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From the Tri-Town Tribune, a weekly newspaper, published in Antrim, Vermont, Special Evening Supplement, Wednesday, December 28, 1983:

WHITCOMBE CHILD UNHARMED IN TRIPLE SLAYING

ANTRIM—The bodies of Clint Whitcome, 41, his wife Pamela, 37, of Antrim, and Elizabeth McKensie, 75, of Chester, were discovered at seven o’clock this morning at the Whitcome residence by Antrim Police Chief Richard G. Bates.

Eric Nolan, 36, of Long Island, New York, a cousin of Mrs. Whitcome’s, was taken into custody. Although no one has been charged with a crime, Chief Bates stated, “Looks like we’ve got a few murders on our hands.”

Antrim’s triple slaying is the latest in a series of mysterious deaths and disappearances that have plagued area residents since late November, beginning with the vanishing of Antrim Police Officer Justin Hurd. Other apparent victims include Perly Greer and William Newton of Antrim, and Dr. Carl Sayer of Duxbury.

When asked if he believes the cases are related, Chief Bates stated, “They all happened in my jurisdiction, that makes them related.”

State police were summoned to the Whitcome house on Tenny’s Hill. Media and curiosity seekers were banned from the area, where new-fallen snow might reveal footprints or other evidence.

Clint and Pamela Whitcome were lifelong Antrim residents. Whitcome headed the Antrim Highway Department for fourteen years. The couple’s four-year-old son, Luke, was found unharmed at the crime scene. He was sedated and released in the custody of his uncle, Peter Whitcome of Antrim.

Elizabeth McKensie, Chester historian and occasional contributor to this newspaper, was well known for her Vermont essays and poetry. She had served for nine years as president of the Chester Historical Society. Mrs. McKensie had been confined to a wheelchair for many years.

State’s Attorney Geoff Mellors, Sergeants Bill Schubart and Carl Yalicki of the state police, and Chief Bates worked on the case throughout the day. Their most important clues included discharged firearms and a flattened penny found in the possession of the boy.

Bates said that they had uncovered additional evidence as well, but declined to be more specific.

If the authorities knew of any motive for the triple killings, they did not make it public.

Nolan, who had been visiting the couple since November 21 of this year, is unemployed and is known to have recently suffered psychological problems. According to New York state police, Nolan has never been charged with a crime. His wife was recently killed in a car and train collision.

Chief Bates stated that any remarks made by Nolan at the crime scene are confidential.

When asked about the condition of the bodies, Chief Medical Examiner J. Howard Kunstler said that they had suffered extensive damage, but declined to be specific about the nature of the wounds.


PROLOGUE

Joe Grant felt a satisfying crackle as the squirrel’s skeleton flattened under the heavy wheels of his pickup.

He smiled, his approaching eruption of laughter cut short by a beer-fragrant belch. It bubbled from his stomach, rumbled up his gullet, and dribbled onto the barrel-round front of his sweatshirt. Joe made a face, spat mightily out the window, and wiped his mouth with the coarse side of his hand. Then he dried the hand on his shirtfront.

To sweeten his mouth, Joe swigged from a sixteen-ounce Black Label—he called it his “pounder”—and squinted into the night.

For a moment, his eyes rested comfortably at half-mast until the pickup started to wander lazily toward the shoulder of the road.

Joe snapped awake, slapping the wheel, directing the truck back to the right-hand lane. At the same time, he stomped the headlights from low to high. The white tunnel of light bore deeper into the black trees that lined the mountain road. Crazy shadows danced along the roadside as the pickup bounded over ruts and potholes.

Joe took another pull from his pounder and whooped out the window—“Whooooo-weeee!”—his cry of delight lost below the roar of his perforated muffler.

He felt good.

Everybody’d been feeling good tonight. The boys at the bar had bought lots of rounds. Joe was good and drunk, yet he felt thrifty. He was returning home with change from the ten-dollar bill he’d started with some five or six hours earlier.

Joe smiled again, his mind wandering. The pickup meandered from side to side, missing as many bumps as it took. The tail pipe banged loudly against the underside of the vehicle.

“Devil’s knockin’ to get in,” Joe chuckled, as he bounced up and down on the seat.

Goddamn dark tonight, he thought. No more’n a dribble of a moon. Looks like a little cum stain on the sky. He hoped Mona would be awake when he got back to the trailer. If not, he’d wake her up; why not? She didn’t have school tomorrow, did she?

What day of the week was this, anyhow? Friday? Saturday? “Can’t be Sunday,” Joe said. “Bar ain’t open on a Sunday.”

It didn’t matter. Joe didn’t have any job to worry about; he hadn’t worked in nearly six years.

“You on one a them welfare grants from the gum’ment?” One of the guys at the bar had asked him.

“Way I figure it,” Joe had replied, “they pay me not to work. Same way they been payin’ them farmers not to grow wheat. I figure I’m doin’ my patriotic duty; I’m sacrificin’ my job for them that needs one more.”

There were a couple of chuckles.

“Mebbe so, mebbe not,” the guy had said, looking doubtful. “Least ways, somebody give you the right name—”

“Yeah, Grant!” Somebody else exploded with laughter, as if he just got the joke. Then the whole room was laughing.

Joe smiled as he remembered.

Yes sir, he’d had a great time tonight. He didn’t care if people made fun of his name. Fact was, the joke was on them; they were the ones out scratching for a living, complaining about prices, kissing ass, and bitching about their bosses.

Not Joe; he was his own boss. All he had to do was meet with that lady from the welfare office a couple times a year, assure her that Mona was still in school and promise that he still hadn’t been able to find a job. “I’m out there lookin’, though,” he’d tell her.

Yes sir, he did all right. He made a little under the table trapping beaver every fall, and in the wintertime he’d plow a little snow. Unlike most of his working buddies, Joe always had meat on the table. Ever since he’d replaced the pickup’s front bumper with a railroad tie, he got two, maybe three deer a year without any damage to his vehicle. Maybe he’d get one tonight …

Joe slowed down a little, watching for movement in the passing shadows.

There! In the road ahead—something moved! A rabbit?

Deer, rabbit, what the hell …

Joe yanked the wheel to the left in time to see the fat body of a woodchuck disappear safely into the bushes, beyond the range of his high beams.

When he had straightened the wheel, he saw something else. This time the eyes were higher off the road. It was a bigger animal this time.

Joe blinked his own eyes to make sure they were working okay; he didn’t want to be seeing things. He was liquored up, sure, but not enough for hallucinations.

Yup, they were still out there, all right.

This time, by Jesus, it must be a deer.

Joe gunned the accelerator, barreling toward the eyes at the roadside. They were just beyond the reach of his headlights. He was traveling sixty, maybe sixty-five, when the bright white beams washed over the figure.

It isn’t an animal. Oh God! It’s a human!

It’s a kid!

Joe jammed his foot against the brake pedal. Christ, what’s a kid doin’ out at this hour of the night? The truck fishtailed on the road’s gravel surface, grinding stones and dirt beneath its balding tires.

The kid’s face showed a rictus of pain before the impact came. Little hands thrust forward, as if expecting to push the racing vehicle away.

“Shit … Christ!”

Joe heard the collision more than he felt it. Almost instantly, the child was airborne.

The pickup ground to a stop, and Joe was out the door. “Hey … hey kid, you okay?”

Joe explored the island of light in front of his rig. Nothing. Maybe he had been seeing things.

But maybe not; the blackberry bushes at the roadside were broken, flattened. Something had done that. Something bigger than a woodchuck.

“Hey, kid … !”

Part of his mind told him nobody, especially a little kid, could survive an impact like that. But there was no arguing, the kid was nowhere around.

Joe peered into the black forest, searching the pits of shadow at the perimeter of the pool of light. Maybe it had been a hallucination after all.

Whatever it was, the kid was gone now.

Perhaps if he’d had a flashlight, he might have explored a bit farther. But what was the point? A direct hit like that couldn’t have sent the kid more than twenty feet through the air.

Joe paced off about six yards and walked in an arc around the front of the pickup. He felt the irritating prick of the thorny bushes against his arms and hands, and heard the tiny tearing sounds as the prickers pulled at his trousers. But he saw nothing.

There was no kid.

Joe’s shadow was long and massive, projected harshly against the trees by the twin bolts of light.

“Hey … hey, kid?”

The only sound was his own uncertain voice in the tense darkness.

“Fuck it,” Joe murmured. His beer-sodden brain made some hasty calculations: “Kid musta run off. An’ if he run off, means he’s okay. Besides, it’s too dark for him to have seen who hit him. An’ if he’s dead, they ain’t a Christly thing I can do for him now …”

He reached a conclusion: “Probably the best thing to do is get the hell out of here before somebody spots me.”

Joe Grant got back into his pickup and headed for home.


PART ONE

Antrim, Vermont

But look at these lonely houses, each in its own fields, filled for the most part with poor ignorant folk who know little of the law. Think of the deeds of hellish cruelty, the hidden wickedness which may go on, year in, year out, in such places, and none the wiser.

—Sherlock Holmes, The Adventure of the Copper Beeches


Chapter 1

GOD’S COUNTRY

The only thing William Crockett liked about the possibility of moving to Vermont was that it might get him out of school a little early.

Lately, school was becoming a major bore. With two long months to go, Will wasn’t sure if he could stand cramming for another test or researching another paper. It was the same every year; when the end of the school year was in sight, time started to crawl.

This year one thing was different, though: Will’s friends were starting to bore him, too. It was as if they were changing; all they wanted to do was hang out at the mall, eat ice cream and flirt, or maybe link up with somebody old enough to drive and cruise around every evening, looking for girls.

Not that there was anything wrong with girls; they certainly weren’t boring. The ritual of connecting with them, however, could be tiresome as hell. Sometimes Will thought boredom might be the natural state of things. Perhaps everything in the world was boring, it was just a matter of degree: some things were simply more boring than others.

Surely nothing in all of creation could be more boring than being forced to leave home and move to some beat-up old farmhouse in Antrim, Vermont.

Well, maybe it wouldn’t happen. There was always a chance. At least he could hope.

Will looked out the window from the back seat of Dan’s Renault. They were on Interstate 91, somewhere north of Greenfield, Massachusetts. Last time Will had looked out the window a sign said:

Brattleboro, VT 25 mi.

Maybe they were in Vermont by now. Will didn’t much care.

Vermont. The thought conjured images of little white towns, black-and-white cows, and rosy-cheeked kids in blue denim overalls fishing off covered bridges.

No way, Will thought, shuddering. I can’t let them do this. He looked down at the copy of Heavy Metal on his lap. Even the big-breasted alien in the skin-squeezing jumpsuit couldn’t hold his attention.

Back to the window again—nothing to look at but trees. Trees, and a big flat ribbon of water off to the right: the Connecticut River. Although it was mid-April, patches of snow still littered the ground. Clumps of it clung, dirty and solid-looking, to black tree trunks, or spread like columns of spilled plaster along the roadside.

Will could tell already, Vermont was nothing to get excited about. First, it was so rural; probably there were no video stores, no libraries, not even a goddamn shopping mall to go to, even if he went in for that kind of thing. And second, what did people actually do in Vermont besides fish off bridges? Just milk cows, eat cheddar cheese, and slurp maple syrup. And for fun, what? Go skiing, maybe? When Will tried to imagine what Vermont girls were like, the thought grossed him out.

No question about it, the whole thing really sounded like the pits. Somehow, he was going to have to talk them out of this.

“You’re awfully quiet, Will.” Dan glanced back over his right shoulder, careful not to take his eyes too long from the road.

“Got nothin’ to say.”

“Still don’t like the idea of country living, huh?”

“The idea’s okay. I just don’t wanna do it.”

Sheila entered the conversation, her voice hopeful. “Maybe, once you see the place, you’ll change your mind.”

He was going to argue—after all, she hadn’t seen the place either—but when she smiled at him, Will couldn’t help smiling back. He liked the way his mother looked when she smiled. Her nose sort of crinkled at the bridge, and a series of little wrinkles—they looked like a stack of smiling mouths—appeared at the center of her forehead.

“Yeah, maybe.”

Will remembered a time when he’d thought he’d never see his mom’s smile again. Three years ago, well before Dan had entered the picture, Will’s real father had died of a heart attack. Alan Crockett had been a young man, only forty-two. Understandably, Sheila had taken it badly. She’d become very upset, chronically tearful, entering a cycle of depression that threatened to last a long time. Her downward spiral was interrupted when she visited a therapist, Dr. Gudhausen, on State Street. He recommended she process her feelings at the keyboard. After that, Sheila spent long, solitary hours at her writing; she seemed to vanish into it, and when she came back, she’d be tired and cranky.

For a long while Will had feared he’d lost not only his father, but his mother, too.

Still smiling at her, Will hit his mother with their private joke. “I think you just want to buy this place so you’ll have something new to clean.”

Sheila’s eyes widened in mock outrage. Dan gave a halfhearted chuckle.

Will realized they were just humoring him, trying to get him out of his funk.
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The funk only got worse when, at last, they arrived in the town of Antrim. They were all pretty beat after the three-and-a-half-hour drive from Boston. In spite of himself, Will experienced some relief when Dan pulled the Renault into a yellow-lined parking place in front of a shiny little white building with a picket fence around it. Although this one-story structure was obviously quite new, it was fashioned to look old, a prefab replica of its colonial neighbors. In the front yard, an inverted L-shaped post was driven into the ground. To Will it looked like a gallows for midgets. A little swinging sign hanging from the horizontal post said:

Gordon F. Carey

Land Sales

Dan got out of the car. After fumbling to open the gate, he trotted up the walk to the door. Looking back, he waved and vanished inside. Will and Sheila, road-weary and silent, waited in the car.

Pretty soon a green Scout nosed its way out from behind the little white building. Will thought of an alligator crawling out from behind a rock. Momentarily, Dan jumped back into the Renault. “The place is about five miles out of town,” he announced happily.

Sheila nodded, smiling.

Dan followed Mr. Carey’s Scout through the tiny town of Antrim. Will took everything in as they passed the drugstore, the inn, a squat brick post office, and a grocery store. He bit his lip.

It’s a death sentence, Will thought. I’m going to die of boredom.

The two-vehicle caravan held to a modest thirty-five miles an hour as they wound along four miles of pitted blacktop. Slate-roofed, two-story houses in contrasting degrees of repair appeared now and then; most had a barn for companionship. Wide-eyed cows stared vapidly from behind single-strand electric fences, their heavy heads turning slowly to track the progress of the passing traffic.

Finally they arrived at the place where Tenny’s Hill Road branched off and up.

They drove along another mile of steep, twisty dirt road, flanked by thick greenery, until the house came into view. It stood all by itself at the top of the hill, separated from a barn-board garage by a sloping, gravel-covered yard.

Will’s heart sank. Sheila was silent.

Dan parked beside the Scout, and everybody got out.

Will felt cramped from the long drive. He stood up straight, stretched, and yawned. He saw his mother do the same thing. When she leaned backward, her round stomach strained against her loose-fitting top.

“Good to meet you, Missus,” said the realtor, without being introduced. “You too, sonny.”

Mr. Carey seemed a little too eager to shake everybody’s hand. He kept flashing one of those tooth-heavy smiles; it felt as if he were hitting Will in the face with it. The realtor’s spiky-looking teeth were stained brown from tobacco. He isn’t smoking now, Will thought. Probably abstaining for our benefit.

Almost immediately Mr. Carey started waving his arms around, pointing things out. He referred to the gravel parking area as a “dooryard.” He called the garage a barn, and the porch a piazza. This was Will’s first exposure to any kind of Vermont dialect. He had the feeling Mr. Carey was laying it on a little heavy, maybe for the same reason he wasn’t smoking.

From the moment he set eyes on the place, all Will could think about was escape. If they actually moved here, he’d want to get away as often as possible. He wouldn’t be able to drive a car until he was sixteen, almost a year from now. Till then, he’d need a bike to get back and forth to town. Too bad his Schwinn ten-speed had been stolen last summer. Too bad he hadn’t gotten another one.

Trapped.

Will looked at the house with a feeling of horror. It wasn’t scary-looking, that wasn’t the problem. It was just a dump. The windows were bashed in, the front door was boarded up and the whole place needed a paint job.

He didn’t even want to look inside. He was sure his mom and stepfather wouldn’t, either. With any luck, now that they’d seen the place, seen it for the wreck that it was, they’d decide to turn around and go home. Maybe they’d even give up this crazy idea of moving to the country. He cringed at the thought of another three-and-a-half-hour drive back. It’d be worth it, though.

“Let’s have a look,” said Dan. Was the enthusiasm in his voice real or forced? Will searched his stepfather’s face for a clue. Dan’s eyes were sparkling below his rimless glasses—a bad sign.

Mr. Carey led the way, walking with a slight limp. It suggested there might be at least one interesting story connected with this overeager little man. Maybe a war wound? Maybe a hunting accident, or a fight? Dan and Sheila kept pace with him across the gravel yard and up the rickety steps to the porch.

Will tagged along, reluctantly.

“It ain’t been lived in for about four, maybe five years.” Mr. Carey told them.

“I can see why,” Will muttered, but a stern look from his mother discouraged further comment.

The realtor opened the door, which was cracked down the middle and nailed back together with planks and bent spikes.

What could do such a thing to a door? Will wondered—frost maybe?—but he didn’t really care enough to ask.

“Looks like the vandals have done a little bitta damage,” said Mr. Carey, as if tuning in to Will’s thoughts. “Sorta thing can’t be helped these days, not even way up here in God’s country.”

God’s country, yeah right.

Inside, the house was dark and damp and smelled like the dirt basement of their brownstone duplex in Boston. (“I shoulda come up here earlier, aired the place out,” Mr. Carey chattered.) Faded blue linoleum peeled in tar-rimmed triangles from the floor. (“Nice wood floors under there. Pegged pine. Oak in the other room.”) Paint scrolled from the doorframes and wainscoting. (“Dunno why they’d wanna cover up the woodwork like that.”) Here and there, fist-sized holes in the walls exposed a skeleton of lath below plaster muscle and wallpaper skin. (“Little paneling’ll fix that right up in pretty good shape.”)

It’s a goddamn slum, Will thought.

Upstairs was no better than the downstairs, and the cellar was the worst yet. It was like a cave designed to store witless children.

The whole place gave Will the creeps. He was profoundly surprised when Dan made an offer on it.
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“Twenty-five thousand dollars, for a house and fifty acres, it’s a steal!” Dan told his wife and stepson on the ride home.

Gotta do something, Will thought. “But Dan, the place is a disaster area …”

“We can put twenty grand into fixing it up and still come out ahead of the game.”

“But there’s no TV …”

“There is too, didn’t you see that old antenna on top of that broken-down windmill in the back?”

“Jeez …”

“Mr. Carey said it’ll pull in Channel 3 out of Burlington when the wind’s blowing just right.” Dan winked at Sheila.

“Sure, one channel, big deal.”

“So we’ll get a satellite dish; how does that suit you?”

“But what about my karate lessons?” Will persisted. “I bet there’s no place around here to practice.”

“That’s because people around here don’t fight,” Sheila said.

Goes to show how much you know about karate, Will thought, staring out the window again. He didn’t say anything more. He had argued the best he could, but he’d lost.

They bought it anyway.


Chapter 2

SCHOOL’S OUT

Not counting the driver, Mona Grant was the only person on the school bus as it puffed and chugged its way toward the intersection of Tenny’s Hill Road.

Hers was the last stop on the route.

She looked out the window, watching for small animals at the roadside, birds in the trees, anything to break the green monotony of the fifty-minute ride home. She knew she should be feeling happier—this was, after all, the last day of school—but mostly she felt lonely.

As always, she was making the trip alone. Just once it would be great if a friend came home with her. Some of the other kids brought their friends home on the bus, but not Mona. Never Mona. And, because this was the last day of school, all she had to look forward to was a long and friendless summer. She lived too far out of town for anyone to visit, and besides—she had to admit it—there was no one who liked her well enough to come to her house.

Maybe next year things would be different. She knew for sure that things were starting to change.

It wasn’t her imagination; the changes were real, visible, she could see them in her mirror. Her tall, gangly body was beginning to fill out; her hips were rounding, softening, her breasts—finally—were beginning to grow.

This morning, while she had studied herself in her bedroom mirror, she had smiled at her changing image, and—at least to her—the smile had been more like a woman’s than a little girl’s.

Now she had the whole summer to let the changes run their course. She’d let her hair grow all the way down to her ass, by God, and she’d save every bit of her bottle money to buy makeup and pretty earrings. Next fall, on the first day of her freshman year, she’d be a different person. Maybe the other girls would like her then. She was sure the boys would; they were already starting to notice.

The bus driver, “Rapid” Rollins, cleared his throat as he downshifted. The bus lurched a little, and Mona crossed her legs, her denim skirt riding up to expose the sleek early tan of her thighs.

She smiled to herself when she caught Mr. Rollins looking at her in his wide rearview mirror. With a new optimism she realized that not only boys, but grown men, were starting to take notice. And this wasn’t the first time she’d seen Mr. Rollins looking at her.

He cleared his throat again. Coughed loudly. His cough sounded wet, just like Pa’s, probably the result of too many cigarettes. At least Mr. Rollins didn’t smoke on the bus; that would be awful. Mona wished she could get Pa to quit it, or at least to stop smoking in the trailer. It made the whole place stink!

Mr. Rollins’s voice cracked when he finally spoke. “Almost home, Mona.”

“Yup.”

“Bet you’re pretty excited ’bout school bein’ over.”

“I s’pose.”

“What ya gonna be doin’ with yourself all summer long?”

Mona saw his hopeful eyes in the mirror and smiled quickly at him. Then she snapped her head forward so her hair closed around her face like a curtain. Looking down at her lap, she muttered, “Dunno. Guess I’ll do some readin’ an’ take care of Pa’s garden.”

“Ain’t you got no boyfriends to help you pass the time?”

Mona shook her head, smiling secretly behind the barrier of her hair.

Mr. Rollins passed the turn-off, stopped, backed the bus onto Tenny’s Hill Road, and stopped again. Mona stood up, gathered her notebook and used lunch bag, and walked between the rows of empty seats toward the front of the bus.

Rapid Rollins still hadn’t pulled the handle to open the folding door beside the driver’s seat. Instead, he turned his body to look at her.

Mona kept her face down, clutching the book and bag against her body. She pushed it tightly against her stomach, knowing it made her breasts stand out.

Mr. Rollins cleared his throat again. “Now suppose,” he stammered, “… suppose I was to take a little drive up here in my car someday this summer. How’d you like it if you an’ me went out for a little ride sometime? Think you might like that?”

Mona stopped and stared at the door, waiting for it to open. “Where to?”

“Why, anywheres you like, that’s where to. Do you good to get out once in a while. Go for a little spin, maybe over to Springfield for an ice cream?”

“I dunno. Maybe …”

Glancing back she saw him smile. His black and white whiskers looked like tiny arrows stuck in his face. Mona saw that most of his teeth were missing. His wet tongue probed at a gap between two yellow teeth.

“I gotta go now,” she said.

Mr. Rollins grabbed the door lever. “Okee-doke, but don’t you go forgettin’ now. I owe you one ice cream cone, an’ I always pays my debts.” He winked at her and pulled the handle. The door folded open. Mona slipped past him, but not quickly enough to escape a pat on the butt.

When she was on the ground, she didn’t turn around to look at him. She was smiling, though, and the painless tingle on her bottom felt good—promising.

She had started walking up the hill when she heard the bus door close and the engine rev. She glanced back to see the clumsy old bus rolling down the hill toward town.

From here it was a fifteen-minute walk to her trailer. Tenny’s Hill Road wound around like a big “S,” so it was faster to cut through the woods than to follow the road.

Mona took off her loafers and stepped onto the warm dirt path that veered off into the forest. In a moment she was beneath the green tent. Sunlight dappled the trail and the surrounding ferns, giving them almost a surreal florescence. A tiny lizard crossed her path; she lost sight of it as it scampered behind a boulder.

A stand of evergreens was ahead. She had often thought about how old they must be; they towered, it seemed, nearly to the clouds. Sometimes she imagined they were ancient pillars, holding up the sky. High above her, their branches, long, thick, and intertwined, wove a living fabric that the sun could barely penetrate. She stepped into the evergreen forest, and it was like stepping into evening. The light seemed to vanish, and she was in a strange twilight world with balsam-scented air.

Mona filled her lungs with the comfortable fragrance, and suddenly she was in no real hurry to get home. Pa would probably be there, stinking of beer and sweat and cigarettes, and wanting to get friendly.

“Come on, Babydoll,” he’d say. “Come give ole Pa a smoother.”

Sometimes she’d give him a quick peck on the cheek, sometimes she’d go directly to her room and lie on the bed with the headphones on. If she kissed him, he’d grab her; if she went to her room, he might come in and … Well, she hoped he wasn’t drunk, at least.

No, she wasn’t in a hurry to get home …

Mona sat down on the brown pine needles. She could feel their prickle against the backs of her legs. Leaning against the trunk of a tree, she closed her eyes, breathing in the relaxing odors of the forest.

She could almost fall asleep. Here, in this wonderful place, her loneliness didn’t matter. She felt fine now. The solitary months ahead didn’t bother her, either. Maybe it’s better I’m alone, she thought. If a friend were with her, she couldn’t enjoy the forest as much; they’d be talking, or laughing, not feeling the crispness of the breeze or inhaling the pleasant-smelling air. They’d be mindless of the erratic song of the birds, or the scratching of tiny chipmunk claws in the branches overhead.

Relaxed now, eyes closed, she might have dozed off, but she felt her nipples beginning to harden against the fabric of her cotton blouse. She ran her palms along her naked arms—goose bumps!

Had it suddenly become cold in the forest?

Mona looked around, expecting to see branches waving in the wind. But everything was still, motionless. She listened; all the woodland noises had stopped. Her eyes explored the tree limbs overhead, looking for birds or squirrels or chipmunks.

Nothing moved.

Then she heard a twig snap.

She looked in the direction of the sound and saw a shadow disappear behind a tree trunk.

Mona stood up, facing the direction of the movement. She squinted into the half-light of the pine forest, trying to see what had moved.

Pine needles crunched. She jerked around, trying to pick out the source of the sound. Again the crunching noise, like footsteps moving closer.

Cold tension seized her. Muscles taut, she held her breath, listening, watching.

Another crunch.

Oh God, she thought. Rapid Rollins is coming back. He’s parked the bus, and he’s coming back!

She turned in the direction of her trailer and took a tentative step. Pine needles crunched under her own bare foot. The noise seemed strangely loud.

Another shadow jumped, to her right this time. It was a quick, dark movement in her peripheral vision, hardly visible, then gone.

Her legs started moving on their own. A few cautious steps at first, then her stride lengthened, and she was running.

Wind seemed to build around her. She heard it overhead. Long pine boughs moved as if tugged by puppet strings. It wasn’t the slow, graceful swaying of a spring breeze; it was abrupt, jumpy, as if small animals were scampering in the branches above.

Thump! Something dropped out of a tree fifty yards to her left, then darted behind the trunk. Another thud, as something behind her hit the ground.

She couldn’t look everywhere at once!

Mona ran, mouth open, arms stretched out in front of her. Something was after her, something that made the air cold and made trees move in the windless air.

She caught occasional glimpses of stunted forms darting from tree to trunk—like apes, almost—never remaining in sight long enough to identify.

Maybe they’re kids, she thought, maybe they’re playing some kind of trick on me. In a more rational part of her mind she knew this could not be so; there were no kids around, no houses even, except for that creepy old place at the top of Tenny’s Hill.

Mona was maybe half a mile from the safety of her trailer. If she called out, could Pa hear her at such a distance?

“Paaaa!”

There was movement all around her now, in the trees, on the ground. Noise and motion inspired confusion, then panic.

Pine needles bit into her feet, as if the earth had teeth. An exposed root caught her foot; Mona pitched forward and felt her wrist snap as she caught herself, trying to prevent her face from colliding with a boulder.

“Paaaa! Hellllp meeee!”

She tried to get up, but something grabbed her hair from behind. It hurt like crazy. She jerked her head to the side, trying to see what was holding her. A wave of pine needles sprayed across her eyes as if tossed by a wind. As she tried to shake the gritty twigs from her face, something dropped over her head. A bag? A blanket?

God! She couldn’t see! Everything was black!

“Paaa!” The muffled sound was useless within the smelly fabric. Mona whimpered and struggled. Her body thrashed like a landed trout. She felt hands, lots of hands, all over her …


PART TWO

The House

ECHOES

“You believe in God? I thought not. An’ if you don’t believe in God, you don’t believe in the devil, neither. An’ you don’t believe in his kin. There’s so damn much evil in the world nowadays, you start to see it as normal. You figger, hell, if it’s normal, it can’t be the work of Satan …”

—Perly Greer, 1983


Chapter 3

POPBEADS

Sheila Crockett stood at the bottom of the stairs, hands on hips, looking around and smiling. Sunlight blasted through spotless windowpanes, and the bright air was rich with the fragrance of Pledge. The place looks great, she thought. Even Will has to admit it looks a whole lot better.

By the second week in July, when the family had actually moved in, the contractors had completely transformed Will’s “dirty old farm,” into something of a showpiece. Will had said, a bit reluctantly, that it was like moving into a brand-new house.

Now, almost three weeks later, Sheila felt that everything was finally in place. She walked across the glowing wood floor of their carefully furnished colonial living room. She slid her fingers across the smooth, almost flesh-soft surface of Dan’s rolltop desk, then paused, captured by the panorama to the west. The view was beautiful, breathtaking—rolling green countryside, distant mountains—framed like an oversized landscape painting by sliding glass patio doors.

She opened one of the doors just enough to slip out onto the newly constructed deck. Inhaling deeply, she enjoyed the cedar-fragrant odor of sawdust from the freshly cut lumber below her feet.

Sheila felt good. Wholesome. The therapeutic effects of the country air made her tingle with confidence. Things would be fine now. At last the family was in exactly the right place. There could be no better spot in all the world for their baby to be born.

She took a few steps to the far side of the deck, leaned against the railing for a moment, then turned around and looked up at their house. The colonial red siding was so bright it almost hurt her eyes. A flicker of pride exploded into a tremendous feeling of success. After all, it was her money that had made it all possible.

But it wasn’t right to feel possessive, she knew. It was selfish and boastful. It was Dan’s house, too. And Will’s. Still, none of it could have happened so quickly if it weren’t for Sheila’s books.

In all fairness, it was nothing she could take credit for, not really. It was luck, pure and simple. Oh, maybe there was a modicum of talent thrown in, but mostly it was luck—and a gifted editor.

In the last seven years, Sheila had published three novels.

From the time she was a little girl, Sheila’s one enduring ambition was to be a writer. Eight or nine years ago she’d worked up the courage to take the first hesitant step toward fulfilling her dream; after much talk and more procrastination, she finally put pen to paper. Her intent was modest, she would write a book for teenaged girls. An adventurous editor at Allen House Publishers took a chance on her novel, Popbeads. It was released in paperback, targeted for young adult readers.

Excellent reviews followed. Film producers chomped at it like hungry piranha.

Feeling more adventurous now, the editor had it reissued, this time completely repackaged for a general audience. Adults started reading Popbeads. It caught on; it took off.

Sheila sold the film option on her second novel, Charm Bracelet, for what she had once thought of as a year’s pay. Her third novel, Toymaker, earned such a big advance they were able to buy this house outright.

It was something to be proud of, all right. But Sheila felt a little ashamed, almost guilty, about any kind of pride.

Whenever she experienced this, or any other ignoble emotion, Sheila always did the same thing for release: housework.

It was a problem, she knew, yet she had come to tolerate, if not accept, her near obsession with cleanliness. It was the last carryover from that terrible time when her first husband had died. It remained the one thing about Alan’s death she still hadn’t been able to put into some kind of manageable perspective.

At least hers was a harmless preoccupation. Dan even teased her about it sometimes. Once at dinner he said to Will, “Your mother depends on that vacuum cleaner the way a kidney patient depends on a dialysis machine.”

Will had smiled wanly, probably not getting the joke. Sheila saw the humor—thank God she could laugh at herself—but it hurt a little just the same. Cleaning was, after all, compulsive behavior; she couldn’t help it.

She’d beat it though; she was determined to get it under control. With the baby coming, it was essential she learn to relax. The housekeeper Dan would find through the want ads would be a big help.

A housekeeper! Sheila thought, what yuppies we’re turning into. Yet she was eager for the help, and for the company.
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Will let the kitchen door slam, announcing his arrival. He found his mother in the living room, trying to hang some variety of long-leafed plant from a little bronze-colored hook in the ceiling.

Her long, blonde hair was a tightly braided golden rope; it dangled parallel with her spine as she stood on a ladder-back chair. Arching slightly backward, she stretched toward the ceiling. Her stomach was so round it looked as if she were smuggling a basketball beneath her blouse.

Will felt a little ashamed every time he looked at Sheila and saw her, not as his mother, but as a woman. Still, he couldn’t help noticing how her breasts seemed to be growing larger every day. Probably it was a little warped to be checking out your mother’s breasts, but he had to admit it, she was a good-looking woman. Lately, she appeared so much calmer, too. Her face was relaxed, peaceful. Somehow, she looked younger and very pretty.

Will remembered how Dan was always telling her to rest more. The move itself had been hard work for a pregnant woman. That was behind them now, of course, but Mom still couldn’t slow down. Will knew she wouldn’t be able to rest until everything in the house was just so.

“Why don’t you let me help you hang those plants?” he asked.

She looked down from the chair and smiled. She acted a little surprised by the offer. “You must be awfully bored if you’ve stooped to helping with the housework.”

“Naw,” said Will. “I’m just a great guy.”

Sheila handed him the red clay flowerpot and climbed down off the chair with one long, painful-looking step. Will took her place, picking up the plant by the attached cords. He had to reach way up, stretching on his tiptoes, to loop the string over the ceiling hook.

Will wasn’t especially tall for a fifteen-year-old—only about five six. Although Dan and Sheila assured him he’d grow some more, Will wasn’t too sure. As it was, he wasn’t even as tall as his mother; she was five nine. To Will, it was important to be at least as tall as his mother.

“What else you want me to do?” he asked.

“You want to ride into town with me? I’m going to do a little grocery shopping. I want to have something special for dinner tonight. Kind of a celebration.”

“Celebration? How come?”

“‘Cause all the papers are signed. Today is Dan’s first day as the official new owner of the Tri-Town Tribune!”

“Oh yeah, right.” Will knew it was all part of the master plan. The whole rationale for their being here wasn’t simply a whimsical relocation from Boston to Antrim, Vermont. It wasn’t just a poetic quest for solitude so Mom could continue her writing career.

More than anything else, the move was for Dan’s benefit.

In Boston, Dan had worked as a reporter for a daily newspaper, The Olympian. Since he and Sheila had gotten together, Dan had been talking, more and more enthusiastically, about how great it would be to move to the country and run his own newspaper. Sheila liked the idea and became almost as excited about it as Dan. Pretty soon the discussion became a plan.

Then they actually did it! Sheila got her solitude; Dan got his paper. But what did Will get? Nothing.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Dan had offered to let Will do a column for the Tribune once school got started. He could be the reporter assigned to high school news. Might be a good way to meet some people and to make a little money at the same time. Besides, Will had always like to write. Maybe it ran in the family.
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Sheila made sandwiches while Will mixed iced tea from an envelope, the kind with the sugar already in it. Then they sat down on the deck to have lunch.

“So, are you going to ride into town with me after lunch?”

“Yeah sure, why not.” Will heard himself answering, all the while knowing he didn’t want to go into town; there wasn’t much of anything to do there. He didn’t know why he was agreeing. Maybe he was just trying to please his mother.

They sat quietly for a few minutes, looking out at the swaying green grasses in the nearby meadow, watching the shadows shifting slowly on the mountain.

Finally Sheila said, “Will”—she always began a sentence with his name whenever she had something really serious to say—“we’ve been here almost a month now, and I’m wondering, are you honestly as bored as you’re trying to act?”

Although it took him by surprise, it was a fair question. Will reflected for a moment. After all, being bored was something you didn’t normally think about, you just did it. “It’s just that there’s nothing to do. I don’t know anybody.”

“You’ll meet people fast enough when school starts.”

“Yeah, I know. But I just don’t see what anybody’s supposed to do around here.”

“What do you suppose country kids do?”

“Who knows? Go walking in the woods, maybe?”

“Or hunting, or fishing …”

Will had the feeling his mother didn’t know what country kids did, either. She seemed to ponder the question a long time. Sipping her iced tea, she never took the glass from her lips, just tipped it back a little every now and then as she looked out over the mountains.

Finally she said, “I guess it’s pretty much a matter of what we can and can’t do. To tell you the truth, Will, I’m not sure I can enjoy all these simple country pleasures any better than you can. I mean, I can’t enjoy them right now, but I want to learn to enjoy them. Do you know what I mean?”

Will felt confused. “Guess so,” he told her.

“I mean, it’s a big change of life for all of us, you know?”

Will nodded, polished off his tea and wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist.

“So, you coming into town with me or not?”

Will’s gaze wandered out across the pasture, over the stone wall, and into the forest. “Maybe not,” he said. “Maybe I’ll try going for one of those hikes in the woods.”

His mother seemed surprised that he hadn’t accepted her invitation. She stared at him as if she were trying to determine how serious he was. When she had decided, she said, “Do you think you really should be going off into the woods by yourself? You’re really not used to—” Then she started laughing. Her face turned red and tears dripped from her lower eyelids.

Will had no idea what she was laughing at.

When she caught her breath, she said, “What a pain in the rear we mothers must be, huh, kiddo? First, I tell you to start getting into country life, then when you do, I tell you not to. No wonder adolescence is such a mixed-up time.”

She gave Will a pretend stern look. “But I’ve got to say it, Will. I can’t help myself. You be careful if you go hiking. And I mean it. You’re not used to the woods—”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, and they both started laughing. Sheila reached over and mussed his brown hair. Her belly pressed firmly against the patio table, as if it were taking a big bite of the tabletop.
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The camera Will took with him was a little 35mm made by Canon. Dan and Sheila had given it to him soon after their marriage. They said it was a wedding present. Dan explained that Will had gotten married, too, so why should they get all the gifts?

Gestures like that were what had eventually solidified an uneasy friendship between the boy and his stepfather.

At first Dan tried a little too hard to get Will to like him. He always wanted to play catch, or take Will to Red Sox games.

But Will had never liked baseball.

Finally, Dan and Will discovered they both enjoyed Sherlock Holmes stories, science fiction movies, and all sorts of lore and legend of the arcane variety.

Will figured not too many people knew who H. P. Lovecraft was, but Dan knew. One of the happiest days of his life was when Dan presented him with an Arkham House edition of one of Lovecraft’s books. It was from Dan’s own collection! Suddenly they really had something to talk about.

It was then that Dan finally admitted he didn’t like baseball that much either. They started going to scary movies instead of Red Sox games, and by the time Sheila and Dan got married, Dan and Will were pretty good friends.
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Living with Sheila was a little like getting a massage from someone wearing a barbed ring. Most of the time it felt great, but every now and then—when the barb caught—it hurt like a son of a bitch.

Dan Wilder smiled, satisfied with the analogy. It seemed to describe their marriage very well. Right now they were going through one of the best periods ever; it seemed as if everything was falling perfectly into place.

So why didn’t she answer the phone?

Holding the receiver away from his ear, Dan could still hear the far-off purr at the other end of the line. It repeatedly told him Sheila and Will were not at home. Odd, he thought, where could they be?

Dan wanted to talk to his wife, tell her that the meeting and the signing had gone smoothly. He wanted to share his good mood and hoped to invite his wife and stepson for a celebration dinner.

Still the phone rang. With each trill his joy inched slowly toward minor irritation. Looking up from his desk, Dan gazed at downtown Antrim through the dusty storefront window.

He felt his face split into a smile.

Must be ESP, he joked to himself. Isn’t that Sheila’s station wagon coming up Main Street?
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The woods began about a hundred yards in any direction from the house. It was as if the house, the garage, and the mowed lawn comprised a little island of civilization in the middle of a vast, unchartable sea of wilderness.

Will walked out behind the garage where a disused trail led across a flat, rocky plane and up to a stone wall. Dan had once explained that the stone walls had been built for sheep. In the early eighteen hundreds, this whole area had been heavily involved with sheep farming. Of course, that was before Vermont had become a dairy state.

He hopped easily over the stone wall and started walking among the trees. He noticed how much darker it was in the forest. It smelled good, though, kind of like Christmas.

Which way to go? Without a specific destination, it was difficult to make choices. If he walked to the right, the land got steeper and led up to Pinnacle Mountain. They owned a lot of that mountain—just how much he wasn’t certain—but not the whole thing.

To his left there was a brook. He could hear it rushing and splashing, but couldn’t quite see it yet. The brook might be interesting, he thought, and decided to take a look.

After walking two hundred feet or so into the forest, he could see the brook winding through the trees. The water splashed over brown, slippery-looking rocks, spraying tiny halos of mist into the air.

Stray beams of sunlight spilled through an opening in the branches far above the water. The beams fell and struck the halos, turning them into little rainbows.

It was pretty. He wondered if he could get a picture of it. Stretching out on the riverbank, he got his head, and the camera, really close to the water, trying to fix the miniature rainbow just right in the viewfinder.

Snapping a couple of pictures, his mind switched to fish.

He didn’t know much about fish. There was cod, of course, and mackerel, and all the other kinds you eat. But those were ocean fish.

What kind of fish might live in this water? Dan had sometimes talked about taking up trout fishing. Quite possibly, Will concluded, this was a trout stream.

He jumped to his feet, bounded out to a large flat rock in the middle of the stream, and sat down. A pool of water collected around the downstream side of the rock. It looked fairly deep, maybe twelve or fifteen inches, easily big enough for a fish to live in. But too much sun on the stream’s sparkling surface made it almost impossible to see what was happening underwater.

When his shadow fell across the pool it killed some of the reflections. Now he could make out rocks and leaves and small stiff branches twitching in the current below.

If a fish came by, he hoped to get a picture of it.

After waiting patiently as long as he could—maybe five minutes or so—nothing had swum by.

Discouraged, he decided to follow the brook down to see where it went.

In some places it had cut so deeply through the earth that trees and bushes grew right up to the water’s edge. When that happened, Will jumped off the bank and hopped from stone to stone, making his way right down the middle of the brook. Once he slipped and got a sneaker full of icy water. He gasped and swore and after a while decided it hadn’t felt all that bad.

In a little while, he started to get thirsty. The day was hot, and he was sweating. He wasn’t sure if this brook water was safe to drink, so he just rubbed some on his face and neck.

After making his way farther downstream, the running water started to sound strangely loud. About fifty feet in front of him the stream narrowed, funneling between two huge ledges, where it disappeared.

As Will got closer, he saw he was standing above a waterfall. Climbing carefully across one of the funneling ledges, he peered over the side.

The thick column of water shot downward for about twelve feet, crashing and bubbling where it collected at the bottom in a big churning pool.

That’s when he saw the girl.

She was stretched out languidly on a flat rock at the side of the pool. The sunlight was bright on her. It looked as if she had just been swimming; the rock she was lying on was dark with dampness, her T-shirt was wet, clinging tightly to her body.

Lying on her stomach, she was posed like some girl in a magazine. Will could tell from the way the shirt stuck to her that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

Interest piqued, he crouched down a little. He felt self-conscious and hoped she couldn’t see him. Probably his brown hair would blend in pretty well with the colors of the forest; he didn’t need to be worried.

But might she hear him? No, not a chance; it would be impossible above the roar of the waterfall.

Confident he was adequately camouflaged, Will lay down on the rock and made himself comfortable. Unabashedly, he watched her for a while, even considered taking her picture, but somehow that just didn’t feel right.

Who was she? What was she doing out here all alone?

Squinting to get a good look at her, he hoped to determine how pretty she was. It was impossible to see her face because it was buried in her folded arms. Her back looked nice, though, and her legs were long and very tan. In addition to the T-shirt, she was wearing microscopic denim shorts. Nothing else.

Nothing!

When she rolled over he got a better look at her. He watched, fascinated by the way her breasts moved under the wet, white fabric. Even at that distance, Will could see her nipples, hard and brown, below the cloth. The T-shirt had some faded writing on it, but he couldn’t see what it said.

All of a sudden she stood up and pulled off the T-shirt. Will fought the urge to take a picture then.

He marveled at her breasts; they were large and bouncy. Part of him wished he’d brought his binoculars instead of the camera. The fact was, this was the first time—outside of magazines, of course—he’d ever seen a girl’s breasts.

He began to feel himself becoming aroused.

He remembered some of the guys back home, scummy guys like Phil Lubio, who said they’d actually done it with some girl. Will didn’t believe it. He didn’t even believe the guys who claimed they’d seen a girl’s tits, unless it was their sister’s or something. Will knew most of them were just bragging.

But was bragging any worse than spying?

He’d almost resolved to tear himself away when the girl started to take off her shorts. He got a quick glimpse of the dark patch of hair between her legs before she jumped into the water. Then he could hardly see her at all because she was churning up the pool.

Watching her for a minute longer, he suddenly started to feel funny. Could he be some kind of pervert? The words “peeping tom” came to mind.

Will turned away, sweating, resisting a final urge to take a picture.

Then he went home.


Chapter 4

UNDER OBSERVATION

“God damn it all to Christ!” Police Chief Richard G. Bates stripped yard after yard of tangled monofilament from his open-faced reel. It was bunged up worse than he’d thought; he was going to have to cut it. Calculating quickly, he figured he was about to lose at least twenty yards of line, not to mention the brand-new Mepp’s spinner that had come off when the line snapped.

Sliding a moist palm across his forehead, Bates discovered he was sweating. He was breathing hard, too. And his heart was thumping.

Hell, he wasn’t simply annoyed, he was out and out angry.

“What the hell’s eatin’ me, anyway?”

Less than a half hour ago, he’d parked the cruiser up by the road and had walked down to the bank of the Connecticut River to try a couple of casts. Why not? People took smoke breaks and coffee breaks while they were on duty. Why not a fishing break? Maybe it would calm him down.

It hadn’t worked. He was still edgy as hell. Christ, lately everything he’d tried to help him relax had backfired. He wasn’t supposed to smoke; drinking—coffee or alcohol—was prohibited; eating, especially when he did it to calm his nerves, was against the rules; and now even fishing got him all riled up. What was left?

Bates shook his head from side to side, violently, like a dog trying to throw off the weight of a rainstorm. That didn’t work, either. No matter what Bates did, he just couldn’t shake his uneasy feeling.
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