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For my mother, Margaret, with love.

Thanks for the typewriter and the Alfred Hitchcock books. 

You created a monster.

"ALL THE WORLD'S A STAGE,

And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances,

And one man in his time plays many parts"

—As You Like It, William Shakespeare
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THE MAN ON THE PORCH seemed to have brought his own clouds. They peered over his shoulder like busybody aunts, grumbling and stabbing each other with swords of lightning. 

Sandra stood at the door. Knox smiled.

"Hi Sandra..." He seemed uncomfortable addressing her by her first name. Jack Knox had lived in the house at the top of the hill longer than Sandra had lived here, but they had spoken only rarely, she being of the opinion that Knox was a peculiar sort and not the type of man she would ever call a friend. She did however, feel a small twinge of sympathy for him. He'd lost his boy only a year before.

"Mr. Knox." She looked at the road behind him, then up at the rumbling sky. "What can I do for you?"

Knox had adopted the pose of a child scorned for sticking his tongue out at a girl on the playground. If he'd had a cap, she thought he'd have wrung it, completing the Dickensian impression of a scolded waif. Though to call Knox a waif was akin to calling a rhino an ant. He was enormous.

"Is um...is your boy here?"

Sandra stiffened and tried to widen herself to block all access into the hallway beyond. The hall led to the living room where Timmy was playing chess with his father, and no doubt listening intently.

"Yes he is. Why?"

But of course she knew why and it made her throat go dry. Knox at that moment might be considering how best to put his request but he mightn't have bothered had he known he was far from the first to make it. She didn't know who had spread the word to the papers all those years ago – some loose-lipped rookie cop or one of the paramedics she supposed – but now she damned them for what they'd set in motion. Their house had fast become a hot zone for the morbidly curious. 

And the hopeful.

"I was wondering if I could maybe..." He scratched his balding pate, flakes of skin coming away under his nails and looked down at his mud-caked shoes. "If maybe I could talk to him about something?"

She didn't move, even though his stance suggested he'd said enough to permit him entry.

"About what, exactly?" Though she knew, and felt drawing it out of him was being needlessly cruel, her frustration at how often people abandoned their faith in favor of the belief that her son was the answer to all the misery in their lives, kept her expression cold. Their hope was misplaced and it was all she could do to keep from screaming that into their faces every time they showed up blubbering and pleading and looking lost on her front porch.

He took a step back and for a moment she thought he was going to turn and lope back to the small red Honda parked outside her gate. But he lingered, still scanning his shoes, only occasionally letting his small green eyes meet hers.

"I know you folks have had a hard time of it and really I don't mean to intrude..." 

Like hell, she thought.

"I remember reading about it in the papers all those years ago. Terrible thing. Must have been hard on all of you." His sympathy was not convincing, merely a delay tactic while he hovered around the point. "Thing is...if what they said about your boy is true. If he really can...you know...do those things..."

Sandra folded her arms and restrained a sigh of impatience. "What things?"

"You know—"

"What things, Mr. Knox?"

"Help the...um..."

"Yes?"

"Help the..." The next few words were rendered unintelligible by a sudden stutter. Knox, visibly frustrated, took a breath and looked her squarely in the face. "Help the dead."

When Sandra didn't comment, he continued. "The papers said he can see them. Make them come back."

A bitter smile. "Is that so?"

"Yes Ma'am."

"If I recall, you didn't hold much stock in that being the case six years ago."

His expression registered pain. "I didn't have a need to I guess."

"I see."

"I know how it must—"

"Did it ever occur to you they might have got it all sideways?"

Some of the hope leaked from his face at that and Sandra felt another twinge of guilt. I hate this, she thought. God forgive me I hate doing this to people.

Knox shifted his stance. His hands were trembling.

"I need to tell you this," Sandra said abandoning the anger and feeling a tremor of her own jerk at her stomach. "And believe me I wish the truth could be different, but what Timmy has...what Timmy can do is nothing that could benefit you. I'm sorry." After a moment's consideration, she stepped onto the porch and put a hand on his shoulder. He looked at it as if it were some kind of rare venomous spider and she let it fall to her side. Knox licked his lips.

"Jack," she said, loathing the helplessness she felt at having to explain this yet again, at having to pinch the weak flame of hope from another person's candle. "Timmy can see them. We don't know why or how, but that's all he can do. Believe me we wish he couldn't. But wishing doesn't make it so and the same applies to you. He can see them because they show themselves to him. What he can't do is bring them back."

A flicker of a smile crossed Knox's lips, his eyes scanning the windows of the house, finally settling on the window above the door. There were no tears and for that Sandra was thankful.

"Maybe if I could just talk to him," Knox persisted when his gaze finally returned to her. "Maybe if he could just come over and walk where my Harlan walked."

When she started to protest, he raised a hand, calloused and red. "No wait, please. I-I know he can't bring my boy back. I know that. But he might be able to tell me where he went, you know? They never did find him, Sandra. They never did find him and all's I want is to know if he went wherever he went smiling...or..." He cleared his throat and gestured uselessly. "...or not."

Alarmed to find tears gathering at the base of her own throat, Sandra shook her head and back-stepped into the hall. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I truly am sorry. But there's nothing he can do for you."

"Sandra..."

She waited a beat for him to say something further. When he didn't, she closed the door.

Knox didn't move for a very long time. When finally she saw his silhouette lumber away, heard the gate squeak shut and a few seconds later, the growl of an engine, only then did she allow the tears to spill down her cheeks.

And when her vision cleared and she had composed herself enough to face her family, she found it one short.

"Where's Timmy?" 

Her husband Paul, who was sitting alone at the chess table, nodded out toward the stairs, the expression on his face negating the need for words.

He heard, it said.

* * *
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"MR. KNOX?"

"Who is this?"

"Timmy Quinn from down the r—"

"Timmy, yes, yes, of course. Did your mother tell you I stopped by?"

"Kind of. Will you be at home this evening...say around four?"

Silence.

"Mr. Knox?"

"I'm sorry. Yes I will. I'll be here."

"Okay. I'll see you then."

"Thank you. You don't know how much this means to me."

"I can't promise anything..."

"Of course, of course. I understand. Thank you so much. Thank you."

* * *
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SANDRA GRABBED HIS elbow firmer than she'd intended. Paul was in the living room, pretending to read his newspaper, no doubt glad she'd elected to handle the situation.

Ha! As if there could be any handling this.

Timmy had just hung up the phone and when he turned to look at her, there was none of the anger, none of the irritation expected of someone his age. Just a kind of withering understanding.

"I knew Harlan," he said quietly. "Not well. He wasn't a friend, but I knew him. He sat across from me in English. Hated poetry and had a horrible habit of picking his nose and examining whatever he found." He dug his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans. "But that's not reason enough for him to stay lost. To have no burial and to leave his Dad wondering."

He stared at her hand until she removed it.

"I have to try," he said, then turned and opened the back door.

And that was enough. Anything she might have said would have fallen on deaf ears. She knew from experience.

"Just be careful," she told the door as he closed it behind him.

Only the thunder responded.

* * *
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IT WAS RAINING HARD by the time Timmy reached the Knox farm. Winded from the hike up the hill, he took a moment to catch his breath, his eyes on the tall, narrow house towering over him. 

He had long thought that houses reflected the emotional state of its occupants and the Knox house was a prime example: sagging gutters choked with leaves from another season, missing shingles, scabrous paint, peeling wood, untended yard, old work boots by the front door wrinkled so badly by the elements they would never see feet again. The building seemed to slump toward him, eager for a shoulder. To the left of the house with its peaked roof and dormer windows, green fields rolled away, the too long grass devoid of the livestock it had once used to keep it trimmed. The strengthening wind combed through the field with pale strokes.

Timmy headed up the blocky concrete steps set into the hill.

Wind chimes played a mournful tune on the stoop and he ducked his head to avoid disrupting the song.

Jack Knox was waiting for him, door wide and looking like he hadn't slept in days. The clumps of gray hair over his ears stood straight up as if statically charged.

"Timmy. So good of you to do this. Honestly. Why don't you come in?"

Timmy felt awkward. He always did at times like these. In the past six years, he'd had people offer him ridiculous sums of money to give them the correct answer and threaten him with physical violence when he hadn't given them the peace they'd so desperately sought. In one case, an old woman hoping her philandering, and recently deceased husband, wasn't still hanging around his old work shed had suffered a mild heart attack at the news that not only was he there, but he had a woman with him.

Others viewed him as a freak, though they tried to hide it. They asked what it felt like: is there electricity, bright lights, a feeling of closeness to God or just a sense of dislocation? Most of the time he lied, gave them what they wanted to hear. But the truth was he felt nothing. Not a thing. When the dead appeared it was just that, nothing more. Just some restless dead folk stepping from out behind The Curtain, as a dead boy named Darryl Gaines had called it once, just prior to demonstrating why they came back.

The interior of the Knox house was even more forbidding than the outside. The gathering storm seemed to weigh heavily against the roof making the whole house creak and groan. Knox led him through a narrow hallway crowded with coats and muddy boots into a dimly lit kitchen with dishes piled high in the sink and a smell of sour milk in the air. The lemon colored paper was starting to peel away from the wall.

Knox indicated a chair at the table in the center of the room and Timmy took it. He kept his hands off the plastic tablecloth. It was a museum of past meals.

Knox poked his head into a cupboard and emerged with a bottle of Wild Turkey and a single glass. He paused, looked back at Timmy.

"You're sixteen, right?"

"Seventeen."

"You drink?"

"No, but thanks anyway."

Knox nodded, closed the cupboard door and took a seat across from Timmy. He filled a tumbler almost to the top and set the bottle aside. Timmy noticed the insides of the man's index and middle fingers were yellow from smoking.

"I appreciate you being here, son. It means the world to me."

Timmy nodded. "As long as you understand that nothing might come of it. I'll only see him if he wants me to. If I don't, it could mean he just doesn't want me to see him or that he's moved on. Either way I may not be able to give you the answer you're looking for."

Knox shrugged. "Well I've lived without answers for a year now. If you don't get any, it won't change anything. Right?"

"Right."

Knox sighed, then brought the glass to his lips and the whiskey disappeared. Stifling a belch, he offered Timmy a feeble grin. 

"I expect you'd like to get started before the worst of the storm hits? Too much rain might dampen the scent right?"

Timmy had no idea what he was talking about, but nodded anyway.

"You didn't bring a jacket?" Knox asked.

"No. I thought I might beat the rain."

Knox frowned. "Boy of your age should know better."

"Yeah, I guess so."

Knox nodded and rose from his chair. "I'll get you one of Harlan's slickers if you don't mind wearing it."

Timmy did, it felt ghoulish, but agreed to avoid offending the old man.

Suitably protected against the elements, Knox led the way out the back door, through a yard with a rusted pickup truck leaning on three wheels in the corner, past some low red barns with white trim and up a muddy trail which ran through a slight rise in the field, the rain pelting them all the while. An old grain silo, shedding its paint, towered over a ramshackle barn at the far side of the field. The barn was long, the roof dipping almost low enough on one side to meet the grass. Strips of wood were missing here and there, making it look as if the building was smiling a gap-toothed smile.

"He was out here," Knox said, standing close so he could be heard over the wind. He was wearing a yellow slicker, the hood pulled up, rain dripping from his bulbous red-veined nose. "Last I saw of him. Playing in the barn though he knew he wasn't supposed to."

Timmy said nothing, but made his way through the high grass and around the barn until he came to a wide open space in the rear of the building. From where he stood, he could make out vague hunkered shapes in the gloom. He looked over his shoulder at Knox, who was wheezing beside him.

"Did you bring a flashlight?"

"Oh yeah, sure. Sorry." Knox produced a slim cylinder from his inside pocket. It was no longer than a pencil, and only slighter thicker. He handed it to Timmy. "I can get a bigger one if you like."

"Nah, this will be fine. Thanks."

Timmy clicked on the light and a thin beam skewered the gloom.

"Do I need to do anything?" Knox asked, voice shaky.

"No, you're fine." Just don't go crazy if nothing happens, Timmy wanted to add.

A sudden gust made the barn rattle, dust sifting down in dirty threads from the gaps of gray light in the roof. Pigeons fluttered in alarm and then were quiet.

Timmy swept the narrow beam over the interior of the barn.

Rusted log chains hung from the roof, shifting and clicking lazily in the filtered breeze that managed to poke through the gaps in the walls. Old windows were stacked in a row in the far corner, glass besmirched by time and the intricate labors of insects. Beside them, a variety of saw blades different in size, united in rust. A column of flowerpots had fallen over and scattered themselves around the dirt floor, some broken, most not. Timmy let the beam linger on a bicycle wheel with pine cones clustered between the gaps. It was clear nothing but animals used the barn now. He let the beam move on, over shredded black plastic bags clutching greedily at the dirt in their folds, mud encrusted traffic cones, pulverized concrete blocks, loops of baling and chicken wire tossed carelessly aside to take root in the floor, an old fire extinguisher propped against the wall beside a fence stretcher, crushed beer cans, a wrinkled baseball glove folded in on itself like a dead spider.

"That was Harlan's," Knox said eagerly, but Timmy kept the light moving. He was not psychic as most people assumed. Picking up the glove would get him nothing but dirt on his hands. No flashes of the boy tossing a baseball against the wall of the barn, or sitting here swapping cards with his friends. Nothing. Inanimate objects remained just that.

In the middle of the barn stood a pair of battered workhorses, bent nails poking out from their elbows. An old rowboat took up the most space even though it had been shoved sideways against the wall. The light revealed a couple of half-cut plastic milk cartons strung together with braided black twine. Timmy felt a mild surge of unease at the sight of them. He had never used them, but knew all too well what they were for. Turtle floats. The memories this tried to bring to the surface were quickly dismissed, and he quickly jerked the beam away to fall on a tangle of old bicycles.

"Anything?"

Timmy shook his head, and kept the beam moving along the floor. It was junk, all of it, from the cracked table lying on its side to the leaning faucet in the corner, trailing a bridle from its neck. Dust, pea vine, creeper and burdock had claimed this place as its own and it gave off no hint of the lurking dead. It was a place for forgotten things. Not lost children. But before he could break the bad news to the anxious man shadowing him, a series of dull thuds rattled across the roof. Timmy swept the beam up through the haze of dust to where a penny-sized hole in the corrugated metal allowed him to see the darkening sky.

Knox moved closer. "What was that? Squirrel or something?"

"I've never heard a squirrel that big before, have you?"

Knox didn't answer, but Timmy felt the shrug. The man was close enough now for his acrid breath to be offensive. Timmy looked up at the low roof. 

He could no longer see the sky through the hole that had just moments before showed dull gray clouds. He moved the flashlight, the beam now revealing the obstruction.

An eye had filled it.

Jesus. Fear thrummed through him but he quickly overcame it. Years of practice and still it gave him the creeps every time they showed themselves. He turned; the weight of the runner made the roof sag. Timmy followed the sound with his eyes, every thud marked by a fall of dust and looked out past Knox to the opening.

Just in time to see the boy leap from the roof, tumble to the ground, then shoot to his feet and race off through the high grass, a pale blur in the green.

"Shit!" 

Knox jumped as if struck. "What? What?"

"It's Harlan," Timmy said, "He's here, and he's running."

He didn't wait for Knox's reaction. Instead, he ran from the barn, imagining the path Harlan would have left in the grass had he been a living, breathing boy. A path that wasn't there for a boy long dead. With Knox shouting at his back, Timmy ran on.

* * *
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HE CROSSED TWO FIELDS in pursuit of Harlan's fleeing form, snagging his jeans on barbed wire and falling flat on his face more than once after mistakenly assuming the ground was level beneath the waist-high grass.

Now he stopped by the railroad tracks that bisected the farmland, bent over with his hands braced on his knees and waited for the acidic pain to leave his lungs. He waited, slamming the doors of memory closed when it tried to remind him of what he'd once seen on these tracks. The mangled boy, searching for the sister who'd survived the accident that had cost him his life.

Where's my sissssssterrrrr?

And at his back, the house, standing atop what had once been a pond. A pond that had coughed out his best friend and later, his father, who might have killed him there and then if he hadn't run until his legs gave out.

Mine now, he'd said before Timmy had fled for his life.

Now Timmy shuddered, straightened, and raised his face to the rain, washing away the memories, then looked across the gravel slope upon which the tracks criss-crossed. In the field beyond, Harlan was still running.

Where is he going?

I think you know.

And he did.

He was being led.

He looked over his shoulder and saw that Knox had only just reached the edge of his own property, apparently in no hurry. Timmy supposed age, weight and grief had robbed him of all energy. No matter. He wouldn't be able to see his son anyway unless the boy wanted him to.

Timmy sucked in a breath, checked to make sure a train wasn't barreling its way toward him through the rain and jogged across the tracks and into the next field.

Thunder roared; lightning flared. The earth shook, the trees around him leaning in deference to the wind. And as Timmy drew closer, he saw that Harlan had stopped by a mound of earth and was waiting for him.

* * *
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TIME AND THE OVERGROWTH it brought with it had hidden the old well from view. Until he was almost upon it, Timmy had puzzled over what might have caused the earth to rise in a tangled mound in the center of an otherwise flat field. And then he remembered. The McKay's had had a well before they boarded it up and moved to Kansas. Right around the time the papers had made a minor celebrity out of Timmy. They weren't missed, especially by Timmy's parents, who saw their departure as an end to all the anonymous hate mail and phone calls brimful of Biblical quotations they'd received after the news broke.

They'd thought Timmy was the Devil himself.

As he trudged through mud, corncobs, and their flattened stalks, Harlan's face resolved itself from the sheets of silvery rain. Timmy stopped close enough to touch him, but dared do no such thing.

To an observer, Harlan might have looked like a kid in need of a good meal and nothing more. Closer inspection however, would have had them wondering why he wasn't screaming in pain. He wore only one sneaker and it faced back toward the well while the bare foot, purplish and bloated, pointed at Timmy. Bruises ran down his neck like birthmarks, disappearing beneath a white T-shirt Timmy had mistaken for bare skin. Apart from the smudges of dirt and dried blood, it was the same color.

Hollow black eyes fixed on him and, as always, he felt a cold greasy wave flood over him. Beetle eyes, he thought and shuddered away the invasive feeling.

Harlan's nose had cracked across the bridge. A bloodless wound gaped.

His head lolled atop a broken neck. Timmy could hear the bones grinding together and couldn't restrain a wince.

And then the dead boy spoke.

"There's a rabbit down there. I never killed one before. Damn sure killed me one now though, didn't I?"

The wind sprayed rain into Timmy's face and he wiped a hand across his eyes. The words he had come here to say seemed absurd now. Your Dad wants to know if you're okay...

It was clear that Harlan was far from okay.

It was clear that Harlan had fallen down the well and had never left it.

And it was clear from the raging malevolence that seethed from his carapace eyes that someone had helped him to the bottom.

"His belly's shot out," Harlan continued. He twitched, his head rising slightly with the sound of a door scraping over a nub of coal and Timmy was immediately aware that someone was behind him.

"Do you see him?" Knox asked, his eyes mere wrinkles beneath the yellow hood. "You do don't you? Is he all right?"

Lightning stabbed the earth in the corner of Timmy's eye. He swallowed.

"Wanted to make you proud Papa," Harlan whispered and despite the wind, Timmy heard it.

Knox was shivering, the thick fingers of his right hand clenching and unclenching; the fingers of his left gripped tightly around the wooden handle of a dull-edged sickle.

"If you can see him Timmy," said Knox, desperation making his voice rattle, "Tell him I'm sorry. Tell him I love him and that it was an accident. He got me riled up is all, like he always used to whenever he did that pussy shit about being afraid to pull the trigger. I just got mad. Tell him that. Tell him I didn't mean it and that he needs to stop..." He held his free hand out, palm up as if the words he needed might come down with the rain.
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