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Cameo

When it’s time

Say goodbye to warm

blood,

Shut the window,

And lean into the shadow.

See what happens

just after Midnight.

—Jessica McHugh

“Notice where we are?”

“A bridge?”

“Not just any bridge.”

“Ah. The bridge over Cocytus.”

“Where the veils are thin, and once we

cross, we leave the mortal realm.”

“And into the world of enchantment, where we

see things as they really are.”

“Where dreams are true.”

“Stories, too.”

—Boys in the Trees, 2016


October. 

Red-orange sunsets bleed into purple-bruised skies shot through with yellow streaks. Crisp air nips at noses and earlobes. Trees wave red, orange, yellow and burnt umber tapestries, and withered leaves crackle across sidewalks. Jack-o’-lanterns grin joyful fire from porches. In front lawns skeletons, witches, ghosts, zombies, and other monsters sway and gibber. Everywhere, anticipation awaits the dark, magical birth of mystery on the last night of the month.

October.

My favorite time of year.

And, as it happened this October, I was in-between projects. I’d just completed the final edits for my novella The Night Road and sent them to my publisher. Two other manuscripts were with beta readers, so I had some free time. Seeing as how my best friends Chris Baker (the town Sheriff) and Father Ward (Headmaster of All Saints School) were out of town, this meant lounging on a late October Saturday morning at Bassler Memorial Library. Skimming books on folklore and mythology, as well as town history, looking for a spark to light the flame of a new story.

In many ways, I enjoy this process as much as the writing itself. So early on in a project, ideas were all that mattered. Gut instinct. Atmosphere. Sitting at a table tucked in a quiet corner of the library, books spread before me, notepad and pen to the side, I didn’t worry about character motivations and whether they made sense. Plausibility was of no concern. I wasn’t getting a headache from rooting out overwrought metaphors. I didn’t care if plots seemed too convenient.

At this moment, nothing mattered but the sparks. As I browsed legends and sifted through our town’s history, I reveled in a very Bradbury-esque “tingling of the ganglion and detonation of the dendrites.” If a folktale caught my fancy, I jotted down the free-association ideas it generated. When odd historical occurrences gave me pause, I scribbled existential questions about their probable (and maybe supernatural) catalysts.

I’d spend an hour or so (three, if my synapses were really humming) filling up a composition notebook with ideas, questions, quick descriptions and plot sketches, and sometimes even badly rendered pictures which looked like they were drawn by a two-year-old. Of course, several days later, after the glow of my mania faded, I’d flip through the notebook with a cooler eye, looking for concepts “with legs”, as they say. But at that moment, only ideas mattered.

I’d decided to write something Halloween-themed, possibly for release next year. I’d gathered several books about autumn myths and legends from different cultures. I skimmed the town history books specifically for strange events occurring around October. By fortune’s gracious whims, I’d also found a slim volume of poetry which included a long poem called Halloween, A Romaunt with Lays Meditative and Devotional, by Arthur Cleveland Coxe. Several stanzas were thought-provoking, so I jotted them down into my notebook.

I hadn’t yet formed an outline for the collection, but I was well on my way. My “ganglion tingling and my dendrites detonating.” So absorbing was the work, I didn’t notice anyone standing next to me until I heard a gentle cough.

I looked up and saw a smiling Kevin Ellison standing at my elbow. Kevin owned Clifton Height’s only used bookstore, Arcane Delights. The same store his father owned before he passed away from Alzheimer-related complications six years ago. Like his father, Kevin had retired from teaching English to run the store.

He nodded at the pile of books before me. “Must be engrossing.”

I smiled sheepishly. “Sorry about that. How long have you been standing there?”

Kevin chuckled softly. “Not long. No worries. I know how you get. Any good ideas?”

I gestured at my notebook, which was already filled with several pages of notations. “I do. The hard work will come later, when I have to figure what’s really good and what’s not.”

“Ah, yes. ‘Kill your darlings.’ The hardest part about writing. Well, I’m only here to complicate matters, I’m afraid.”

I affected a stone-face and lifted an eyebrow, doing a very poor imitation of Mr. Spock. “Fascinating,” I smiled. “Whaddya got? You know me. I’ll take ideas from anywhere. Beg, borrow, even steal.”

Oddly enough, Kevin didn’t smile at my self-deprecation. “Remember when I re-opened Arcane Delights? When someone left us that box of . . . odd donations?”

I leaned back, interested. “Of course. That journal you found, containing stories someone wrote about Clifton Heights. They inspired Through a Mirror, Darkly.” I offered him a wry smile. “I still think you should’ve let me credit you as co-author.”

He shook his head, smiling . . . but an odd uneasiness lingered in his eyes. “Thanks, but no. Through a Mirror is all yours. Anyway.” 

He paused, smile fading. For a moment he looked deeply conflicted, as if he wasn’t sure what to say next.

“Kevin. What?”

“We got another donation this morning. A box of books someone left outside the front door, before we opened.”

I looked at him for several seconds, my ganglion tingling and my dendrites fairly exploding. “What are you saying?”

For the first time, I saw the black leatherbound book he carried under his arm. I recognized it, of course. I had one just like it in my office. The one Kevin found in a box of donations when he first opened Arcane Delights. The one containing stories which helped me write Through a Mirror, Darkly.

I gestured at the book. “Is . . . that what I think it is?”

He nodded, almost regretfully.

“I dunno, Kevin. Maybe you should use it this time. Write your own collection and take full credit.”

Kevin shook his head. Shifted the black leatherbound book into his hand and held it out to me. “Nah. These aren’t . . . my kind of stories. They’re your kind. Plus, they’re the kind you could probably use, right now.”

My mouth fell open. I probably gaped like a fish for several minutes before I summoned the wherewithal to stammer, “They’re Halloween stories? From Clifton Heights?”

He didn’t say anything. Just shrugged, and held the book out to me. Barely restraining my eagerness, I took it—but didn’t open it right away. I set it down on the table and glanced back at Kevin, feeling slightly shocked at the glimmer in his eyes. I saw what I took to be guilty regret. Even a little sadness.

I grinned. “It’s fine, Kevin. Really. It’s just a book, right?” I patted it with a forced nonchalance. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

He offered me a small smile, turned and left. He didn’t say anything, of course, because he knew better.

So did I.

Which of course didn’t stop me from opening the book and reading.


‘Tis the night—the night

Of the grave’s delight,

And the warlocks are at their play!

Ye think that without,

The wild winds shout,

But no, it is they—it is they!

Halloween, A Romaunt with Lays Meditative and Devotional,

by Arthur Cleveland Coxe


THE RAGE OF ACHILLES

1.

Halloween

8 PM

All Saint’s Church

The confessional door creaked shut and someone sat on the bench. Father Ward straightened from a state of quiet meditation and listened.

Only silence.

Father Ward wasn’t expecting visitors. Normally All Saints was closed on Halloween but, as a new priest freshly home, he wanted to serve his community as best as was possible. He loved hearing confession and offering what comfort he could—and for some reason he couldn’t put his finger on, tonight of all nights, he felt called to the confessional booth. Whether or not anyone actually came was secondary. He was here, ready to listen to whatever troubles anyone needed to share.

Hoping to set his visitor at ease, he bent close to the grate. “Welcome to All Saints,” he said. “How can I help you?”

A cough. Then, “I . . . I need to talk to someone.”

“How long since your last confession?”

The man coughed again. “I honestly can’t remember.”

“What matters is you’re here now. What’s on your heart?”

A deep sigh. “I’ve been away, but I’ve come back. I need to do something, but I don’t . . . don’t know if I can . . . ”

***

I got back in town a few hours ago, Father. First thing I did was walk around. It was quiet, but of course things usually are, here. Clifton Heights is a rarity. Our worst offenses—at least, when I lived here—usually amounted to petty larceny and low-grade vandalism. At any moment, I knew a patrol car would roll by.

Yellow lights glowed from living room windows. On each porch were jack-o’-lanterns of all kinds. Here a round Jack, carved with the classic triangle nose and eyes and a buck-toothed grin. There a taller pumpkin, eyes more rounded, with a serpentine smile. Over there, one whose grin threatened to eat the world. All of them lit by blazing candles, throwing orange flickers on front walks.

I walked on, smelling the dust of autumn leaves and the faint scent of cooking pumpkin. It reminded me, too well, of one kind of Jack-o’-lantern in particular.

The kind Evan loved making.

The kind he’d never make again.


2.

All Saints Church

“I’M SORRY FOR your loss.”

A rasping sigh. “Thank you. Evan was gentle and mostly soft-spoken, unless in the midst of an . . . episode.”

“What kind? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Evan had difficulty controlling his emotions, and he was large for his age. He suffered from poor coordination. Often bumped into kids without meaning to. But he never intentionally hurt others. When he got angry, he just wasn’t rational.”

“He loved Halloween, I take it?”

Father Ward heard the man’s smile. “Yes. He adored it. Over the years he dressed up as superheroes, cowboys, knights, astronauts. He loved dressing up.”

“And he loved carving jack-o’-lanterns?”

“Yes. He preferred friendly jacks, though. Cross-eyed with gap-toothed grins. He wanted a funny face on our doorstep, inviting all the kids to our house. That was the interesting thing about Evan, Father. He didn’t want to go trick-or-treating. He wanted kids to visit our house, so he could give them candy. But every year he was disappointed. No kids showed up. I don’t know why, exactly, though I can guess. No one in school ever bullied Evan directly, Father . . . but you remember how kids are. They dislike what they don’t understand.

“He didn’t have many friends. Didn’t participate in any school functions, except the year he was a bat boy for the varsity baseball team. That ended in disaster, when one of their best players shoved Evan to the ground because he got in the way at the plate. He wouldn’t go back after that.

“His outbursts in school earned him a reputation. Kids and even their parents were always looking at him oddly. As if expecting him to do something strange, at any moment. That didn’t stop Evan from believing trick or treaters would come, though. Every Halloween, he’d sit in a chair next to the door, a bowl of candy in his lap, dressed in his chosen costume, rocking back and forth, waiting.

“No one ever came.”

Emotion tightened Father Ward’s throat. “Must’ve been hard.”

“He always hid his disappointment well. Always smiled and nodded, with only a small glimmer in his eye as he said, ‘It’s okay. They’ll come next year. I know it.’ But they never came. And now . . . none ever will.”

“Again, my condolences. Outliving your child is a horrible burden.”

“It’s worse. I blame myself for allowing Evan to . . . ” A sniff. “If I had never . . . ”

A gasp, which dissolved into quiet sobs. Father Ward waited, his heart twisted by the pain he felt radiating through the grate. Finally, the man swallowed and continued.

“Linda felt the same way. That it was my fault. Why shouldn’t she? I made a decision without her input. Anyway. Several weeks after, she packed her things and left. Three days later I got a call from a divorce lawyer in Utica.”

***

Night was falling, the sky darkening. I was walking, not sure where I was headed, but I felt pulled somewhere regardless. Though I imagined the houses on both sides were filled with laughter and giggles of excitement over the night ahead, silence surged around me, the only sound my shoes scraping asphalt, crisp autumn leaves skittering along the sidewalk, and the breeze ruffling the trees.

When I reached Main Street, I saw it was lit in yellow and orange. Storefront and restaurant windows were strung with harvest-colored lights. On doorframes, orange and black streamers fluttered. The windows of several shops were populated by cardboard cutouts of ghosts, goblins, vampires, werewolves and Frankenstein monsters. They passed by in a blur, until I found myself standing before Handy’s Pawn and Thrift, on Acer Street.

Don’t know if you’ve been there, but Evan and I visited Handy’s regularly. After a bad day of school one September, when Evan was eight, I picked him up early and was driving around town while he sobbed ‘It’s not fair!’ over and over. He said a boy had stolen his box of crayons during Art class. He’d responded the way he always did when angry. He slammed the table with both fists as hard as he could and screeched at the top of his lungs. The boy called him a retard. Evan threw himself on the floor, kicking and screaming.

I believed Evan’s story. I figured his teachers did too. As usual, however, Evan was the one sent home. I didn’t fight it. You get used to it, after a while.

Anyway, I’d turned onto Acer Street and was heading toward the Salvation Army when Evan shouted, “There!”

I stopped the car and found myself before Handy’s. I’d heard of the store but had never driven by it before, much less gone inside. From what I saw, couldn’t figure why I’d want to. The front windows on either side of the door offered nothing but old shoes, stacks of dusty board games, and piles of rusted tools.

I’m not sure what caught Evan’s eye. It didn’t matter, however. Evan had switched from sobbing to bouncing with excitement, so I didn’t care what he saw in Handy’s.

“What’s up, bud? Want to check it out?”

As an eight-year-old, Evan acted younger. It’s part of his condition. A developmental delay, they called it. I remember him pressing his face against the rear passenger window, breath fogging the glass. “Yeah.”

“Okay. We’ll stay ten minutes. Then we leave. Deal?” Linda and I had learned early on Evan needed specific timeframes to help him transition from one activity to another.

“Deal.” A pause, and then, “If I see something I like, can we get it, Daddy? Please?”

I didn’t answer right away. Whatever I bought would become Evan’s obsession for the next few weeks. He would carry it everywhere. Home, on the bus, at school, in the car, to church. He’d sleep with it; bathe with it, bring it to dinner. It would consume him, and drive us insane.

But.

I couldn’t deny Evan this small comfort. Especially after the day he’d suffered. It would drive us crazy and I’d catch hell from Linda, but even so.

“Sure, Evan. If it’s small. Okay?”

I glanced in the rearview mirror, and Evan’s delighted grin nearly broke my heart.

“Okay!”


3.

All Saints

“HOW LONG HAVE you been gone from Clifton Heights?” 

“A year. A week or so after Linda’s divorce lawyer called, I left town. Went to stay with some friends down in Cortland. Stupid to skip out, but I just couldn’t stay around anymore.”

“Why have you come back?”

A pause.

Feet shuffling.

A deep breath, and then, “To make things right.”

***

Handy’s was the junk shop I’d taken it for. Tins full of screws and marbles, old tools, cameras, and jumbled piles of toys. I figured it wouldn’t be long until Evan grew bored.

Surprisingly, he made a bee-line to some ceramic figurines cluttering a nearby shelf. He didn’t hesitate and picked up a bird. A grayish-blue one with black wing tips. “This one, Daddy.” Evan held it up, beaming. “I want this one.”

I was impressed. Initially the figurines had appeared chipped and yellowed with age. In Evan’s hands, however, the ceramic bird looked painstakingly crafted and life-like. Honestly, I could almost imagine it taking flight.

“Nice. What is it . . . a barn swallow?”

“It’s a mockingbird. I take it you’re not a birdwatcher.”

I turned to see the shopkeeper standing behind us. He was tall, with a neatly-trimmed white beard and hair. His face was almost stern, but warm green eyes glimmered. He smiled gently.

“Not a birdwatcher, no,” I admitted. “Not like my dad, anyway. He knew every bird around here by sight. Had most of the trees memorized, too. Me, I know a birch tree when I see one, can pick out a maple leaf . . . ”

The shopkeeper nodded. “We all have our callings.” He regarded Evan, who still cradled the ceramic mockingbird. “You’ve got something more special to mind.”

Most folks looked at me with pity. In the shopkeeper’s eyes I saw only admiration.

“He’s not like the rest of us, is he?”

Something in his tone struck me. “No. He’s not. He’s different.”

“Not different.” The shopkeeper folded his arms and regarded Evan warmly as the boy continued to examine the mockingbird from every angle. “He’s better. Better than us, anyway. And the mockingbird suits him.” He paused, then said, “Mockingbirds don’t do one thing but make music for us to enjoy . . . they don’t harm anyone, but sing their hearts out for us. That’s why it’s a sin to kill a mockingbird.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly tight. I knew the quote, of course. We read To Kill a Mockingbird in high school. But as much as the shopkeeper’s quote moved me, it hurt, too. “I appreciate the sentiment. At times, maybe you’re right. Maybe he is like a mockingbird, and his uniqueness is music.”

I gazed at Evan holding the mockingbird, and thought of his irrational rages over a picture he’d drawn wrong or a toy not working the way he wanted. I thought about how the slightest change in routine could send him into earthshaking meltdowns. “Too often, though, the sounds Evan makes are not musical.”

“‘O sing gods, the rage of Achilles,’” the shopkeeper whispered.

I sighed. “Not so romantic. He’s not Achilles, or the gods, I’m afraid.”

The shopkeeper nodded, instantly apologetic. “It is, of course, none of my business. I can’t imagine the daily toll.”

His curious spell over me faded. I glanced at my watch. “Wow. Almost four. Linda’s going to think we disappeared.”

The shopkeeper nodded. “By all means. The mockingbird is twenty-five cents. Feel free to bring Evan back. I have many more figurines in stock. Don’t expect to have a demand for them anytime soon.”

I nodded. “Sure. Evan, would you like to come in next week?”

Evan had wandered down the aisle as he’d examined the ceramic mockingbird. He glanced up, blinking slowly, looking more peaceful than I’d ever seen him. “Sure, Dad. Sounds great.”

I shrugged. “Looks like we’ve got a deal.”

The shopkeeper waved toward the sales counter. “A pleasure to serve you. If you’ll follow me?”

***

Oddly enough, Evan didn’t obsess over the figurines he would go on to collect like I’d feared he would. He did love them, however. We often came across Evan in his room, gazing at them on the narrow wooden shelf I mounted the day after purchasing the mockingbird. He sat on the edge of the bed, hands folded in his lap, rocking gently, humming to himself.

Evan’s collection grew. He added more birds, along with owls, hawks, eagles, foxes, raccoons, and deer. In the five years Evan collected them, never once did the shopkeeper indicate they were in danger of running out. Up until the last day, the shelves stretched around his bedroom.

After it happened, I sat on his bed, staring at the figurines. They glared at me, their eyes accusing me for my failure to protect him. I sat there for hours, taking their judgment.

Two weeks later, Linda left while I sat there. I didn’t hear her leave. Didn’t hear if she said goodbye.

I never spoke to her again.


4.

All Saints

FATHER WARD RUBBED his mouth, thinking. He felt compelled to keep the man talking as long as possible. Why, he didn’t know. “If you don’t mind my asking . . . what was your son’s diagnosis?”

“Autism. High-functioning. Intelligent, but as I said, he couldn’t handle complex situations. Would get confused and irrational. Also, he had to be taught things repeatedly. Things other kids picked up on their own.” The man chuckled slightly. “We brushed our teeth, combed our hair and put on deodorant together every day. He learned best by mimicking others. Got to be our morning routine. He looked forward to it. Needed it.” 

“Routine was important to him.”

“Yes. Everything had to be just so. For a while, Linda and I worried his intelligence would be wasted because of it. He made progress, though. Developed a charming personality, got better at socializing. He still needed his routines, but he became more flexible, sometimes initiating change himself. See, he wanted to do something different. Wanted to do something on his own. And I let him. I . . . ” His voice dissolved into wracking sobs. 

Father Ward remained silent, waiting until the man pulled himself together, which he did after several minutes. “What happened?”

A deep sigh. “It was a week before Halloween. Friday. We always went to Handy’s for a figurine on Fridays. He also had library books to return. He loved reading. We thought after high school maybe he could take a few classes at Webb Community. Maybe someday work a job. Something to give him purpose.” A harsh sob.

Silence, until the man continued.

***

A week before Halloween, Evan was excited as usual. He wanted to see the decorations on Main Street, and that night we were going to carve our jack. He couldn’t wait.

Anyway, we visited Handy’s first. He took longer than usual because he wanted to see their Halloween toys and costumes. I often wonder if we’d gotten out of there earlier, could we have avoided what happened?

He bought a cardinal. I’ll never forget it. A bright red cardinal, perched on a branch. He brought it to the counter himself, paid for it with the allowance he earned doing simple chores around the house. The shopkeeper asked how school was going. Evan told him in exhaustive detail. The routine completed, we were on the sidewalk, at the car when he asked, “Dad . . . I want to do it myself this time.”

I stopped, car door open. “Do what?”

Evan took a deep breath—eyes shining, as if he was excited—and said, “I want to return my books alone.”

“Sure, Ev. I’ll wait in the lobby—”

He shook his head, determined. “No. I want to cross the street by myself. Go in, return my books, get new ones, and cross the street, by myself. You can wait on the sidewalk.”

This caught me off guard, though I suppose it shouldn’t have. He’d been asking to do more things on his own. But cross the street by himself—twice? Go in and out—by himself?

“I dunno. Not sure if you’re ready.”

“You’re not ready. I am.” 

He was right. It wasn’t just about me worrying that he wasn’t ready. It was about me not being ready to accept that he might be.

“You can stand on the sidewalk and watch me, Dad,” he said, still serious. “You can see me the whole way.”

I should’ve said no.

God, I should’ve said no. Or at least called Linda first. But I was so tired. You love your kid, want to accept him as he is, protect him . . . But you want him to be at least a little normal. To fit in. Especially when, even though he’s never said it, you know he wants to fit in, too. And all I could think about, standing there, was him waiting on our front porch every Halloween for kids who never came. I could at least give him this.

Why didn’t I call Linda?

Here’s the worst part.

I knew she’d say no. She’d want me to play it safe.

I was tired of safe.

***

Bassler Memorial Library is around the corner from Handy’s, on the opposite side of Main Street, right before Black Creek Bridge. I’d forgotten how wide Main Street was at the crosswalk. For a moment I thought about backing out and walking Evan into the library as usual.

But I knew such a change wouldn’t be well received. Evan had improved at dealing with the unexpected, but when you told him something was going to happen in a certain way, it had to happen that way. Evan would accept no alternatives. He was thirteen, and if you met him in passing, he seemed normal enough. But he could pitch a fit with the best of them. It was too late to renege on our deal. Especially if I didn’t want him screaming and crying and, believe it or not, throwing himself to the ground.

We reached the crosswalk. He pressed the button for the ‘walk’ sign on the telephone pole and waited patiently for it to click over. Humming, gently working his new cardinal figurine in his hands. The light on the other side of the street finally showed a walking green figure. He smiled and said, “Don’t worry, Dad. I’ll be fine.”

Those were his last words.

But at the time, I felt okay. There wasn’t any traffic, and my unease had receded. I thought it was a big opportunity, y’know? For him and me. So much so, on a whim, I dug into my pocket and pulled out my iPhone, tapped the camera app and told Evan, “Smile big. Mom’ll be proud.”

He stopped and smiled over his shoulder.

I snapped the picture.

Without another word, he continued across Main Street.

Here’s another mistake. I should’ve watched him the whole way and back. But he was doing it. I was proud of him and wanted to share. So, as he was crossing the street, because there were no cars, I texted the picture of him to Linda, with the caption: Our boy’s growing up!

She called right away. Her response was not excited at all.

“What the hell is he doing?”

I cringed at her tone. I was hoping she would see this as a good sign, but I guess deep down I’d known she’d be upset. Here’s the thing: though I’d mostly accepted Evan’s autism, I wanted him to grow. Be more independent. Try new things. Hell, I didn’t care if he never went to college. He could live with us for as long as he needed. I wasn’t in a hurry for him to get out. I just wanted him to live. Linda did too. But mothers always want to protect their babies, don’t they? Evan was her baby. She wanted to protect him. Maybe too much. I’m not going to lie. We fought about that, occasionally.

Well, maybe more than occasionally. Loudly, too.

The worst part?

Sometimes, in my lowest moments . . . I wonder if I sent that picture to agitate her.

“Well,” I said into the phone, “Evan asked to cross the street by himself. He had a good day at school, so I thought, ‘Why not?’ We’ve been talking about giving him more freedom, so . . . ”

“So you’re letting him cross Main Street by himself? Are you crazy?”

I tried to force my anger down. I heard ‘Are you crazy?’ a lot. Too much.

“C’mon, Linda.” 

Evan had reached the median. He stopped, looked both ways and continued. “He’s halfway across. There aren’t any cars. Hardly ever are in this part of town.”

“You should’ve called me. You can’t make snap decisions like this. It’s not safe! You can’t treat Evan normally!”

My control slipped. “Right.” Evan reached the other side and entered the library. “Because it’s better to treat him like a freak.”

“You know that’s not what I mean. We have to be careful. You’re too reckless!”

“He’ll be fine. I know we have to be careful, but we can’t keep him locked away from the world—”

“You’re such an ass. Of course I don’t want that. But I wouldn’t let him cross a street by himself on a whim, without running it by you first! I’ll bet you didn’t even remind him not to wear his earbuds!”

It hit me, hard.

She was right.

See, Evan had an iPod loaded with his favorite music. Music calmed him. He took his iPod everywhere.

I was going to reply—can’t remember with what, now—something spiteful and petty, I’m sure.

Evan’s condition was hard on our marriage. After he was diagnosed, his autism dominated our lives. Did you know two-thirds of marriages with special needs children end in divorce? I know why. All your energy is focused on dealing with the rages. The screaming, kicking, throwing things. Maintaining irrational routines. Evan hardly slept at all because his mind never stopped. Ever. We were walking zombies half the time. Stumbling through life on three to four hours of sleep a night. Tough situations bring out the best or the worst in people. I’m afraid it brought out the worst in us. Linda and I had been worn down to the nubs, with nothing left for each other.

I took a deep breath and saw Evan standing on the opposite sidewalk, having apparently returned his books and gotten new ones. When the green walking figure flashed, he started across the street toward me.

“He’s fine. He’s already on his way back. You’re right, maybe I should’ve called you first, and I will next time—”

A snort. “Sure.”

I ignored her and continued. “But he’s fine, so stop worrying . . . ”

There’s an intersection past Bassler Library, where Acer Street cuts across Main. I don’t know how I didn’t see the battered green truck idling there at the stoplight, or hear it. I don’t know how long it sat there before turning right onto Main Street. All I know is I didn’t notice it until the driver got impatient waiting for the light to change.

***

With a coughing grumble, the green truck turned right onto Main. Fear lanced through my heart, freezing it, but I saw Evan had cleared the truck’s lane. If he kept going the truck would miss him. He’d be safe and it’d be an insane close-call story I could tell Linda and she’d rip me a new one, but he’d be safe . . .

It happened, in flickers. The truck, accelerating. Evan, a step and a half clear of its path. He dropped something which hit the street and shattered. I can still hear it shattering, today.

He turned, saw what remained of his newly purchased cardinal. Closed his hands into fists, and screamed. He couldn’t hear me shouting. Couldn’t hear the truck. The slender white wires of his earbuds trailing from his ears to his iPod in his right coat pocket. Just like Linda said, I’d forgotten to tell Evan not to listen to his music when crossing the street.

Evan turned, reaching for the cardinal, screaming, bending over into the truck’s path. I screamed. The truck growled, but if Evan’s iPod was turned up as high as usual . . . 

His hand touched the cardinal’s bright red shards.

The truck hit him.

I can’t give you a play-by-play. It’s all a jumbled blur. I didn’t hear a sickening crunch, or a wet thump. The truck hit my son’s head, flipping him away, onto his back. I didn’t hear the back of his head strike asphalt, only my ragged breath thundering in my ears as I ran toward him.

Lying on his back.

Head surrounded by a widening pool of blood.

Staring sightlessly at the sky, library books scattered around him, pieces of the cardinal clutched in his fist.

The truck sped away.

I raised my iPhone—from which my wife was screaming—and took a picture of the license plate.


5.

All Saints

GRIEF CLENCHED FATHER Ward’s heart. He’d seen some terrible things as an Army Chaplain in Afghanistan. But to see this happen to someone you love, before your eyes . . .

“Did they find the truck?”

An emotion-choked pause. “Yes. With my picture of the license, it was easy. Judd Kirsch is a forty-two-year-old bachelor who works days at the lumbermill. He lives in the Commons Trailer Park. Lot 34. He struggled with a mild drinking problem he readily admitted to, but the day he took my son away had been an especially hard one at the mill. He’d downed a few more beers than usual over dinner at The Stumble Inn. Was on his way home to sleep it off when he turned right onto Main Street. He swerved slightly when he reached down to grab what he says was a can of Pepsi from the cooler in the passenger seat. He says he wanted to get some caffeine in his system to ‘even out.’ When his truck clipped my son in the head, he swore it was a pothole, and if he’d known he’d hit someone, he would’ve stopped.

“He couldn’t stop crying at the pre-trial hearing. Was put on suicide watch in jail. Guess he tried to hang himself with his belt, which put the trial off, because he was remanded downstate to Riverdale Psychiatric for evaluation.

“But that doesn’t matter. He took my son away. Evan’s gone and he’s never coming back. And what did they finally decide to do? Take his driver’s license away for three years, slap him with civil fines, make him take AA. Sure, my lawyer says me leaving during the trial screwed things up, because it left things in Linda’s hands, and she got spineless and didn’t push for a harsher sentence. But I’m back now. Because Evan won’t stop. He never stops. He wants me to do something about it. Make it right, finally.

“Make Kirsch pay.”

***

Before I came here to confess, Father, I walked around and ended up at Handy’s, like I said. It was the same as the last time I’d been there, decorated for the season. Strings of yellow and orange lights ran along the shelves. A whole wall had been given over to Halloween-themed trinkets. Plastic jack-o’-lanterns and skeletons, pumpkin flashlights, trick or treat buckets, wax vampire teeth, face paints, rows of Halloween costumes on hangers, and masks.

“May I help you?”

I faced the shopkeeper. His eyes widened slightly. “Mr. Carrington. I would say it’s good to see you, but I know the memories this place must hold. It’s been some time since we last spoke.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“I can’t express how sorry I am. Any condolences I could offer would feel meaningless, I’m sure. What happened was a tragedy, for everyone involved, but of course for Evan . . . for someone so vibrant and alive . . . ”

I never understood the shopkeeper’s odd, awe-struck reverence of Evan. Linda and I had endured too many of his meltdowns and draining obsessions to feel the same, but I appreciated the gesture anyway.

“Thank you. You were always kind to Evan. It meant a lot. I wanted to say thank you, and . . . ”

I shrugged and tried to leave, realizing I’d done what I’d come to do. “Anyway. Thank you. Evan loved this store. Coming here meant a lot, and . . . ”

“I know why you’re here.”

The words startled me, halting me mid-step. They also sparked an unreasoning anger in me, of all things. Along with guilt.

I know why you’re here.

“The past can’t be changed,” the shopkeeper said gently. “Nothing you do tonight will restore Evan.”

I turned to the shopkeeper and something flipped inside me. I don’t know how else to describe it. I went from feeling aggravated at him—all right, pissed off—to feeling empty.

I shook my head. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The shopkeeper stepped forward and gripped my elbow firmly. “Don’t do what you came to do.”

He drew me closer, and something in his eyes drilled me to my core. “You need to let go, Peter.”

His words touched me. I almost gave in, right then and there. Almost let go of the pain and anger.

But I couldn’t forget Evan’s sightless gaze.

The shopkeeper, maybe feeling the tension in my arm, said again, “You don’t have to do this.”

I pulled myself from him and walked away, heading to the door. “Happy Halloween,” I said quietly. “Maybe I’ll stop by again next year.”

The bell rang as I pushed through the front door. Something held me up, though. I paused in the doorway, suddenly wishing to feel the shopkeeper’s firm hand clasp my shoulder, along with his voice softly rasping, “This is your last chance.”

But there was nothing.

When I looked over my shoulder, the shopkeeper was gone. Slipped quietly away, into the back room maybe. I waited for a minute, half-expecting him to magically reappear next to me, gently pushing the door closed, not letting me leave.

Nothing.

I turned away and left.


6.

All Saints

“SO HERE I am. That’s what brought me here; what the shopkeeper said. How can I let go of what happened to Evan?”

Father Ward sat forward, hands clasped before him. He couldn’t quiet an odd feeling about this man’s story. More worrisome, however, was the man—Peter’s—assertion he was here to do something for his son. To make this Judd Kirsch pay.

“Sir—Peter, if I may—please understand, I don’t want to trivialize your experience. I can see how you feel as if your son is with you. The memories of our lost loved ones are never gone. They’re always with us. But we also can’t underestimate the role guilt plays in the grieving process. I’m not trying to diminish your pain, but—”

“No!”

Father Ward jerked back from the confessional grate, not only because of the anger in Peter’s tone, but also because of an icy menace he felt seeping into his booth.

“It’s my son. Yes, I feel guilt, for letting him cross the street alone. For running away during the trial. For not being around to make sure that shit who took my son got punished right. That shit who is now ‘sober’ and attending AA once a week and feels terrible about what he did, but really he’s probably sitting in his shit-ass trailer right now, lot 34, sucking down a cold one and laughing his ass off at how he dodged jail. Evan wants me to make right, he . . . ”

A wrenching sob.

The confessional door slammed open, and the man—Peter—stumbled down the aisle, crying “Evan! Oh, God Evan!” over and over.

Father Ward sat frozen.

All Saint’s front doors opened and slammed shut.

Shivering, gripped by a sudden cold which chilled him to the bone, Father Ward slowly stood and pushed open the door of his booth. The church appeared as it always had. A simple Adirondack Catholic Church, not baroque nor Gothic, sanctuary paneled with earth-toned wood, polished and gleaming oak pews, the Stations of the Cross in stained glass windows all around. The lights were dim. The flickering votive candles near the exit cast an air of peaceful reverence.

The church was empty.

He sagged against the confessional, gripped by conflict. He knew it was impossible to help everyone. But every time he couldn’t help, when someone’s pain burned too greatly for comfort . . .

lot 34

he’s there right now

laughing

make it right

Evan wants me to make it right

 . . . he was reminded of his own failures. How he’d let others down. Especially overseas on his tour.

He closed his eyes and prayed. Please, God. This man—Peter—he can’t be serious, can’t be planning to do . . . what?

Acid churned in his stomach. He couldn’t call the police. He’d be violating The Sacrament of Confession. And for what? It wasn’t a crime to express anger or the desire for revenge. He had no proof this man was going to do anything . . . 

lot 34

he’s there right now

Father Ward gripped the confessional door-frame, resolution flooding through him, strengthening his legs. He couldn’t call the police based on a confession. He had no real evidence, and he’d be breaking a sacrament. But he didn’t have to sit here. He hadn’t been a soldier; he’d been an Army Chaplain. Had never held a gun in combat, but he’d served in Afghanistan. He’d seen good men die, seen innocent bystanders suffer, and he’d seen other things rational thought couldn’t explain. He wasn’t going to sit and wait.

He just wasn’t the type.


7.

DESPITE A MOUNTING urgency, Father Ward drove the speed limit through town. At only quarter to nine, the sidewalks were teeming with hordes of goblins, princesses, ghosts, superheroes and monsters, and their parents, big brothers and sisters. A lover of Halloween since childhood, the sight usually warmed him. Tonight, however, he could only think of:

lot 34

Evan wants

make it right

Within ten minutes he turned onto Bassler Road, leaving town. Five minutes later, he turned right into the Commons Trailer Park. A wave of nostalgia crested inside, surprising in its strength. He remembered playing basketball on the Commons asphalt court with his friends. Buying trinkets at the Commons Community yard sales. He hadn’t been here in more than ten years, but it looked mostly the same. He drove slowly, even though every nerve in his body screamed HURRY! as he scoured the lot numbers for . . .

34.

He braked and put his car into park. Slowly, he opened the door and got out. He stood and stared, gripped by worry.

The trailer on lot 34 sat dark and silent. The screen door hung open, swinging in the slight breeze, banging against the siding. No other cars—certainly not a green pick-up truck—sat in the short gravel drive. The trailer appeared empty, as if no one was home.

Even so, the urgent feeling that he must do something strengthened, along with the looming sense of the awful, the tragic, the unavoidable, and even worse: the inevitable.

“You son of a bitch!”

“No, God . . . no! I never meant to—”

A sharp crack and a flash of light came from within the trailer.

“No!” Father Ward stumbled forward, but before he could make it to the front steps he thought he heard, floating on the breeze, “Evan . . . I’m sorry.”

Another crack, a flash of light, and a heavy thump, like a body falling.

He cried out again, all his emotions concentrated to a point. He lurched forward, reaching out to grab the small porch’s railing to haul himself up the steps and into the trailer, knowing it would be worse than anything he’d seen overseas.

His hand closed on air.

His right foot descended through empty space. He stumbled and fell to one knee, barely avoiding falling flat on his face. He rested there for a moment, mind blank, and sucked several deep breaths before he stood on shaking legs.

He was standing in an empty rectangular patch of knee-high grass, in an empty lot where the trailer had once been.

Questions swirled around him.

He shoved them aside.

Father Ward stumble-walked back to his car. He turned and regarded the now leaning, rotted lot sign in the car’s headlights. He could barely make out the faded 34.

He stared at the sign.

Pushing away his questions.

He shook his head, got into his car and pulled away.

***

A bell jingled when Father Ward opened and closed Handy’s door. He’d driven straight from the Commons, mind still blank. On some level he was surprised Handy’s was open after eight on Halloween night, but on a deeper level, he wasn’t surprised at all.

He glanced around as he walked down the middle aisle. Everything was as Peter had described, decorated for Halloween. Even in his confusion, Father Ward felt vaguely pleased at how Handy’s looked—it was still the same as when he and his friends frequented its cluttered shelves, buying odds and ends with their lawn-mowing money. He even fancied he recognized a few items. An old Magic Eight Ball, and a Louisville Slugger.

“Father Ward. So good to see you.”

He glanced up to see the shopkeeper standing behind the sales counter. He had to blink a few times, experiencing a curious folding of time. The shopkeeper looked like he hadn’t aged a day.

Father Ward smiled. “You know me? Are you a parishioner of All Saints?”

The shopkeeper chuckled, waving. “Afraid not, Father. I’ve become a bit agnostic in my old age. No, word traveled fast when you returned from Afghanistan. The people here love and respect you, son.” The shopkeeper’s expression sobered a bit, eyes bright and penetrating. “I hope you know this.”

Father Ward shrugged. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his military service. “I suppose,” he said lightly, in an attempt to brush off the shopkeeper’s oddly weighted comment.

“What can I do for you?”

There it was. Father Ward breathed deep, pulled back the wall he’d erected at the Commons, and finally let his questions free. “This is going to sound odd. Maybe even crazy. And I can’t tell you much, because it involves the Sacrament of Confession . . . ”

The shopkeeper nodded. “Of course. Even an agnostic grump like myself understands the importance of the sacraments. Go on, and don’t worry about sounding crazy. You grew up here. You know Clifton Heights is a . . . unique town.”

“Yes. Anyway, out of curiosity . . . you do much business tonight? It’s Halloween, so . . . ”

The shopkeeper nodded. “Some business, yes.” He gestured at a large glass bowl of Snickers candy bars on the counter. “Mostly for the little ones who’ve visited. Mr. Handy loves children and Halloween. So do I. We make a point of staying open late on Halloween. We’ve become a regular stop on the children’s rounds the past few years.”

Father Ward swallowed down the uneasy feelings in his gut. “Any other visitors? Say . . . a regular who hasn’t visited in a while, maybe because they’ve been out of town for about a year?”

Understanding dawned in the shopkeeper’s eyes. He folded his arms and regarded Father Ward closely. “Well. Clifton Heights has certainly welcomed you home with open arms, hasn’t it? I take it you were hearing confessions tonight at All Saints?”

Father Ward nodded.

“Did Father Thomas say anything in particular about hearing confessions on Halloween night?”

Father Ward shook his head. “He doesn’t hear confessions on Halloween.”

The shopkeeper nodded gravely. “Not anymore, anyway. And you can bet there’s a reason.” He regarded Father Ward closely. “Why were you?”

Father Ward shrugged. “I’m new. I volunteered. Don’t know why. Just . . . wanted to. Felt like I . . . I would be needed, tonight.” 

The shopkeeper sighed. “I know because of the sacrament you can’t say much, so I’ll put it simply: Yes, someone visited tonight. A former regular. Peter Carrington. He used to visit every Friday to buy a ceramic figurine for his son Evan. Wonderful boy. He had many special needs, but was still a bright light. A tragedy, what happened to him.”

Father Ward felt himself nod unconsciously, even though he wasn’t supposed to confirm any of this. “What happened?”

The shopkeeper continued. “Hit and run around the corner. A local man—Judd Kirsch—turned too quickly and hit Evan as he was crossing the street, coming back from the library. Apparently Evan dropped something, bent over to pick it up. Kirsch claimed he never saw the boy and kept driving, thinking he’d hit a pothole. Unfortunately, Kirsch had a bit of a drinking problem. He hit Evan and went home to his trailer in the Commons, unaware.”

Father Ward licked his lips. “I came from there, and . . . I’m not sure what I saw.”

The shopkeeper’s eyes widened. “So you tried to actually stop it? Fascinating.” He offered Father Ward an enigmatic grin. “You’ve come home for real.”

“I didn’t . . . I thought . . . ” Father Ward swallowed, forcing himself to breathe slowly. “There wasn’t anything there. No trailer on lot 34, but I thought . . . I saw muzzle flashes . . . but it was gone. There wasn’t anything there but weeds.”

“Of course not. Hasn’t been for eight years. Even after hauling off Kirsch’s old trailer and putting a new one there, Phil Seward couldn’t get anyone to stay there past Halloween, as I’m sure you know why.”

Father Ward rubbed the back of his neck. Puzzle-pieces fit together in his head, but the picture forming . . . could he believe it?

“At the risk of asking you to violate your vows . . . I assume you don’t need to hear the whole story. You’ve already heard it.”

Father Ward nodded. “I’ll hear it again next year . . . won’t I? If I hear confessions on Halloween night.”

A slow nod. “I imagine, yes.”

“How long ago did this happen?”

“The accident, eleven years ago. Peter killing Kirsch and himself, ten.”

“So he keeps coming back,” Father Ward whispered. “Why? Because of his guilt, his pain, he can’t get over Evan’s death . . . ?”

Evan wants me to make it right

The shopkeeper shook his head. “It’s worse, I think,” he said softly. “Evan’s not dead.”

Father Ward stared. “What?”

“Evan survived the accident. He suffered severe cerebral hemorrhaging, but he didn’t die.”

“He’s alive?” Father Ward rasped. “He’s alive, and every year . . . ”

he won’t stop

he never stops

when he gets angry

he isn’t rational

“He’s in a vegetative state, kept alive by machines, with no brain activity detected since the accident,” the shopkeeper said, his voice oddly flat. “His mother refuses to cease life support. She left Peter, but still lives in town.”

he won’t stop

he never stops

“‘O sing, gods,’” Father Ward whispered, “‘the rage of Achilles.’”

“Indeed.”

Silence fell between them. There was nothing more to say, nothing more Father Ward could say, given his vows.

“Does Mrs. Carrington . . . allow visitors for Evan?”

The shopkeeper nodded slowly. “It is my understanding, yes. And, for the record: far as I know, Father Thomas has never visited Evan. Nor have I spoken to him on Halloween night, as I am with you now.”

“He’s busy,” Father Ward said automatically, speaking by rote. “Running All Saints Academy and the church, and being the chairman of the board for the Boys’ Home.”

“Indeed he is. But if there’s anyone who can someday offer Peter Tomas . . . or Evan . . . absolution, I believe it’s the man who rushes off to prevent something awful from happening without regard to his own safety, the man who has an open mind about . . . certain things.”

Father Ward nodded, his head finally empty again, his heart heavy. As he turned to leave, the shopkeeper said, “Happy Halloween, Father Ward. Don’t be a stranger.”

Father Ward regarded the shopkeeper, again struck by the illusion that the man was ageless. “Thank you. I will.”

He turned and pushed through the door, and stepped out into the cool October night.


I heard the sound of coming wings;

’Twas dark as the second death,

But I could see a thousand things,

For I heard a being’s breath:

A whisper—a sigh—was here—was there,

For darkness is Fancy’s light:

And horrible phantoms were filling the air,

For I heard the low stroke of their flight.

Oh should they touch me!

Or oh should they clutch me!

How shrunk my poor soul in its fright!

Halloween, A Romaunt with Lays Meditative and Devotional,

by Arthur Cleveland Coxe


LONG NIGHT IN THE VALLEY

1.

October 31st

The Stumble Inn

“What the hell’s wrong with you guys? Get your asses in gear!”

Bobby Malfi rapped the mahogany bar in muted anger. He was a short man with narrow shoulders, arthritic knuckles and a weathered face. An avid sports fan who hadn’t played a single game of any kind in his life, he held strong opinions about how every sport should be played. Everyone loved the old coot, though. He attended every Clifton Heights home sporting event without fail, and over the years, his presence became talismanic. Bobby’s attendance most likely meant victory, but his absence brought ill tidings of doom for the home team.

At the moment, Bobby’s main concern was professional basketball. He rapped the bar again. “Damn it. Got money on this game. The Knicks’re playing like a bunch of junior high brats. Running around like chickens with their heads cut off!”

He waved at the small television mounted on the wall at the end of the bar. “Down twenty-five. So much for this ‘championship’ season the papers been talking about.”

Bobby scowled at the five harried blue figures racing around as five white figures efficiently and calmly played tight, aggressive defense. One of the Knicks’ guards (a blue figure) launched an off-balance three-point shot. Bobby tracked it hopefully, squeezing his hand into a fist . . .

The basketball ricocheted off the rim.

Tinny applause roared from the television as a player in white grabbed the rebound and dribbled up the court.

“Damn!” Bobby pounded the bar. “Last year, the Knicks averaged nearly a hundred points a game,” he complained to the bartender, Gus Ambrose, who watched the game from the other side of the bar. “It’s the middle of the third quarter and they’ve barely cracked sixty. What the hell?”

Gus shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s pre-season, Bobby,” he said as he wiped down the bar absentmindedly. “Why in the world would you bet on a pre-season game?”

“Because my brother Buster had a line on these guys. Said they were going to wipe the floor with the Spurs tonight. Got all these off-season trades which made them contenders.”

Another distant roar from the television as the home crowd—San Antonio—voiced their appreciation. Bobby scowled and waved again. “This sure ain’t the look of a contender!”

Gus flipped the towel onto his left shoulder, crossed his arms and shrugged. “Guess maybe Buster should stick with running his cab business instead of trying to be a bookie.”

Bobby grabbed his nearly empty mug of beer. “Ain’t that the God’s honest truth.” He tossed back his drink, thumped it back down on the bar and slid it toward Gus. Without taking his eyes off the television, Gus grabbed the mug. He took it over to the Saranack Black & Tan tap, and began filling it. “Shouldn’t you be out trick or treating with the grandkids?”

“Their grandmother’s taking them out with my daughter. She loves that stuff. Me? After working all day at the quarry? Fuck no. Besides,” he gestured at the television, “this is enough of a horror show, for fuck’s sake.” Another burst of applause. “C’mon! Stop throwing away the damn ball!”

Sitting on the opposite end of the bar, Micah Cassidy stared into the mirror behind rows of liquor glasses, nursing his beer. He was trying to ignore the conversation between Bobby and Gus, though it was nearly impossible, as they were the only other ones there. Also, they were talking basketball—a subject Micah couldn’t ignore, no matter how much he wanted to. Which didn’t make sense, of course. After everything that had happened, he should hate the game. He didn’t watch it on television anymore, and didn’t read the sports page every day, either. However, despite his best intentions, when basketball was mentioned within earshot, he always listened. He couldn’t help it.

Micah sighed as his gaze traveled the length of the bar. It was Halloween night, part of the reason why The Inn was empty. Most of the regulars were either out trick-or-treating with their families or standing watch over their homes in their annual—but vain—attempt to ward off legions of Clifton Heights teens armed with eggs, soap and toilet paper.

He and Amy had no kids, and he didn’t care what the teens did tonight. He’d clean it up tomorrow. Besides, they didn’t see many teens where they lived, out on Gato Road. Not even on Halloween night. Too far out of town. Worst they’d suffered last year was a smashed jack-o’-lantern.

Gus had made a half-hearted attempt to decorate the bar for the season. Orange lights circled the mirror behind the bar. Sitting at regular intervals among the liquor bottles were plastic, electric light-up jack-o’-lanterns. Probably everyone’s favorite decoration was the life-sized cardboard cutout of Elvira mounted to the wall next to the men’s restroom. It always gathered jokes and comments, and even one or two drunken marriage proposals every October.

“Dammit,” Bobby spat, apparently disgusted by another Knicks mistake. “Haven’t you guys ever heard of ball movement? Work the ball around the perimeter, for God’s sake! At least try to find the open man!”

Micah grunted, knowing he should keep quiet. Take the path of least resistance, as always. It’s what he’d done for the past twenty-eight years, after all. How he’d managed to survive, emotionally. Keep quiet to himself at all times. Sometimes he couldn’t, however, much as he wanted to.

“It’s San Antonio’s man-to-man defense,” he said, staring into the plastic leer of a jack-o’-lantern on the other side of the bar. “Their switches are so tight most teams turn the ball over after two or three passes. Forces run-and-gun teams to play a half-court offense. Slows them down. Forces them out of their fast break.”

Micah could almost feel Bobby turning a skeptical gaze on him, but he didn’t look up. He continued, staring into the plastic jack-o’-lantern’s black, triangle eyes. “The Knicks are a fast break team. Half-court offense isn’t their strength. So San Antonio tightens the screws on defense, switching on every screen or pick and roll. Forces the Knicks to grind out the clock, which they don’t like to do. They like to score quick and hard. Usually off the second pass, to keep other teams off-balance. The more they have to pass the ball around, the sloppier they get.”

Cheers exploded again from the television. Bobby thumped the bar. “Sumbitch. Another turnover, and San Antonio scores again.”

Micah looked up and met Bobby’s rueful grimace. “Looks like you’re right,” Bobby growled. “Knicks can’t make more than three passes before they cough up the damn ball.”

Micah shrugged, offering a small smile, nothing more. He shouldn’t have spoken. If he stopped now and didn’t say anything more, maybe the old guy would forget about him and turn his focus back to the game, instead of . . .

“This guy knows his ball,” Bobby said to Gus Ambrose. “He play somewhere?”

Too late.

Gus smiled as he picked up a glass mug and started toweling it off. He was primed to tell the story, like always. Micah looked down into his beer and cursed silently. He didn’t blame Gus. He meant well. It was his own fault. He should’ve kept quiet.

“C’mon, Bobby. You’ve never heard of Micah Cassidy, from Old Forge High?”

Bobby shook his head. “I’m a loyal Clifton Heights fan, Gus. You know that. If it ain’t happening in the ’Heights, it ain’t happening.”

“Well then.” Gus waved in his direction. “This is Micah Cassidy. He’s . . . oh, hell. Micah, do you mind if . . . ?”

To his credit, Gus looked embarrassed at nearly rambling into his story without asking permission first. Micah supposed if he’d stopped Gus the first time he’d told his tale to a Stumble Inn patron years ago, the bartender wouldn’t have kept repeating it over and over. It was too late now. Besides, Micah knew if he did complain, Gus would feel bad for a night or two, then retell the whole story to someone else without hesitation.

He waved, giving Gus permission to continue.

Besides, after tonight he’d never have to hear Gus tell that story ever again.

“This is Micah Cassidy,” Gus continued, “one of the best shooting guards ever to play in Webb County. Four-year varsity starter at Old Forge High. Scored over 3,000 points in his career. Twenty-eight years later he still holds the number one spot in most points scored in Section Two, Class C Division. Scouts from all over were calling him. Lots of scouts thought he could go pro. If not the NBA, then overseas in Europe.”

Micah looked away, back into those black triangle eyes on the other side of the bar, feeling Bobby Malfi stare at him, like everyone did when Gus spun his tale. “DI or pro ball, huh? Don’t look like much. Not very tall, is he?” A pause. Then, directed at him, “No offense, course.”

Micah shrugged as Gus defended his size, like so many times before.

“Maybe not, but Micah was quick as a jackrabbit. He dribbled that basketball like it was a yo-yo on a string. Was a hawk on defense. Led the conference in steals two years running. And his jump shot, friend. Man alive. Like a machine. Precision, every single time. He still holds the record for highest career field-goal percentage. I swear he shot better the harder defenses guarded him. Plus, he could jump outta the gym. I can’t count how many times he drove the lane and dunked over players twice his size. Micah landed a full-ride to Syracuse. Would’ve blown it up there. I know it.”

Micah’s cue. He knew it well. Much as he hated the attention, he couldn’t blow off Gus. The guy would be crushed, in his own way, because then he wouldn’t be able to vigorously defend Micah’s greatness. “C’mon, Gus,” he protested weakly. “Lot of great players on Syracuse’s squad that year.” He looked away from the plastic jack-o’-lantern and offered Gus and Bobby a weak grin. “I would’ve been lucky to play twenty minutes a game.”

Gus beamed, delighted Micah was playing along. “No way. You were exactly what they needed. A marksman from beyond the three-point arc who was also a playmaker off the dribble. You would’ve started freshman year. I’m sure of it.”

Micah shrugged. Playing the role Gus wanted him to. He knew from experience if he did, the whole spiel would end sooner. “Doesn’t matter now.”
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