable by the sudden sadness in the doctor’s eyes. This, he believed, was a conversation meant to be had with someone older, someone else, somewhere else. But it was that same sadness that kept him anchored to the spot and listening. It seemed important to the doctor that he tell this story right now, and to Darryl, doing anything to dissuade that would be a kind of passive cruelty.

“My mother was a harsh woman,” Myers told him, the walnut trees rustling in the light breeze as if in sympathy, a few reddish brown leaves drifting to the old man’s feet like offerings of condolence. “I could be charitable to her memory and say she loved me in her own way, but what way that might have been remains a mystery. She was so cold. She worked hard to support us, as did my father. He was a kinder man, but beaten down as much as I by my mother’s cruelty. It seemed in being unable to find his own way into her heart, he forgot how to let me into his. We were strangers to one another, less a family than prisoners sharing a cell in a jail run by a ruthless warden.”

At just past four o’ clock in the afternoon, the autumn light had turned the world sepia and cast antique shadows at their feet. The old man’s eyes seemed to have sunk even further into their hollow sockets. The light breeze smelled faintly of wet earth and old smoke.

As if realizing the gravity and gloom of his words, Doctor Myers attempted a smile. It turned his lips pale, bleached his mouth. “My apologies...all of this is meant to say that I didn’t have a happy childhood, for any number of reasons, my family life being the foremost of them. Do you spend much time alone, young man?”

“Yes sir.”

“And do you like it?”

“Very much. It’s...” He had been about to say better than being with the grownups, but changed his mind at the last second, afraid it might be taken as an insult. “It’s fun.”

“It is, I suppose, though I remember yearning for friends. Do you have many friends—what is your name?”

“Darryl.”

“Do you have many friends, Darryl?”

The boy shook his head.

“No, I didn’t either. We lived miles away from anyone, and despite both my parents working, we never seemed to have much money, a state that was reflected in my clothes, and at school not only are such things noticed, they become your classification.”

When Darryl stared blankly at him, the old man nodded apologetically. “They define you, or rather become how others define you. I became a target of bullies, of disdain from teachers who viewed me as a stain on the school’s reputation, an inkblot on an otherwise clean page. So, suffice it to say, there were no companions to be found there either.” 

He brought his gaze to bear on a robin skittering across the dirt path, followed it until it ducked into the thick expanse of weeds and hedgerows flanking them. 

“One day, after a particularly bad...disagreement with my mother, I fled the house, intending to run away. I had no idea where I was going to go, of course, and certainly didn’t have the means to travel far, but a headful of romantic notions of the nomad life and the promise of all kinds of wild adventures kept my feet moving and I didn’t stop until I had reached the next county.” His smile was less strained this time. “Afraid that every car I heard was going to be my father, or worse, the police coming to get me, I took a shortcut through the woods where I wandered for what seemed like days until I found the pond.”

With great effort, he lowered himself to his haunches so that he could be face to face with Darryl, who wanted to tell him to stop if it was causing him pain but wasn’t sure how, and so said nothing. The old man paused to take a few shallow breaths.

“This getting old thing,” he said, “I would advise against it if I didn’t think doing so would rob you of a life worth living.” He laughed dryly. “Listen to me, waffling on, and I’m sure you’re impatient to see the pond and all its wonders, to see what it can offer you in terms of escape.” He searched Darryl’s face as if looking for the ripples from his words. “Am I right?”

Slowly, Darryl nodded. “I would like to see it.”

“And you shall. I won’t keep you long more. Everything has a story, from the sprawling stars above to the stones at our feet.” He picked up a smooth gray pebble and rubbed it between his fingers before letting it fall to the dirt. “And we should be open to listening to them so that we know the nature of the world in which we move, wouldn’t you agree?”

Unsure of what it was he was agreeing with, Darryl nodded.

The old man smiled. “I must thank you for humoring a sick old man. In a moment I’ll free you to explore the pond, but very quickly let me tell you about mine, the one from my own childhood. It was hidden very well, surrounded on one side by pine trees, just like the one I built back there, and the whole thing was ringed with brambles worse than concertina wire. It was quite a fight to get through to the undergrowth. I was scratched to pieces and bleeding by the time I reached the bank.” He looked up at the sky over Darryl’s head so wistfully that the boy had to check to see if there was something up there worth looking at. He saw only clouds, and was alarmed when he looked back to find them mirrored in the tears in the old man’s eyes.

“It was a haven, a place of solace. The trees, the brambles, the hedges, they protected the pond, kept it hidden from the world. It was a forgotten place, a secret place, a place of magic where no one could find me. The water was shadow-dark, the surface abuzz with insects, dragonflies, butterflies of every color, hummingbirds. Even the slick algae-covered rock upon which I placed my little bag of hardtack was more than a rock. It moved away from me a little, and I thought I had just unsettled it until I saw a little wizened beak emerge, followed by a reptilian eye chastising me for my carelessness.”

Darryl smiled. “A turtle?”

The old man grinned. “That very thing. I named him Gilbert, after William Gilbert, the famous novelist and surgeon. The little guy didn’t seem to have an opinion one way or another, but nor did he flee the scene once he realized his world had been invaded. He sat close by me for hours, taking in the sun, and though of course the poor creature didn’t understand me, he, like you, was kind enough to indulge me. I daresay I poured my heart out to him that day. By the time the stars came out, I was cold and hungry and more than a little frightened. The woods at night can be terrifying, the shadows long, the darkness hungry. But I found comfort in my new found companion, so much so that when at last I left, with dawn bleeding into the sky, I took Gilbert with me.”

Engaged despite himself, Darryl asked, “How long did you keep him?”

The old man sighed again and straightened, his knees cracking loudly. He winced, wobbled unsteadily and put out a hand. Without thinking, Darryl grabbed it and felt the man’s weight transferred to him as he steadied himself. He noticed beads of sweat on the doctor’s brow.

“Are you okay?”

Doctor Myers said nothing for a moment. His eyes were closed and he weaved a little on his feet. Then, just as Darryl’s concern began to graduate into thoughts of summoning his uncle and perhaps another doctor, the old man opened his eyes. The flecks of blue had darkened, though the boy guessed it was probably just a consequence of the light moving past him as the sun drifted inexorably toward the horizon.

“I’m fine,” the doctor said between breaths, “but a bit naïve still, it would seem, even at this late hour, to think that I can still execute the motions of a younger man merely by wishing it so.” His smile, like the rest of him, was frail and feeble. “I hope I didn’t worry you.”

“A little,” Darryl admitted.

“I apologize. I should really be getting home now.” He released Darryl’s hand. “I don’t suppose you’d care to assist me as far my front door?”

Ordinarily, Darryl would have balked at the idea of escorting a stranger anywhere. In his twelve years on earth he had been given little cause to trust adults, but there was something about the old man that he liked. Perhaps it was their shared confusion over the motives of their mothers, the withholding of love that should have been guaranteed, or perhaps it was the old man’s frailty, which reduced the potential for danger in his eyes. Whatever the reason, he allowed the old man to put a hand on his shoulder and walked him the short distance to his small ranch-style house, which sat just off the path in the shadow of the trees separating the neighborhood from the pond and the railroad beyond.

By the time Doctor Myers had mounted the steps and seated himself in the bleached pine rocking chair on the porch, he appeared to have aged considerably. His eyes had grown yellow, his sickly skin saturated with sweat, and as he daubed his brow with a soiled handkerchief, Darryl saw that his hands were trembling badly.

“You’re a gentleman,” he told Darryl, who waited at the foot of the steps for permission to leave. “Good things will come for you.”

“Thank you,” Darryl replied.

“I want you to enjoy my pond. I put it there for you and children like you. For those who need the solace it can provide.”

Darryl nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He turned to leave. It was getting late and the shadows were thickening, running from the trees like oil to stain the grass, the sun hovering threateningly above the pines.

“Don’t you want to know what became of Gilbert?”

Darryl turned and studied the old man, who had his head back, his mouth open slightly. His eyes were glassy.

“Sure.”

“He was my best friend. My only friend.”

Darryl nodded.

The old man coughed and spat, the corners of his mouth turning down into a sneer of contempt and for the first time the boy saw coldness in his eyes. “I had him for three months before my mother cooked him and served him to us for dinner because she said we couldn’t afford to feed him. As if I was stuffing him with foie gras instead of two-day old lettuce. ”

“I’m sorry,” Darryl said, and he was, but he also realized that he had known on some level that the old man’s story was not going to have a happy ending. Something about the way he told it, the look of fragile joy on his face that suggested it was short-lived at a time when he had needed it the most. Darryl was not surprised to hear what the doctor’s mother had done. Darryl was seldom surprised by anything adults did. It was an education he wished could have been avoided.

“I built the pond for you,” the doctor said, his voice little more than a whisper, “and as a gesture of loving respect for poor old Gilbert, who never did a damn thing wrong other than allow a lonely old boy to take him home. And now there are so many turtles in that pond, so many of my friends, it’ll be a chore for anyone to be rid of them. Perhaps you’ll find a friend of your own back there. Be mindful though, son, especially when you’re by yourself. People can be cruel, as we both know.”

When it was clear that the old man was not going to speak again, the boy turned and started back the path toward the pond, frequently checking over his shoulder to see if the doctor was watching his progress. He was, for a time, but when he rose and disappeared into the house, Darryl quickly doubled back and hurried home.

The pond would have to wait. He was no longer in the mood to see what secrets it might hold for him.
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Though he would claim, and rightly so, that he was Irish, Paul Quinn had been shipped off to the states by his mother not long after his high school graduation. It was, she claimed, a better place for him to grow, whatever that meant, and as he got older, he suspected that her exporting him halfway across the world had been less for his personal development than her own. On the shy side of seventeen, he had arrived in Newark, New Jersey, where he had been met by a cousin so distant, they had shared a cigarette as strangers on the sidewalk outside the airport before realizing they were there for each other. Tom Quinn was Paul’s father’s brother’s son. They had never met before that day, but even though the blood connection between them was tenuous at best, they hit it off immediately.

Tom was in his thirties, married with two kids—a boy and a girl, one of whom was autistic. He ran a trucking company out of Columbus, Ohio, and was always in need of good drivers. The fact that Paul had arrived unable to drive didn’t faze his cousin at all. They would teach him and he would do fine.

And he did.

For the first two years he stayed with Tom and his family, and found them a pleasant, accommodating unit. Tom’s wife, Gertrude was particularly kind to him and had a wicked sense of humor. He warmed to her so much that by the time he had accumulated enough wages and Tom began to suggest he find a little place of his own, he was relieved. He’d started to develop a crush on his cousin’s wife, a crush a secret part of him wanted to believe was mutual, but knew was not. In truth he was sorry to leave his temporary family behind, because that’s how he had come to think of them. The kids, Molly and Brian, had disabused him of the assumption that all kids their age—ten and twelve respectively—were monsters by definition. In the end, the ties he had forged with them, and which they had welcomed, were hard to surrender. He promised to keep in touch, a promise he kept for as long as he could.

Eventually he quit Quinn Transport Inc. and took a job at a garage closer to his small apartment in Delaware, Ohio. He still took the short drive down to Columbus on the holidays as it was infinitely better than being alone, though it took many years before the celebration of Thanksgiving, a uniquely American holiday, made any kind of sense to him. He was especially grateful for the invitations to spend Christmas with Tom’s family, as it was the one time of year in which it depressed him not to be at home. Not that it would have made a difference if he had somehow managed to gather the funds to fly back. He couldn’t remember the last time his mother hadn’t been out of the country for Christmas. Or his birthday. Agatha’s archeological exploits, funded by recurring grants from Trinity College in Dublin, meant she was away more often than not. And though as a child he had missed her greatly, it was always worth every day of her absence to hear the accounts of her adventures upon her return, not to mention the exotic gifts she brought back for him from such far-flung places as Egypt, South America, and China. He had quite a collection on his bedroom shelf, everything from wooden Zuni fetishes and stone fertility idols to puzzle boxes and volcanic rocks. It was a treasure trove and one he had found hard to leave behind. 

To counter the perennial Yuletide homesickness, he consoled himself with the thought that his relocation was only temporary, always reversible, assuming he saved enough money.

And then he met Sandra Hale.

A month before his twenty-second birthday, Paul was assigned to work on a beautiful cherry-red Buick 8 Roadmaster. The elderly gentleman who brought her in claimed to know more about cars than both Paul and his boss put together, but admitted that it had just up and decided to quit running and he couldn’t for the life of him understand what was wrong. So confident was he in his expertise, his assertion that black magic might be to blame was said only half in jest. Clearly he was not comfortable having to concede to defeat, and even less comfortable having anyone working on his pride and joy, and so he hovered over Paul, criticizing and cautioning while the young man tinkered under the hood. It was a distraction he neither needed nor appreciated while he attended to the mystery of the stubborn Buick, and also the probable cause of his failure to get his fingers clear when the hood abruptly decided to come down.

Paul jerked his hand loose with a wince and quickly inspected it to make sure the fingers were still attached. Thankfully, they were, but dark blood was beginning to pool beneath the unbroken skin and he was concerned that the bones might be broken, though they did not on the surface appear to be.

“See? See what happens if you dick around!” the owner wailed. “If you’ve scratched that hood...”

“Oh Jesus, put a cork in it,” Paul snapped at him, and went to the back office to let his boss know he was going to be taking an early lunch break and using it to get Doctor Samuels to take a look at his hand. “I’m leaving you to deal with Mr. Hysterical too,” he said.

His boss, Bill Thurston, a generally congenial man unless you pushed him too far, seemed less pleased at this realization than the notion of being short a man on a busy Saturday.

“Great. Fine. Go,” he said, flicking his meaty fingers toward the door. “But if it turns out to be nothing, you’ll be going right back there to have my foot removed from your ass.”

At Doctor Samuels’ office, Paul spent the better part of an hour in the waiting room, something he didn’t mind at all once he laid eyes on the receptionist. She was pale and lithe, with a honey-colored fall of hair that reached in waves to her shoulders. Her eyes were bright emeralds, and those he would remember most of all, the green eyes sparkling with playful intelligence. Although there were plenty of glances, he said very little to her as he waited. Given that he was sharing the room with seven other people, each one suffering from their own ailments, some more apparent than others, he didn’t think it appropriate. But once Samuels, himself a cantankerous drunk who looked not long for the earth, checked him out and administered an unwieldy splint for the fractures to all but the thumb of his right hand, Paul decided to be bold and take advantage of the by then deserted waiting room.

She saw him approach. He saw her see him approach and yet she pretended she didn’t, a ploy that amused them both.

“Hi,” he said, standing before her desk. 

“Hi,” she replied, setting aside a file and clasping her hands atop the desk, those brilliant green eyes fixed solely on him now. A small smile flickered over her lips.

He nodded and felt the blood rush to his face. Too late he realized that he had overestimated the measure of his confidence. Apparently it had run out immediately after delivering him to her desk, and now he was abruptly left standing there with nothing to say.

She watched him a moment longer and then laughed into her hand, a coquettish move that looked forced for his benefit. Whether or not he ever saw this woman again, he realized he was fascinated by her. Not only was she displaying more control over the situation than he seemed capable, but he would swear she had already seen the outcome of it all as soon as he stepped foot into the waiting room an hour before. Was he that transparent, or was she that clever? He knew in that instant he would do anything to find out.

Then she cleared her throat and looked up at him with faux solemnity. “This is what you say next: “I’m Paul Quinn.””

He gave her a sheepish smile. “I’m Paul Quinn.”

“Yes, I know. It was written on the form you gave me. Right where it says ‘PATIENT NAME’.” She picked up the form he had filled out and handed in to her before seeing Doctor Samuels, and turned it around so that he could see the line at which she was pointing. “Right there, see?”

Now he did feel like a fool and he rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus.”

“Next you say: “What’s your name?””

Suppressing a smile, he removed his hand and cleared his throat. “What’s your name?”

She tapped the nameplate on her right breast. “Sandra. Says so right here. Was the nature of your visit today a vision-related ailment, sir?”

Paul closed his eyes briefly. “Should I just turn around and leave?”

“Probably, because you’re not getting points for your ingenuity. Will you leave is another question entirely, and I guess that comes down to how good you think your chances are of getting a date with me, which I assume is your objective or else you wouldn’t be quite so willing to make a fool of yourself.” She stuck the top of her pencil into her mouth and clicked it between her perfect teeth.

“I honestly don’t know how good my chances are,” he admitted. “They felt better before I opened my mouth.”

She nodded appreciatively. “Then perhaps you should keep it closed. In the meantime, let me attend to your prescription.”

Flummoxed, he took a step back and waited. Was he being rebuffed? It was impossible to tell. She had made a fool of him, or rather, goaded him into making a fool of himself, but whose fault was that, really? So preoccupied had he been by just how calm and cool and goddamn beautiful she was, he had forgotten every pre-rehearsed line he had ever employed to ask a woman out. Which was probably just as well. Few of them had worked. And while there could be no doubt that she was enjoying herself at his expense, could he take her pleasure in his awkwardness as a sign of interest? He felt out of his element, unprepared. And as that pretty much summed up his life to that point, he realized it had been sheer idiocy to have expected this situation to be any different. 

He had known people in his life that had come into the world ready for anything, who had hit the ground running. Paul had never been one of those people, and sometimes he found himself reflecting on the reasons. His mother was easy to blame of course. In giving herself solely over to her own ambition, she had denied him a running start at his own. But unlike the mother of the boy he would be forced to kill in the summer of 1967, she was not selfish, only single-minded, and he had never once been given cause to question her love for him. When she was home, she was attentive and nurturing. Her affection was only stifled by the frequency with which she was present to offer it.

His father, on the other hand, was a hard man and a harder worker, who clearly resented his wife’s absences and saw outward expressions of affection as a sign of weakness, an invitation to the world to exploit love and use it for ill means. He kept to himself, kept his feelings locked up tight, and seemed merely to tolerate the boy he was forced to look after in his wife’s stead.

But as easy as it was to blame his parents for his lack of motivation and inability to grasp a future that would have made them, and himself, proud, he knew the blame lay solely at his own feet. The simple fact of it was that he had never possessed that drive or ambition, had never zeroed in on something he could see himself doing for the rest of his life, could never find enough appeal in anything to allow it to define him or provide a solid blueprint to which he could adhere. Instead he drifted through life, his philosophy no more complicated than que sera, sera.
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