
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Haunted Secrets:
Tales of Jimmy Hsu

	SPECIAL EDITION

	 

	Written by Scare Street


Copyright © 2024 by ScareStreet.com

	 

	All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street



	



	Table of Contents

	 

	The First Bad Thing By Ron Ripley

	The Girl in the Window By Ron Ripley

	Summer Camp By Ron Ripley

	The Watcher in the Woods By Ron Ripley and Kevin Saito

	Just Passing Through By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	Books and Broken Glass By Ron Ripley

	The Box By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	Wind Chimes By Ron Ripley

	The Closet By Ron Ripley & Nick Efstathiou

	In Rose Hall By Ron Ripley

	Millie’s Lore By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	Local History By Ron Ripley

	Doorways By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	Beyond the Wall By Ron Ripley

	The Dreamcatcher By Ron Ripley and Kevin Saito

	Home Sick By Ron Ripley

	Crow’s Books By Ron Ripley

	The Doll By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	A Hand of Glory By Ron Ripley

	Reading a New Book By Ron Ripley

	The Firebug By Ron Ripley and Kevin Saito

	Dead Dogs and Murdered Men By Ron Ripley

	Brought Home by Ron Ripley & Nick Efstathiou

	Elsbeth’s Promise By Ron Ripley

	The Souleater By Ron Ripley and Kevin Saito

	Children’s Home By Ron Ripley

	Gwen Speaks By Ron Ripley

	The Child Thief By Ron Ripley & Kevin Saito

	The Cat House By Ron Ripley

	Lonnie’s Fire By Ron Ripley

	Hounded By Ian Fortey and Ron Ripley

	The Secret of Brockway Lane By Ian Fortey and Ron Ripley

	Voices from Beyond…

	 


The First Bad Thing
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Jimmy Hsu had high-functioning autism, a photographic memory, and, as his case manager told him, a “disturbing ability to recall information most people would rather forget”. Jimmy accepted the woman’s judgment in this regard, since he saw no reason not to, and took it as the piece of information it was meant to be. Had he not recently spent the past three months immersed in the subject of vampire lore, Jimmy knew he wouldn’t have paid any attention to the squirrel he found on Thursday morning. When he looked at the animal’s carcass, he knew something was terribly wrong.

	He squatted down beside it, picked up a branch, and flipped the animal over onto its back. There was a tear across its throat. A bloodless tear that looked as though it might start to bleed at any moment. Yet there was no blood. Nothing congealed or spilled upon the ground. Dropping the stick, he reached out, squeezed the neck, and saw bite marks. He closed his eyes and rapidly accessed every drawn image and photograph he had seen regarding victims, both animal and human, of vampiric assault.

	The bites fit the pattern.

	Jimmy opened his eyes and let go of the squirrel. He removed a bottle of hand sanitizer from his pocket and vigorously scrubbed his hands for thirty seconds after applying a liberal amount directly to the center of his left hand’s palm.

	For a moment, Jimmy considered the situation, running several scenarios through his mind. He glanced at the other kids he walked with, who were nearly at the bus stop, but none of them waited for him. Jimmy always kept his own counsel, and he rarely spoke about his thought process. His classmates had learned not to question him. If he wanted, he would offer whatever information he felt was necessary.

	Looking at the squirrel, Jimmy knew they wouldn’t believe him.

	He stood up, made his decision, and walked down to the bus stop. Jimmy slipped his hands into his pockets and considered the situation while the others talked about the games they played at home. Jimmy didn’t like to play games unless it was a giant board game like Axis and Allies.

	None of his friends liked to join him.

	There was the pop and hiss of air brakes, and Jimmy looked up, slightly amused that he hadn’t heard the bus until it had come to a stop. Patiently, he waited for everyone to board the bus. Once they had, he smiled at Mrs. Davis, the bus driver.

	“Comin’ on today, Jimmy?” Her question whistled through the large gaps in her teeth.

	“I think I might be sick to my stomach.” Jimmy forced himself to offer a pained smile.

	Her eyes widened. “Then you best be getting’ home. Don’t need the stomach bug.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Jimmy stepped back, and she closed the doors, the steel and glass muffling her well-wishes. He had listened to her all the previous year when she complained incessantly about getting sick with an intestinal virus.

	Jimmy took his cellphone out of his pocket and called his middle school. He cleared his throat several times, concentrated, and when the school answered the phone, Jimmy spoke in the rapid, difficult to understand English his father spoke. Mrs. Walch, the secretary, asked Jimmy to slow down, but Jimmy kept talking fast, his voice rising with each repetition. Finally, after a third time, she understood Jimmy was being called out absent.

	Jimmy put his phone away and shook his head. I’m sorry. But something’s wrong.

	He walked back to the dead squirrel and peered into the woods at the edge of the road. From where he stood, Jimmy could see a small trail, and despite the bright morning sunlight, a dark shadow clung to the passage into the forest. He remained standing for several minutes, absorbing and cataloging every aspect of what stood before him. When he was satisfied, Jimmy turned and walked home.

	He checked his phone as he did so, and at exactly ten minutes after eight, Jimmy sat down, then laid out on the dew-damp grass. Sliding his knapsack off his back, he put it on the ground and rested his head on it, listening. A moment later, he heard and felt the heavy thrum of his father’s diesel Mercedes.

	Jimmy tilted his head to the right and watched as the bright red, 1970 four-door sedan raced past, both his parents sitting stiffly in their seats. In a heartbeat, they were gone, on their way up to Concord for the day.

	He knew their routine, for it never varied. He had learned it the previous summer when his grandmother had come from China to teach him Chinese. On the few times he had actually been sick enough to remain home from school, that routine had never changed. It was precise and like clockwork, a comforting routine they kept six days a week. His parents traveled the same route, at the same time. They waited for him to leave for school, Monday through Friday, and they were home when he returned from school. Saturdays, he was sent to Mrs. McGillicuddy on Holt Avenue, where he would listen to her speak of her family and learn Canadian French.

	When he was sure his parents were out of sight, Jimmy stood up and brushed leaf debris off his damp clothes. He put his knapsack on his back and hurried back to his house. There was something wrong in the air, and his skin seemed to crawl beneath his clothes. Several times he found himself glancing into the woods as if expecting something to come creeping out of the underbrush for him.

	It will, he thought. Suddenly, he recalled a news article his parents had recently discussed. A thirteen-year-old from the other side of town had vanished. The girl was Emily Arnold, two years older than Jimmy, and completely wretched to anyone younger or smaller than her.

	People believed she had run away, probably off with a weirdo from the internet. Before, Jimmy had neither agreed nor disagreed.

	Yet with the sight of the squirrel, Jimmy didn’t believe. There was no way she could have run away. Not with the creature that was out there. The creature, Jimmy felt certain, was a hunter who had come to Anger, New Hampshire, to prey upon the children.

	He came to a sharp stop, his mind racing along the possibilities. Closing his eyes, he accessed everything he had read about monsters and creatures which might want to eat people, and which could drain the blood from an animal. He could feel his eyes flicking back and forth behind his eyelids, searching.

	Jimmy’s eyes snapped open, and he nodded.

	Blood loss. Darkness. Missing child. Easy prey. All the information was processed in a matter of seconds. The only logical conclusion his autism was able to produce with the information available.

	Ash stakes. I need ash. He glanced around at the trees and frowned. I don’t know what an ash tree looks like. I need to learn.

	Jimmy hurried along, his eyes staring at his feet as he walked. It is November eleventh. The sun will set at four twenty-seven. I have less than eight hours to accomplish this task. No. Less. I must be home before my parents. They will not believe me about a vampire.

	No one will.

	Jimmy lifted his head and stepped onto the crumbling asphalt of his driveway. He followed the blacktop to the house, turned to the left, and went to the back door. Jimmy lifted up the floormat, slipped the spare key out of a small pocket glued to the mat, and let himself into the house.

	He made certain to lock the door behind him and went directly to the kitchen.

	I need to eat. Food is fuel and I will need my body’s engine fueled up properly. It was the only logical information provided to him the previous summer when his grandmother had made him food he was displeased with. After several ‘meltdowns’ as some people referred to them, his grandmother had ceased trying to plead with him. She had, instead, offered up sound reasoning for the necessity of food.

	Food is fuel, she had told him. Nothing more. Nothing less.

	Keeping this thought in mind, Jimmy ate, drank water, and then went into his room. He powered up his computer and looked for an image of an ash tree. When he found it, Jimmy stood up and walked to his bedroom window. His eyes searched every leaf, and then, when he had felt his hopes begin to sink, he found an ash tree.

	Jimmy left his room at a jog, bounded down the stairs, and then he raced out into the backyard to the shed. He grasped hold of both handles and jerked them open, the old and swollen wood screaming in protest while the hinges lent their voices to the cacophony as well. Several wasps, lazy with the warmth of the sun magnified by the shed’s old, warped windows, crawled around on the sill in slow and rhythmic patterns. Jimmy stood still, blinked, and sought out where the ax hung on the far wall. In a moment, he had his hand wrapped tightly around the haft of the tool, and stepped back into the yard. He peered at his house, got his bearings, and turned back to where the ash tree was.

	After a minute of squinting, Jimmy saw it and bounded into the woods. He kept the hatchet up high, the head of the ax facing out and away from him. By the time he reached the tall, thin ash tree, Jimmy was out of breath. Shivering, he paused and waited for his heart rate to slow, for his body to recuperate from the exertion.

	He was not, nor had he ever been, an athletic child.

	The wooden haft of the hatchet was slick in his palms, but he didn’t bother to dry them off. He knew he would be sweating again soon enough. Jimmy let his eyes roam over the tree, assessing each branch, determining, visually, how sturdy each was, and whether it might serve as a stake.

	He had decided on one promising looking, low hanging branch when a terrible thought gripped him.

	What if Emily Arnold is a vampire now? Jimmy had no doubt the older girl had been taken by a vampire, which meant there was a real chance she had been turned. If she has been, then I need another stake. What if there are others, too? Is that why a squirrel had been drained of blood? There isn’t enough food to support them?

	Jimmy understood the basics of ecology. An ecological system survived or collapsed because of a variety of symbiotic relationships, the least of which was represented by hunter and hunted. In this case, he had no doubt that he would be considered among the hunted.

	Do I make more than one? Do I have time?

	These questions devoured several minutes of crucial time, and when he finally answered them, Jimmy refused to entertain any more worries until he had completed the task of fashioning the stakes. He knew that he could become mired down in worry and a desperate need to consider every aspect of the situation. His personality demanded it, and it was an aspect of himself he struggled to maintain control over.

	Physically shuddering from the effort, Jimmy strode forward, grasped the hatchet’s handle with both hands, and chopped at the lowest limbs. He took four thick branches down, and then he chopped each of them into three, foot-long sections. Jimmy hoped there wouldn’t be any more than the one vampire, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility of more.

	With the cutting finished, Jimmy hurried back to the shed and put the hatchet away. As he turned around to leave, his eyes fell upon the machete his father had purchased the year before to clear out part of the backyard. In an instant, Jimmy snatched the tool up and returned to the woods, standing only a few feet inside the tree line. He found an old stump, and he laid the ash lengths on the ground beside it.

	Holding the machete up, Jimmy examined it closely, determining the best way to use the tool. Finally, he bent down, picked up a length of ash, held it at a slightly raised angle, and brought the machete crashing down on the end pressed against the stump. Several more times he repeated it, hacking at the ash until he had a rough point. It wasn’t particularly sharp, but it was strong. Jimmy could feel the ash’s strength pulsating in his arm.

	Jimmy placed it on the ground, took up another length of wood, and repeated the process. By the time he finished, his entire body ached, and his head throbbed. But he had twelve stakes. He needed only one last tool, and that too was in the shed.

	Sweating, Jimmy removed his sweater, and after a moment of hesitation, he set it down on the stump. He loaded it with the stakes, then carefully tied the arms of the sweater around the bundle. With the improvised carrying case in one hand and the hatchet in the other, Jimmy returned to the shed. He didn’t put down the bundle as he entered the dimly lit place and hung the hatchet back up. Looking at the other neatly arranged tools, Jimmy’s eyes came to rest on a small, two-pound sledgehammer.

	He took it off the wall, its heavy weight dragging his arm down.

	The two-pound sledgehammer would do the trick of hammering the stakes into a vampire, but Jimmy wasn’t sure about himself.

	Am I strong enough to do this? he asked himself, swinging the hammer loosely. Mentally, Jimmy ran down the list of his pros and cons, his body weight, the weight of the hammer. The fact that it was already eleven and his strength was flagging.

	I need to rest for a little while, he thought, closing the shed and walking up to the house. I have to eat and be ready.

	Jimmy went into his house and considered what would give him the most energy. Sugar, he knew, offered a short burst of energy, but it would leave him worse off than when he had started. He walked to the cabinet and opened it. On a higher shelf, he saw his mother’s container of dried cranberries right next to a large box of Strike Anywhere kitchen matches. Standing on his tiptoes, Jimmy took the container down, opened it, and withdrew a handful. They were tart, and the texture was unpleasant, but he forced himself to eat them. His mother, he knew, ate them whenever her strength was waning.

	After he consumed two handfuls of cranberries, he returned the container to its place and, after a moment’s hesitation, removed the matches from the cabinet. Satisfied, Jimmy went to the refrigerator. He took out a bottle of water, opened it, and drank it, washing the taste of the cranberries out of his mouth. Peering further into the refrigerator, he saw a pair of rice balls in a bowl near the back. He pulled the bowl out, extracted one of the balls, and left the other in the bowl.

	This will be enough. It’s time to go.

	He closed the refrigerator and walked into his bedroom. Jimmy removed the contents of his knapsack and laid them out neatly on his bed. When he finished, he loaded his stakes and the hammer into it. The bottle of water went into a mesh pocket on the side, and he ate the rice ball as he left the house, locking it behind him.

	For a moment, Jimmy stood outside and considered leaving a note for his parents. He tried to think of a way to inform them that he believed there was a vampire nearby, and that he was going to attempt to kill it. Finally, Jimmy understood there was no way to tell them such information.

	If I die, they will assume I was kidnapped and search for me. If I live and return home, they will think I am crazy. These are not good options.

	With his decision made, Jimmy left his house, following his path back toward the dead squirrel. When he came upon it, Jimmy turned and faced into the woods.

	There will be bodies. It needs blood, and it will be hungry. Emily will not have been enough. And she may be one, too.

	Jimmy walked into the woods, moving slowly, listening each time he moved. There was little to hear. The few birds he heard were distant, and the sounds of squirrels were almost nonexistent. It was as though the animals had abandoned the forest around him.

	Something’s been hunting them. This is where I’ll find it.

	Jimmy wondered whether it was a man or a woman. A child or an adult.

	Is it someone I know? Was it Emily who killed the squirrel? Did something happen to her?

	Questions raced through his mind and served as a background to his vigilance. His eyes saw everything, cataloged everything. He was not skilled in woodcraft, and he didn’t like being outside, but Jimmy read a lot. More than most people he knew.

	He also remembered all of it.

	Everything he had ever read, Jimmy could recall. Where it was in a book, where it was on the page. He could recite it verbatim, and he could synthesize the information.

	He knew what something could mean.

	Jimmy stopped, his eyes latched onto a trio of crows. All three of the birds were on the ground, feathers missing from around their throats, the necks themselves pitifully thin and violated by the massive tears in the flesh. Jimmy peered to the left, and then to the right. It was darker to his left, and he suspected the darkness would lead him to the vampire.

	A hint of nervousness made itself known in his thoughts, and Jimmy examined it. It was fear. Fear of death and being eaten.

	Jimmy accepted the fear, he acknowledged it, and then he put it away.

	He would be afraid later if need be.

	I don’t have time for fear now.

	With his fear handled, Jimmy walked towards the left. He found a thin trail, marred by the signs of violence. Broken bits of bark and trampled ferns. Tufts of fur clung in various places, and in far too many spots, he saw splatters of what could only be blood.

	He passed the bodies of several rabbits and a fox. Farther down the path, he found a deer, a large stag with its neck twisted and its eyes bulging. The flesh had been torn savagely from the throat, and there were clear and unmistakable bloody handprints on the body.

	Jimmy stopped, took off his knapsack, and retrieved the two-pound sledgehammer and one of the ash stakes. He left the bag partly open, enough so he could slide a hand into it. Then, he put the knapsack on backward, so the straps faced behind him, and the bag portion was on his chest.

	With a deep breath, he started off.

	The trail became wider, and a foul odor hung in the air. Older corpses lay on either side, and the sight of maggots and flies crawling over the dead creatures sent a shiver of revulsion through Jimmy.

	His disgust was harder to control than his fear.

	Around him, the darkness thickened. Not enough to block out the sun, but certainly enough to hinder its effectiveness.

	Then, to his surprise, Jimmy saw an old camper.

	It was a battered, wretched-looking vehicle, with gray primer covering most of the body. Dark curtains hung from the few windows, and the tires were bald. The camper was parked on a dirt road, one which Jimmy suspected was the fire road for the development Emily Arnold had lived in.

	Jimmy stared at it and considered how best to approach it.

	The door would be on the other side, and he suspected it would be locked. Not because the vampire within would be worried about intruders, but because it wouldn’t make sense for a regular human to leave their home, however dilapidated it might be, unlocked.

	For that same reason, Jimmy believed, there wouldn’t be any traps around the vehicle. Traps would attract too much attention.

	It doesn’t want attention. Not like that. He tilted his head slightly as he looked at it. There was fresh mud splattered up on the sides.

	It moves at night. Looks for a place to hide. It couldn’t hide here, not after it took Emily. The police would have searched here. That’s why no one’s seen these dead animals. Why no one’s questioned it.

	It just came back.

	Jimmy walked in a wide circle around the camper, listening as he went.

	Is it a trap? Is it waiting for someone to try and look in? Did Emily do that, just open the door to see if she could find something?

	Knowing the missing girl, he suspected she had.

	When he had gone around the camper twice, Jimmy was almost positive there was a trap inside the camper. There had to be. The vampire would sleep during the day, as its biology dictated, and then it would awaken at night to eat. If no one had stumbled into the trap, it would hunt animals. But if someone had, then it would eat the person and drive away.

	Jimmy stopped across from the camper’s single entrance into the body on the passenger’s side. He stared at it, trying to picture what it might look like within, what the general layout would be. Somewhere he had seen a schematic of one, and he accessed the memory of it. He knew, without the assistance of the layout, that the front would consist of the driver’s area. The center would be the living quarters and kitchen. The bedroom would be at the top of the back, which meant that was where the trap would be.

	Easier to catch the meal there, Jimmy thought. Then, the person would be imprisoned, and the vampire could get up and go to the front of the camper and drive it away. The vampire has to be near the door, not in the back. By the door means they control all the exits. It means the vampire can get to the front as quickly as possible.

	Jimmy’s eyes focused on the door.

	The trap is to the left. The vampire will be near the door. I know this.

	He crossed the short distance to the door, and when he reached it, Jimmy didn’t hesitate to open it. As he did so, he heard a soft click, then the faint whimper of a child.

	“Please. Someone help me, please.”

	The voice was whiny and young, and then the world slowed down for Jimmy as he processed all the information. His mind raced along and allowed him to see and hear everything going on.

	The click was from some sort of a recording device. It was playing back the young voice. The sound of a young child in danger and in need. A lure for any adult. The noise had come from the left, as Jimmy had suspected it would. There was a faint, cleaning agent smell that wafted out of the camper, a smell incongruous to the outward appearance of the vehicle. Beneath that scent, Jimmy caught a hint of rotting meat. In the dim light which streamed in through the open door, Jimmy saw what appeared to be a dirty interior, but everything was too perfect. Each item placed to draw attention to other objects.

	He saw a single sneaker made for a toddler. A dirty t-shirt, also toddler size, lay on the floor beside it, and there was a hint of blood on the collar of the shirt. When he glanced to the left, he saw the other shoe. There was enough space around the item to ensure that it was seen. To make certain that someone would go up into the camper, turn left, and try to find the hidden, injured child.

	Jimmy turned his attention back to what was directly in front of him.

	He saw a dining table folded up over a long bench with removable cushions. There were cut-out pictures of children from catalogs taped to the wall.

	It wants us to think it prefers children. It wants us to rush in. Panic, worry, righteousness. All these inspired by the clues. Each to lure the person further in. It hunts adults, but it will feed on children if needed, and animals when there is nothing else.

	Jimmy took a step closer and peered in. He glanced at the ceiling and the cabinets, then back to the bench.

	Only two places offered a hiding place for the vampire, and he would check them both.

	Jimmy entered the camper, pausing for one moment to take his cellphone out and jam it into the hinged portion of the door. It would keep it from swinging closed and trapping him inside.

	For the first time, he noticed how heavily his heart was beating.

	His hands trembled as he stepped forward and opened the cabinets with the tip of the stake. He moved each one carefully, much as he had seen in videos of explosives being disarmed.

	There was nothing in the cabinets other than old food and dirty dishes.

	To his left, the recording device clicked and then clicked again.

	“Please. Someone help me, please.”

	He ignored the recording and focused his attention on the cushions. Jimmy took a deep breath and flipped up the first cushion and nearly screamed.

	An old man lay underneath it. Dirt was packed around his head and shoulders, and there was a disturbingly peaceful expression on his wrinkled face. Had it not been for the dirt and the blood smeared around his face, he would have seemed completely normal.

	Jimmy’s entire body shook, and he felt fear threatening to take control. All his reason and self-assuredness fled at the sight of the vampire. A base, instinctual fear took hold of his chest and squeezed, threatening to cause him to blackout and collapse, easy prey for the vampire when he awoke. The mental image of the vampire rising and sinking fangs into his neck was paralyzing for a moment, and then the terror of being devoured was beaten back by rational thought.

	I won’t be eaten if I kill it first.

	That single thought pushed its way through and restored hope and confidence. Although his hands shook, he still managed to clumsily strip away the second cushion before he froze again.

	Emily Arnold lay curled in the man’s embrace, her head resting against his chest, perfectly blocking any blow to the vampire’s heart.

	Insurance.

	The word was repulsive. He knew at a glance why the girl had been taken. She was pretty and blonde, her skin light and, when they were open, her eyes were blue. The vampire understood how difficult it would be for an adult to kill a child, even an undead one. He had made it doubly difficult by having her rest her head on his chest.

	Not only would they need to kill her, they would need to decide which of them would be killed first. Would it be Emily or the vampire? Who was the greatest threat?

	Would they stake her or the vampire?

	Jimmy looked down at the scene in front of him and smiled.

	There was a third choice, one the vampire would not have thought of.

	Leaning forward, Jimmy placed the tip of the stake against Emily’s cheekbone, raised his sledgehammer, and smashed it down with all the force he could muster.

	The wood punched through Emily’s cheek, pushed her eyes out of their sockets, and crashed into the breastbone of the vampire. Emily’s shriek was mind-numbing, but before the vampire beneath her could do more than stir, Jimmy struck again.

	The ash stake punched through the vampire’s chest and into the wood beneath it. Frothy blood erupted from its mouth and showered down upon Emily’s pinned face. The vampire thrashed in his small coffin, his arms flailing even as Emily tried to free herself.

	Jimmy withdrew another stake, stepped up, and drove the wood into her heart. Her flailing ended a few moments later, but the vampire’s suffering continued for another twenty-five minutes. When the vampire finally ceased all movement, Jimmy glanced around.

	This is all highly flammable, he noticed.

	Jimmy exited the camper, and he reached into his knapsack and took out the box of matches. Softly, Jimmy extracted a trio of matches, struck them on the side of the door, and tossed the fire into the camper.

	When the flames were clearly visible in the camper, Jimmy took his phone out from the door and left the camper.

	Behind him, the vampires burned, their stink and the black plumes from the camper staining the November air.

	 

	* * *


The Girl in the Window
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Jimmy Hsu knew haunted houses existed.

	Jimmy had high functioning autism, and his rationale was simple, if there was one haunted house, then there had to be other haunted houses. And he knew where one was.

	The Tinker House, off Elm Street, was haunted. Everyone in school said it was. A few people bragged that they had gone up onto the porch. Michelle Sneed told everyone she had opened the door.

	Jimmy didn’t believe them. They never produced evidence. Jimmy didn’t have a cellphone anymore, not after his parents discovered he had used it to call himself in sick. He hadn’t been able to inform them that he had skipped school to kill a vampire. They wouldn’t have believed him. And while he no longer had a phone to use, almost everyone else at Anger Middle School did. Michelle had the new iPhone 11 with its cameras that looked like spider eyes.

	No one took pictures. Not even their friends, who could stand at the street and do it without ever having to go onto the property.

	No. Jimmy Hsu didn’t believe his classmates when they said it was haunted. He knew they said it because the house was empty. There were no curtains on the windows, and several of them were broken. The dull red front door hung crookedly in its frame, and the roof of the long porch sagged in the middle. Long strips of gray paint had peeled from walls and hung like dead vines to the sun-burnt grass around the house’s cracked foundation.

	The Tinker House was surrounded by an open swath of yard, and despite the lack of shade, it was always cold when he stood on the sidewalk and looked at the building. And Jimmy could see someone in the house each time he stood and examined it from the safety of the sidewalk.

	It was a girl. He thought she was his age, and she never appeared happy. Whenever he saw her, she was in the window to the left of the door, peering at him through a cracked pane of glass. Occasionally she would fade away. She didn’t back into the shadows or sink down below the windowsill. The girl simply faded, as though someone shook an Etch A Sketch and erased her image from the world.

	For two years, ever since he had started at Anger Middle School, he had seen her.

	But as he stood and looked across the yard of dead grass to the house, he couldn’t see her. There was no sign of the girl, and the house appeared darker.

	Jimmy didn’t like it.

	For several more minutes, Jimmy stood on the sidewalk with the August sun beating down on him. Sweat gathered on the nape of his neck and slipped down to the collar of his plain gray T-shirt. A warm wind picked up, ruffled his hair, and the shirt. He could smell lilacs and the heavy scent of roses.

	From the Tinker House, a chill seeped out, crawled over the ground, and nipped at his toes through his old, dirty white sneakers and climbed up the jeans he wore.

	Jimmy ignored it as he worked out the problem in front of him.

	The girl is gone.

	She never looked happy.

	This place is bad.

	Jimmy put his hands behind his back and clasped them loosely together. He closed his eyes and thought. I need to help the girl come back. I need to help the girl be happy. I need to know why the house is bad.

	Jimmy opened his eyes and turned to his left. He walked as fast as he could to the library, knowing that if any of his classmates saw him running, they might give chase. For some reason he couldn’t understand, they found it fun to run after him.

	So, Jimmy made a point of not running.

	In a few minutes, he entered the Anger Library and walked to the man who stood behind the desk.

	The man smiled at Jimmy. “Good morning, what can I help you with?”

	Jimmy returned the smile. “My name is Jimmy Hsu, and I would like to find out about the Tinker House.”

	“Well, Jimmy Hsu, my name is Dan Tate, and let's see what we can find out. Follow me.”

	Dan walked from around the desk, limping slightly as he went. He moved at a slow pace, which Jimmy found irritating until he saw the grimace of pain on the man’s face.

	This hurts him. With that realization, Jimmy was no longer irritated. Instead, he adjusted his steps accordingly, and soon they stood before a small room with a locked door. Dan produced a key from his pocket, unlocked the door, and then propped it open before he turned on the lights. The smell of old books and even older paper wafted out of the room and Jimmy smiled.

	Knowledge and information clung to the odor, and Jimmy loved them both.

	“This is part of Anger’s history. There are stories and journals, letters, and ledgers. Everything you could want. I am certain we’ll find something about the Tinker House in here.” Dan smiled broadly and Jimmy saw some of his teeth were missing.

	I wonder if he was in an accident. It is interesting to notice the injuries he sustained. It would be better to be able to attribute those to a specific incident.

	Jimmy smiled and focused his attention on the gathered books and papers. “Where should we start?”

	“Over on the left wall is everything that has to do with the town from after the eighteen-hundreds. I’m going to search on the right. There are some street plans as well as some family histories.” Dan smiled at him. “Does that sound like a plan?”

	Jimmy nodded. “Yes.”

	Without another word, he walked to his assigned side of the collection, took down the first book, and flipped through it. When he didn’t see anything regarding the Tinker House, he replaced the book and moved on to the next. He kept up the process steadily, and he was nearly through the second shelf when Dan cleared his throat.

	Jimmy understood it was a polite way to get someone’s attention, so he turned and looked at Dan. The man held a slim journal in his hand and smiled. “I think this may have something.”

	Jimmy stepped forward and accepted the book from him. “May I check this book out, please?”

	“No, I’m sorry. Books in this room have to be read in here. I could set this aside if you need to come back later.”

	“I have the time now,” Jimmy replied, sitting down at a small desk.

	Dan chuckled. “Alright. Well, you come on up and find me if you need something, okay, Jimmy?”

	“Yes, I will.”

	Jimmy turned his attention to the book as Dan left. On the cover, stamped with gold lettering, was the title, Bernard Tinker, Truth Seeker.

	Jimmy opened the book and turned to the first printed page.

	This journal is a small collection of information regarding the mysteries I have sought to uncover and examine throughout my life. I have sought to pierce the veil, to move beyond this reality and these physical sensibilities. I have found a door to another place, and I will show you how I have used my daughter to move into this separate world.

	Jimmy read the last line several times. Used my daughter. His daughter must be the girl I see.

	He turned the pages and sought more information, but there was little that made sense. Most of the writing revolved around the proper chemicals used to open a door into another world, and what type of wood should be used when building a special door. Jimmy’s head ached as he read it, not quite certain Bernard Tinker had been sane when he had written his book.

	Near the end of the book, Jimmy found several photographs were pasted in. The old photos were yellowed with age, and the first few were images of the exterior of the house, which was in far better shape. A tall man with stooped shoulders and with light-colored hair that hung to his collar dominated the photographs. In the last image, there was a woman and a girl beside the man. The woman’s eyes were unnaturally bright, her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, making it seem that her hair had been soaked and pressed against her head. She wore a long black dress with a white apron, and her hands were held behind her back.

	To the woman’s left stood a small girl, the same one he saw in the window.

	The legend beneath the photograph read, Myself, My Wife, Elizabeth, Our Daughter, Rachel.

	Jimmy closed the book and looked at it.

	Her name is Rachel.

	Standing up, Jimmy left the book on the table and exited the room. He walked to the front desk and waited patiently for several minutes before Dan appeared from a set of shelves.

	“Is everything alright?” Dan asked.

	Jimmy nodded. “Yes. How can I find out when someone died? The few places on the internet charge for such a service.”

	Dan smiled. “I have something better. Anger, for some reason, keeps a list of the death of every Anger resident, whether the death took place in town as well as those which occurred out of town. Follow me.”

	Jimmy did so, and instead of walking to the small room, they went to a low series of shelves, on the top of which was a large book opened to the center. It was tabulated, and when Jimmy stepped up, Dan asked, “Do you know who you want to look up?”

	Jimmy nodded. “Rachel Tinker.”

	He watched as Dan flipped to the proper tab, opened it, and searched the pages until he came to the name.

	Dan cleared his throat. “Tinker, Rachel J. Born August 1st, 1900. Missing, August 1st, 1912. Never found, presumed dead.”

	Dan shook his head. “That’s absolutely terrible.”

	“Yes.” Jimmy looked up at the man. “Thank you very much for your help. I appreciate it.”

	Dan offered a small smile and nodded. “You’re quite welcome, Jimmy. Come back anytime. Good luck with whatever you’re doing.”

	Jimmy nodded and left the library. He walked home and let himself in the back door. Both his parents were at work, and they considered twelve old enough to remain home without a babysitter.

	Jimmy appreciated that, and he did nothing to jeopardize the trust. He enjoyed being alone. He preferred it. School was always difficult. Some of the teachers treated him differently because of his autism. He knew some of the other students did as well.

	At home, no one bothered him.

	At home, Jimmy could think.

	He went to the refrigerator and took out a jar of pickles. Jimmy put three on a plate, then he added a handful of barbecue potato chips. As he toasted two slices of bread, he ate one of the pickles. When he spread peanut butter over the toast, he ate the second pickle. Then, as he cut the sandwich in half, he ate the final pickle.

	Jimmy poured a glass of milk and carried his drink and food to the table.

	He ate in silence, enjoying the flavor of the barbecue chips and the texture of the toast against his tongue as he alternated a bite of sandwich for a potato chip. After three of each, he sipped at his milk. By the time he finished his food, his mind was clear.

	I have read about ghosts.

	It was a true statement, one he was satisfied with. He knew he had not read all there was to read about ghosts, but he knew that he had read a significant amount the summer before last. There had been a different librarian at the time. She had been a nice woman. Her name had been Diane.

	What do I know about ghosts?

	He reviewed the information quickly. There were various theories as to why ghosts stayed back. People who died badly. Others who didn’t realize they were dead. Some who thought they needed to finish something. Jimmy remembered reading about some ghosts who weren’t anything more than an echo of the past.

	He believed it was a mixture of everything. No one was right, no one was wrong.

	Why is Rachel a ghost?

	Jimmy contemplated the question for a few minutes, and then he decided he didn’t need to know the answer to that. He wasn’t sure it had anything to do with the greater mystery, which was what had happened to her ghost.

	Something bad happened to her. Someone didn’t like her looking out the window. Who would that someone be?

	Jimmy suspected it would be either her mother or her father.

	Father. His thoughts weren’t normal. Jimmy stared down at his empty plate, frowning as he concentrated. If he wasn’t normal, and he did something bad to his daughter again, he will do something bad to me if I go in the house.

	How do I stop him?

	Jimmy closed his eyes and reviewed everything he read about ghosts. Soon he had a series of items in mind that might, if the writings had been true, help him protect himself from the ghost of Rachel’s father.

	Salt will stop a ghost. Lead will stop one, too. I think iron will hurt them. Or at least make them go away for a little bit. I do not know for how long. Jimmy opened his eyes and stood up. He brushed the crumbs off the plate and into the trash before putting all the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Then, he went down into the basement and rummaged through the odds and ends his father kept in a small room off to the left of the furnace. His father kept almost every bit of metal he had ever come across. Once, when Jimmy was younger, he had asked his father why.

	Metal, his father had informed him, can always be turned into money. I bought our car with copper and brass scraps I had been gathering since before you were born. People will always buy metal.

	Jimmy ignored the bins with copper and those with brass. He passed by the aluminum container and the steel. Instead, he went to a large Rubbermaid barrel half-filled with an assortment of metal that was either too dirty to be cleaned, or some other metal his father hadn’t gotten around to examining.

	Adjusting the overhead light, Jimmy peered into the barrel, eyeing the contents for a piece of readily visible iron. At first, the only item he saw was an old tire iron. Then, he spotted a half-buried railroad spike. Both were too large to carry in the open. Bringing them in a bag might be dangerous. Ghosts could, he recalled, range up to a mile away from where they haunted.

	The stronger ones go even farther. What if her father is strong? Or, if it is her mother, it could still be dangerous to be unprepared.

	Jimmy disliked being unprepared.

	He leaned over the barrel and removed some of the larger items, careful not to scratch himself on any sharp and rusted edges. Jimmy had heard of children and adults getting sick from rusted metal, and he had no desire to be sick. He hated throwing up.

	Removing an aluminum baseball bat with tape around the handle, Jimmy heard a rattle. He peered in and saw several nails on an old Vermont license plate. The nails were strange, square cut, and short. He tilted his head as he sought the name for them.

	Coffin nails. Used for floors. Iron. Driven in and then cleated.

	Jimmy smiled. Iron.

	He reached in and withdrew three nails. They were cold and heavy in his palm, and his smile broadened. He put one in each front pocket, and then the last in the back pocket of his pants.

	Jimmy returned everything he had removed to the barrel before he went back upstairs. He poured a glass of water, drank it, and then searched the cabinets for salt. In the cabinet beside the refrigerator, Jimmy found an unopened box of iodized salt. He took a Ziploc sandwich bag from a box of the same, filled the bag a quarter of the way, and then sealed it. This he added to his other back pocket, and then he put the salt away. He felt sufficiently prepared.

	A glance at the clock showed it was one past one. His parents wouldn’t be home until four.

	I have plenty of time to go to the Tinker House and find out what happened to Rachel.

	Jimmy left his home and walked back toward town. He focused on Rachel, but he did not let his concern for the dead girl consume him. Jimmy understood that fear and worry would cause him to make poor decisions, and so he didn’t allow them any access to his thought process.

	When he was a short distance from the Tinker House, he came to a stop.

	Several of his classmates, their eyes wild with fear and their tanned faces pale, were racing towards him.

	“Run, Jimmy!” Eddie Brewer yelled as he passed by. “Michelle went into the house, and she didn’t come out.”

	Jimmy did run, but it wasn’t away from Rachel’s house.

	It was towards it.

	His feet slapped the sidewalk noisily, his body awkward as he raced along the concrete. Jimmy wasn’t athletic, and each step sent twinges of pain into his calves and thighs. His chest tightened, and a cramp formed beneath his right ribcage. In a matter of seconds, he was out of breath, but he didn’t slow down. He could see the Tinker House and the path of crushed grass leading from the sidewalk to the front of the house.

	The door was open, and the darkness beyond it looked unnatural, as though someone had taken a can of paint and sprayed it on a piece of wood.

	Jimmy didn’t slow down as he veered off the sidewalk and onto the property. Fear was growing in him, and he knew that if he stopped before he was in the house, he wouldn’t be able to go in.

	There are two people who need me. One living. One dead.

	As the thought finished, he was through the doorway and in the bitterly cold interior of the Tinker House. He skidded to a stop and waited, counting his heartbeats as his eyes adjusted to the almost impenetrable darkness. As shapes and items came into focus, he moved his head from side to side, his nostrils flaring as he took in the plethora of scents.

	There was the subtle odor of wood rot and the sharp tang of decomposing leaves. But there was no animal matter in the air.

	Animals don’t like ghosts.

	He registered the thought and peered at the odds and ends of furniture littering the room, each tucked up against a wall. Some of the items were cast-offs. Broken chairs and a mattress. Only a pair of tables and a lamp appeared as though they might have been there when the Tinkers had occupied the home.

	With his vision sharpening, Jimmy tried to see where Michelle might be.

	He caught a glimpse of a white Nike sneaker, and when he stepped closer, he was pleased to see the rest of Michelle was there as well. Hurrying to her, Jimmy slipped a hand into his back pocket and extracted the iron nail. He held it tightly as he knelt down beside her.

	Michelle’s face was pale, her eyelids fluttering. When Jimmy touched her cheek, her eyes snapped open and she screamed.

	He flinched but remained by her side.

	Her eyes fixed on him, focused, and only then did she stop screaming. When she spoke, her voice was hoarse.

	“Jimmy Hsu?”

	He nodded, took her hand, and pressed the iron nail into her palm. “Hold this. You have to leave the house. If a ghost tries to stop you, push your hand with this nail against it. Yes?”

	She looked at him, confused.

	“Do you understand?” He raised his voice, hating the sound of it, but knowing it was a necessity.

	“Yes.”

	“Good.” He helped her to her feet. “Go outside and get warm. Don’t let anyone stop you.”

	“What about you?”

	“I have to find Rachel.” He shooed Michelle toward the door and watched her leave. Once she was out safely, Jimmy turned his attention back to the house. His eyes were better. He could see details on the walls. A few photographs and a painting hung here and there. His eyes were drawn toward the only door in the room.

	The door was closed over, but not shut.

	The basement. He took her down there. It is where he would have done his experiments.

	Jimmy patted the pocket with the salt, reassuring himself that it was there, and then he took out one of the remaining nails. Holding the iron in his hand, he was surprised to find his palm was clammy.

	I am more afraid than I thought I would be. He registered the information, then set it aside to be examined later when the work in the basement was done.

	I will focus on Rachel and only Rachel.

	Jimmy walked to the basement door, opened it, and stepped back, surprised at the cold air that seeped out of the doorway. When he had adjusted himself to the cold, he peered down into the darkness and realized he should have brought a candle. As he stood at the top of the steps, debating on the best way to approach the situation, he was pleased to see a bit of light. It wasn’t much, and he suspected it came from one of the basement windows.

	If there are clouds, or if the sun shifts too much while I am down there, it will be dark. I won’t be able to see.

	The thought of being trapped in the blackness bit at his stomach and clawed its way up his spine. It took Jimmy almost a minute to regain control over himself, and when he did, his heart was beating hard and fast against his chest.

	He reached out, took hold of a rough wooden banister, and descended into the basement. He could smell dust and mildew, but on the first floor, there was no hint of animal life. Jimmy examined the room around him, carefully registering where everything was in relation to his position. He saw a furnace and across the room from it was a coal bin. The door to the coal chute was broken, and it was from there that the light source emanated.

	Along the entirety of the right wall was a table. Strange pieces of radios and vacuum tubes were attached to it, and there was a layer of dust over every item.

	That was his work area, Jimmy concluded, and then he turned away.

	Where did he do the experiment, though? Where did he send her away?

	At the far edge of the basement, only hinted at by the light from the coal chute, there stood a long closet. Three doors were awkwardly hung, but evenly spaced, and as Jimmy neared them, he could make out words carved upon each.

	In, read the first.

	Out was on the second.

	Nowhere, read the third.

	Jimmy scratched his head and tried to understand the rationale. Which door did he send her through?

	He yelped as the Nowhere door rattled in its frame, and a man’s furious voice punched through the wood.

	“Let me out, damn you! This isn’t right!” The rage in the man was impossible to miss, and Jimmy took a cautious step back.

	“Woman!” the unseen man screamed. “Let me out!”

	Jimmy reached into his pocket and took out his other nail. Clutching one in each hand, he straightened and opened his mouth to speak.

	“Step back, child.”

	The voice came from behind Jimmy and caused him to whirl around.

	He saw the ghost of Rachel, and, if the photograph in the book had been correct, he was also looking at her mother.

	The dead woman smiled tightly and motioned Jimmy to step away from the doors.

	Jimmy did so, his eyes darting from Rachel to the dead woman.

	Rachel smiled at him, and Jimmy, still tense, forced a smile in return.

	“What is your name?” Rachel asked, and Jimmy told her. She looked at her mother. “He would always wave to me.”

	The dead woman’s smile was bright and pleased.

	“It has taken me decades to find my way back to my daughter,” she explained. Her expression became dour and angry. “My husband refused to send me in after her, and so I went without his knowledge. Yesterday, I returned, only to discover he had managed to remain behind after death. Not to comfort our child, but to send her through the doors time and time again.”

	Rachel’s smile faltered, and she pressed closer to her mother, who wrapped a protective arm around her.

	“This morning, as he prepared to send her into the other door again,” the dead woman continued, “I pushed him in.”

	The dead man screamed and pounded on the door.

	Rachel winced and then frowned. Looking up to her mother, she said, “He shouldn’t be so loud. There are creatures between the walls, and they don’t like noise.”

	Her mother smiled bitterly. “He is an inquisitive man, Rachel. Let him learn this lesson on his own.”

	Rachel nodded, and both ghosts returned their attention to Jimmy.

	“Why are you here, Jimmy?” her mother asked.

	“I was concerned for Rachel when she was no longer in the window.”

	The dead woman tilted her head slightly, a small smile playing on her face. “Did I hear you correctly, young man?”

	Jimmy nodded.

	Rachel beamed at him.

	“I thought you had entered the house on a dare,” the dead woman continued. “If Anger is the same as it was when I was alive, children often went into houses where spirits were said to linger. I suspect that was the reason for the other child’s entry into our home.”

	Jimmy frowned, slightly confused, then he nodded. “Michelle. Yes, probably. Your home is known to be haunted.”

	“I’m sure it is.” The dead woman chuckled. “I am impressed and thankful that you cared enough for a stranger, and a dead one at that, to come and investigate her veering from the norm.”

	Jimmy put his hands into his pockets and released the iron nails. “I am glad she is safe.”

	“More than safe, Jimmy,” the mother replied, putting her hand on Rachel’s head.

	As his adrenaline emptied into the pit of his stomach, causing nausea, Jimmy smiled awkwardly at the two ghosts. “Will I see you in the window?”

	The girl nodded and glanced at her mother, who smiled. To Jimmy, Rachel asked, “Will you come and visit again?”

	The question surprised him. No one ever wanted him around.

	“Yes. I would like to.” He scratched his head. “When?”

	“Whenever you want,” her mother replied.

	A proud, happy feeling swept over Jimmy, and smiling, he waved goodbye before ascending the stairs and leaving the cool comfort of Tinker House.

	 

	* * *


Summer Camp
By Ron Ripley

	 

	Someone told Jimmy Hsu’s parents that summer camp was a good idea, and they believed it.

	Jimmy suspected it was Father Michael at St. Patrick’s Church. His suspicion increased when it had turned out the summer camp he was going to attend was in Hudson, New Hampshire, at the Presentation of Mary Academy.

	Jimmy didn’t argue with his parents when they had told him about the camp. He didn’t pretend to like the idea either. His mother noticed that he wasn’t pleased.

	Jimmy’s father, apparently ignorant of his son’s discomfort around others and with the great outdoors, left the room. His mother remained behind.

	“This doesn’t please you,” she stated in Cantonese.

	“It does not,” Jimmy agreed.

	“Why?”

	He forced himself to think before answering. It was difficult, and it was something he and the special education teacher had worked on quite a bit. “Because I don’t want to be outside.”

	She raised an eyebrow, waiting.

	“And other children don’t understand me. It will be a long week. I will have no place to be alone.”

	His mother nodded. “This will not be a bad thing.”

	Jimmy didn’t respond.

	“Do you want us to send you to Hong Kong for the summer?” his mother asked.

	Jimmy shook his head. He knew there were relatives there who would be happy to see him and to help him stay abreast of customs, but it was too different. He struggled enough when it came to navigating the town of Anger. Jimmy couldn’t imagine how difficult it would be in a city the size of Hong Kong.

	“Well, this is the next best thing,” his mother said, switching to English. “You need to go out more, Jimmy, not less. Last summer you spent far too much time indoors. I will not have it again.”

	Jimmy suspected his parents wanted what they euphemistically referred to as “grown-up time.” Why they didn’t state their desire for carnal relations outright, he couldn’t understand. He filed the thought away. Maybe there will be someone I can ask at camp.

	Aloud, he asked, “When do I have to leave?”

	“Monday,” his mother answered.

	He blinked, surprised. “Tomorrow?”

	She nodded.

	He tilted his head to one side. “Why so soon?”

	“We didn’t want you to have too much time to think about it. I will help you pack tonight, then your father and I will drive you to the camp in the morning.”

	Jimmy accepted the statement, got to his feet, and left the room. It was nearly time for him to go to bed, and since he had no choice in the matter of his trip, there was no further need to discuss it.

	The morning came far sooner than he wanted it to.

	By seven, he had eaten his breakfast and was dressed, standing by the door as his parents spoke with each other in the kitchen. Their voices were low, and the words were difficult to understand. They were speaking Mandarin rather than Cantonese, and his knowledge of the language was not strong enough for him to pick out more than one or two words.

	Finally, they finished their conversation, and in a short time, they were all in the car. His bag was on the backseat beside him, and in his hands, he held a new book his father had purchased for him on Friday. It was a large, old volume on fairytales and folklore in New England. His parents kept track of his browsing history on the computer, and since he never bothered to use any sort of incognito program, they knew how much folklore he researched. They thought he read the information for pleasure.

	What would they think, he wondered, looking out the window, if I told them I knew all the information was true? At least most of it? What of the creatures in the woods, and the ghosts in the cemeteries and the houses?

	So many things are true, and almost no one believes them. Jimmy watched the scenery for a short time, then thought, The librarian, Mr. Tate. I think he believes it. He is a man who looks as though he knows more than people think. I will have to ask him when I come back from camp.

	The idea of camp brought a sour taste to his mouth, and he must have made an expression because his mother cleared her throat. Glancing up, Jimmy saw she was watching him in the mirror of her sun visor.

	“Are you well, Jimmy?” she asked.

	Jimmy nodded. There was no need to lie and say he was not. He was scheduled to be at camp, and unless he suddenly developed a fever, that was where he was going to be.

	Jimmy leaned back against his seat and picked up the book. He flipped it open to a chapter on sprites, and above the first line was a drawing of several small, winged humanoid figures tormenting a little girl. They were pulling on her hair, and her lips, the expression on her face one of terror and dismay.

	Curious, Jimmy settled in and began to read.

	By the time he finished the chapter, they were in Hudson and pulling into the driveway of the Presentation of Mary Academy. They passed through a large iron arch supported by a pair of massive brick pillars. The driveway stretched on for almost a quarter mile, the end of which was dominated by a tall and wide building of brick and marble.

	Along the way, there were handwritten signs on stakes driven into the grass on either side of the drive. They welcomed families and campers to the school, and they promised fun and excitement.

	Jimmy didn’t want either one of them.

	He wanted to be home, with his books or wandering Anger looking for the dark creatures he knew to be hiding in the town.

	Or the library, Jimmy thought as his father guided the car around the building toward a large parking lot. As his father pulled into a parking space, Jimmy reluctantly unbuckled his seatbelt. Taking his bag, Jimmy opened the door as his parents opened theirs, and climbed out of the car.

	He stood beside his mother while his father went in search of a camp counselor, returning a few minutes later with a smiling young woman. Her face was tanned, her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, and around her neck was a golden chain with the name Traci, written in script. On the bright blue T-shirt that she wore, there was a name tag, one that also read Traci.

	The “i” was dotted with a heart.

	With a sinking feeling in his stomach, Jimmy realized she was an older version of the girls he went to school with.

	There would be no assistance from her.

	Despite her being only a few inches taller than he was, Traci made a production of looking down at Jimmy.

	“So!” she exclaimed. “You’re Jimmy Hsu!”

	“I am. You are Traci.”

	She blinked several times as if taken aback by his almost mechanical tone. Her eyes flickered to his father, then back to Jimmy. “Yes, yes, I am. I’m Traci. I’m a camp counselor here, and just like you, I used to come to the camp! I just graduated from PMA this past year.”

	“I am in middle school,” Jimmy offered, attempting to be polite for the sake of his parents.

	“Well, Jimmy,” Traci beamed, her teeth large and white and even. “What do you like to do outside?”

	“Nothing,” Jimmy answered.

	“Oh, you must be kidding! A big boy like you not doing anything outside?” She gave him a smile, which he was certain she reserved for toddlers and imbeciles. “Come on, you can tell Miss Traci. What do you like to do outside?”

	Jimmy stared at her. “Nothing.”

	“He likes to walk,” his mother offered from behind him.

	“Hiking is my favorite,” Traci confided.

	Jimmy shook his head. “I do not hike. I walk. I walk on the street and on sidewalks. They are safe. The woods are dangerous.”

	Traci blushed, and he saw her make a small motion with her left hand. Off to the left, a young man started moving toward them.

	“Okay,” Traci tried to smile, but it was weaker than before. “I’m going to need to speak with your parents for a few minutes, Jimmy. I’m going to have Paul take you to your cabin, so you can meet your cabinmates for the week.”

	Paul, as Jimmy saw, was a male version of Traci. He was taller, but he was as tanned and with blond hair. The hair was long and combed back in a wave from his forehead while the sides were shaved. It was a style Jimmy had seen on some of his classmates.

	“Hey!” Paul grinned, his teeth as large, even, and as white as Traci’s. “How are you, big man! My name’s Paul.”

	He extended his hand, and Jimmy looked at it.

	“Jimmy doesn’t touch other people,” his mother explained, her tone cool. Jimmy recognized the tone; it was one she used with people she felt were being deliberately ignorant.

	Paul dropped his hand, a surprised expression appearing then disappearing from his face.

	“This is Jimmy Hsu,” Traci stated. “Do you remember?”

	Paul blinked and looked as though he was about to say he didn’t, then understanding and recollection dawned in his blue eyes. “Right! Right! Man, I am so sorry! It’s been a busy day. Plus, this weekend, my apologies, Mr. and Mrs. Hsu.” Paul looked back at Jimmy and smiled. “And I apologize to you too, Jimmy. Anyway, why don’t you follow me and I’ll take you to your cabin.”

	Jimmy nodded and slung his pack over his shoulder. His parents smiled at him, and he forced himself to smile in return. Without a word, he looked at Paul.

	“Oh, okay then,” the young man stated. “Right. Here we go.”

	Paul turned away, and Jimmy followed.

	“First time at an overnight camp, Jimmy?” Paul asked.

	“Yes.”

	Paul waited to see if Jimmy would say anymore, and when he didn’t, Paul cleared his throat.

	“Um, do you like the outdoors?”

	“No.”

	“What do you like?”

	“Reading,” Jimmy answered.

	They lapsed into silence, and while Jimmy saw that Paul was uncomfortable, he was not. He preferred silence. The idea that he would have to share sleeping space with strangers was unsettling, and he wasn’t certain how he would deal with it. When he was younger, he had suffered from a tendency to scream and lash out when the pressure became too much. He hoped he would not revert to that behavior.

	Paul led him along a wide dirt path lined with large stones that had recently been painted white. A few other campers and counselors passed by, and Paul greeted almost all by name.

	In a short time, they came to a row of cabins. Jimmy saw there were ten of them, five on each side. As they passed them, he caught a glimpse of an outhouse behind each one. He also noted the names on each of the cabins. Muskrats, Bears, Beavers, Fisher Cats, and various other mammals.

	Paul eventually came to a stop in front of the last cabin on the right. The name over the door was Coyotes. Paul pulled the screen door open and motioned for Jimmy to step inside.

	Jimmy did so, moving over to the left and looking around the interior.

	There were two sets of bunk beds and one folding cot near the door. Beneath the cot was a pair of large shoes and a locked box. On the two lower bunks, there were duffle bags.

	“This is our cabin,” Paul stated, his voice pleased. “We’re the Coyotes. Our sister cabin is the Wolves. We split everything between boys and girls. In here, we’ll have four boys. When we compete in activities and contests, we’ll be paired up with the Wolves. We eat together and do various stuff around the camp together. It’s a lot of fun. Traci is the counselor for the Wolves. Which bunk do you want, Jimmy?”

	“The right one, please,” Jimmy answered.

	Paul nodded. “Toss your pack up there then. Do you want to see the rest of the camp?”

	“No.” Jimmy placed his pack up on the bunk and began to climb the rungs to his bed.

	Paul cleared his throat. “Well, um, I guess I phrased that wrong. See, most kids do want to see it, so, you know.”

	Jimmy climbed down and looked at the young man.

	“By asking them if they want to see it, and knowing they do, you are giving them a choice when they really have no choice,” Jimmy stated. “I have no choice. You will show me the camp whether I want to see the camp or not.”

	Paul blushed and nodded. Then, he forced a smile and offered, “How about this, I’ll assume you don’t want to do anything, and if you have an actual choice, I’ll give it to you. If you don’t, I won’t pretend that you do.”

	“That sounds like a fair arrangement.” Jimmy peered up at him. “Will I have time to read?”

	“Yes,” Paul nodded after a moment. “In fact, I will do my best to ensure you have some reading time every day. Sound good?”

	Jimmy nodded.

	“I’d say shake on it, but you don’t shake,” Paul chuckled. “Come on, Jimmy Hsu, let me show you the camp.”

	Jimmy and Paul walked out of the cabin, and Jimmy dutifully followed along. Paul pointed out various parts of the camp to him, but he did so in a normal tone, and not the feigned joyful voice that he and Traci used when Jimmy had first arrived.

	As they walked, Jimmy saw the chow hall, which was a large tent set up a short distance away. There were also showers, an archery range, a painting section, and an open kiln for pottery. A path branched off, and they followed it to a large lake. Several piers extended into the water, and there were dozens of canoes tied up. Paul’s voice took on a happier note when he pointed out the lake and the canoes, and Jimmy suspected the young man enjoyed being on the water.

	“Do you fish?” Paul asked. “Wait, stupid question. Sorry.”

	Jimmy nodded, and Paul chuckled.

	They walked out on one of the piers, and Jimmy looked into the depths of the water.

	A chill surged through him, and Paul’s words were lost as Jimmy focused on the sight below him.

	A creature, vaguely human in shape, stared up at him. He suspected it was female, though he couldn’t be positive. Fish swam over her, as did a turtle a moment later. She watched him, her eyes cold, her long, dark hair floating around her as shadows cast by the clouds above disrupted her shape. The creature in the water smiled at him, her teeth small and triangular, frightening in their strangeness.

	“Jimmy?”

	Paul’s questioning tone caused Jimmy to look up and notice the look of concern on the young man’s face. “Yes?”

	“Are you okay?”

	Jimmy peered down into the water. The female creature was missing. Jimmy turned his attention to Paul. “Yes.”

	“Um, okay, then,” Paul smiled. “Let’s head back to the cabin. Everyone will be meeting up there shortly.”

	Jimmy nodded and made certain to walk toward the center of the pier as they left. Paul noticed and chuckled.

	“It’s only a foot or so deep here,” the young man informed him. “Not that bad. Can you swim?”

	“Yes.”

	“Really?” Paul asked, surprised.

	“Yes.”

	Paul waited, and when no further information was forthcoming, he chuckled and asked, “How did you learn to swim?”

	“An instructor at the YMCA taught me. My father wanted me to learn.”

	“Okay, I’m going to go out on a limb here,” Paul said as they started along the path. “Did you like it?”

	“No.”

	“Can I ask why?”

	“Yes,” Jimmy answered.

	When he didn’t give an explanation, Paul laughed. “Okay, why didn’t you like swimming?”

	“The water is wet.”

	The young man laughed even harder, but Jimmy didn’t see what was funny about the statement. Paul was still chuckling when they reached the cabin.

	For the first time, Jimmy registered the noise level of the camp. He stopped in front of the cabin and did a quick calculation. There would be forty campers all the same age, he realized, and ten camp counselors.

	There’s probably a nurse, too, and one older adult, Jimmy rationalized. There would have to be.

	His attention shifted to the school. That is a religious school. There is a rectory off to the side. Religious people live there. They will serve as nurses and adults if needed.

	Someone shrieked in one of the nearby cabins, and others inside it laughed hysterically.

	“Great,” Paul muttered, “the pranks have already started, and it’s not even dark.”

	The young man realized he had spoken aloud, and he hastily smiled. “Well, come on, let’s get inside.”

	They entered the cabin, and Jimmy ignored the three boys his age sitting on the floor. Instead, he went to his bunk bed and climbed up to his bunk. The boys smiled at Paul.

	“Hey guys,” Paul greeted, sitting down on his cot. “It’s good to see you back. Jimmy, those two boys with the brown hair, those are the Tomlison twins, Brian and Gordon. The other with the black hair, that’s Quint Plummondon. Gentlemen, the young man up there, is Jimmy Hsu. He’s a lot like Chris Little, if you remember him.”

	The expressions on their faces, and the way they nodded, told Jimmy that Chris Little had probably been autistic.

	There was no malice on their faces.

	Quint asked, “Do you talk at all?”

	“Yes,” Jimmy answered.

	“What do you like?” one of the twins asked.

	“Books.”

	“Books, Brian,” the twin who had spoken said, slapping his sibling. “See. Not everyone likes to watch television all the time.”

	“Shut up,” Brian answered.

	“Come on,” Paul laughed. “Knock it off. It’s almost time for lunch. Everyone hungry?”

	The trio of boys cheered, and Jimmy nodded, aware that Paul was watching from the corner of his eye.

	“Good,” the young man grinned, “I’m hungry too. Let’s get some food.”

	Jimmy was hungry, and he did want to eat. What occupied his thoughts, more than hunger, was a desire to understand what he had seen in the lake.

	As he climbed down from his bunk, he approached Paul, who looked at him with surprise.

	“Oh, hey, Jimmy. Are you okay?” the young man asked.

	Jimmy nodded. “I have a question.”

	“Sure, what is it?”

	“What is the folklore of the lake?”

	A quizzical expression settled over Paul’s face for a moment, and it was one of the twins, Gordon, who answered the question.

	“There’s supposed to be some sort of monster in it,” Gordon offered. “One of those, every-ten-years sort of monster that comes up and eats a camper, or drowns a camper, or tries to. You know, basic horror movie stuff. Nothin’ really original.”

	As the three boys tromped out of the cabin, Paul looked down at Jimmy. “What did you see in the lake?”

	The young man’s voice was soft, but his gaze intense, demanding.

	Jimmy disliked lying, so he told him. By the time he finished his description, Paul was seated on the bunk, his face pale and his left eyelid twitching.

	“You have seen her,” Jimmy observed.

	Paul let out a weak laugh. “Um, yeah. You could say that. I was in a canoe with three other campers, and Albert, our camp counselor. We were doing a long pull, rowing the canoe from this side of the lake to the other. Once there, we were going to eat lunch and row back. I think we were in the middle of the lake when the canoe went over, dumping the five of us. I was under the longest, and that was when I saw her.”

	Paul stopped, and Jimmy counted to sixty before he asked, “What happened?”

	Paul’s focus was on the floor, his voice a whisper as he spoke from memory. “Albert was deeper in the water, getting ready to swim up to the surface when she grabbed him by the right ankle. He tried to kick her free, but she pulled him down. She took him. They didn’t find his body for two days. They said it looked like his leg had gotten caught on a log or something under the water.” Paul looked to Jimmy. “It happens, you know. A tree will blow over in a storm and go in the water. Instead of floating or sinking, it’ll take on enough water to sit below the surface.”

	“You did not tell anyone about this,” Jimmy said.

	Paul shook his head. “No. Of course, I didn’t. I was seven. No one would have believed me.”

	Paul’s shoulders slumped. “She’s back. She’ll be after someone.”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t know what to do,” Paul whispered, and he sounded much younger.

	“Eat,” Jimmy replied.

	Paul blinked, frowned, and asked, “What?”

	“Eat,” Jimmy repeated. “We have to eat. Without sustenance, we cannot move forward. If we cannot move forward, we cannot stop her.”

	“Um, okay,” Paul stood. “I guess.”

	Jimmy led the way out of the cabin. He had memorized the small layout of the camp, and he had no issue going to the dining area. As they approached it, he trembled inwardly, the noise of the other children far louder than he was used to. In school, the lunch monitors had kept the students relatively quiet.

	No one kept the campers quiet, least of all the counselors.

	The camp counselors had their own table, and they were louder than the younger children.

	Paul hesitated, glanced down at Jimmy, and asked, “How are we going to find out how to stop her?”

	“I will read my book,” Jimmy answered, ignoring the growling of his stomach. “I will see if there is anything in it about a creature such as she.”

	With that said, Jimmy turned away and went to the end of the line. He picked up a tray and waited, moving along when it was time to do so. Soon, he was sitting with his cabinmates and eating baked beans with hotdogs and apple slices on the side. He had a large glass of water, and he ate everything in silence as quickly as he could. The others smiled at him but did not try to engage him in conversation. They respected his silence, which surprised Jimmy. His classmates in Anger rarely gave him space to be silent.

	In a few minutes, he was finished, and after placing his dirty dishes in the proper area, he hastened back to his cabin. Once inside, he scrambled up to his bunk, dug his book out of his pack, and opened it to the table of contents. The book, which had been printed in 1886, had a curious way of labeling not only the chapters but what each chapter dealt with. It was, Jimmy realized, extremely useful.

	In chapter seven, titled Water Creatures, he found a subheading of Dangerous Women of the Lakes.

	Flipping to it, Jimmy opened the chapter, skimmed it, and found exactly what he was looking for.

	 

	From conversations with elements of the Anglican clergy, this author is given to understand that with the arrival of so many Irish papists in the middle parts of this century, New England has been infected with various citizens of the faery realm. What is surprising to this author is how such a large number of water faeries have been brought from abroad.

	The most notorious of these, locally, is the fey woman of Hudson Lake. This is not Hudson, New York, but rather Hudson, New Hampshire. This small town shares a border with Nashua, which provides a tremendous amount of jobs for the uneducated classes at the local mills. Nashua and Hudson have rather small Irish enclaves, but these Irish–like their brethren in Boston, New York City, and Chicago–have brought their ill-tempered faery folk with them.

	The fey woman of Hudson Lake has a tendency to derive both pleasure and sustenance from the death of children, and more than one family has suffered the loss of a child over these past few decades. At this time, only one child is known to have survived an attack. Seamus O’ Riordan, aged ten years, was wise enough to carry a good, sharp piece of iron with him when he went out on the lake to fish. According to Padraig O’ Riordan, the boy’s father, when the woman tried to drag Seamus under, the boy lashed out with the iron, cutting the woman and sending her back into the darkness of the lake.

	This anecdote shows us once again that iron is one of the few elements which can drive off the fey.

	 

	Jimmy closed the book and returned it to his bag. He was climbing down from his bunk when Paul entered the cabin.

	“Did you find anything out?” the young man asked.

	Jimmy nodded as he reached the floor. In short sentences, he summarized what he had read, concluding with, “I need a piece of iron.”

	Paul frowned. “Like, steel?”

	Jimmy shook his head. “It must be iron.”

	“Sure,” Paul said after a moment. “Wait here. I think I know where to find some.”

	Jimmy watched as Paul left the cabin. The young man hurried down toward the school, and Jimmy remained in place, his hands clasped behind his back. He considered what he had read, and he wondered what he might find if he was able to read newspaper articles about Hudson.

	Maybe I can speak with Mr. Tate, Jimmy thought. He could help me locate some information. It would be interesting to learn how many children drowned in the lake. Perhaps in other lakes as well. I might be able to find out what other waterways are connected to Hudson Lake. I must assume there were deaths in those places, too, if they were connected. Does she have a circuit? How does the death of a child sustain her? Why not adults?

	Paul’s return interrupted Jimmy’s thoughts.

	The young man appeared flushed and out of breath. From the pocket of his khaki shorts, Paul produced a slim piece of rust-pitted iron. It was sharpened into a crude knife, the blade curved, and the handle wrapped with black electrical tape.

	“We have a place where we keep confiscated items,” Paul told him. “I took this off a kid last year. Seems he was having trouble with some other kids, and he thought this was the best answer.”

	Paul held it out to Jimmy, who accepted it. The metal was warm in his hands as he turned it over. Finally, he nodded. “This will do.”

	“Now what?” Paul asked.

	“We go to the lake.”

	“Wait? What? Now?”

	Jimmy nodded. “It is daylight, she is eager, and she is hungry. I think she knows adults do not believe children. Or she merely does not care.”

	“And that’s terrifying,” Paul murmured.

	Jimmy considered the statement, then nodded in agreement.

	“I can’t believe I’m asking this,” Paul said, shaking his head, “but what do you want to do about her?”

	“I want to go down to the pier I saw her at,” Jimmy stated. “There, I will sit on the edge and look down, feigning interest, and excitement. I am hopeful she will see me and take me into the water.”

	“What?!” Paul’s eyes were wide with disbelief.

	“You will be with me,” Jimmy continued, ignoring the young man’s outburst. “You will be there to help me if I am under too long.”

	Fear crept over Paul’s face. When he spoke a moment later, his words were rushed. “I don’t think I can do that. Go under the water, not with her in it. I mean, I don’t know. I didn’t believe anymore, didn’t think of her, or Albert. You know, I convinced myself that I hadn’t seen her, at least until you said you did.”

	Jimmy considered the young man’s statement, saw the terror in his blue eyes and nodded. “If you cannot do it, Paul, I will do it alone. She cannot kill any more children. It is an unacceptable situation. Thank you for the iron.”

	Paul stood frozen for a moment in the cabin, and then, as Jimmy slid the makeshift knife into his pocket, the young man shook his head. Jimmy saw the fear beaten back and replaced with cold determination. “No, you won’t go down alone. It’s bad enough I got you a weapon. No. We’re in this together.”

	Together, they left the cabin.

	Other campers were on the trail, all headed back to their cabins, laughing and calling out to friends. Some smiled at Jimmy, and he remembered to smile back, although it was difficult. Social situations were awkward and painful for him.

	Walking toward the lake, Jimmy was pleased to see fewer people on the path. Soon, they were alone, and in a short time, he was on the pier where he had seen the water woman. Paul glanced around, a single vein in his temple pulsing.

	Jimmy was silent as he took off his sneakers and tucked the laces into them before he removed his socks, neatly rolling each and putting it in the appropriate sneaker. After, he pulled off his shirt, folded it, and set it atop the socks and sneakers.

	“Paul,” Jimmy said.

	The young man looked at him.

	“Do not pay attention to me now. Ignore me until I am in the water. Do you understand this?”

	Paul nodded.

	“Excellent.” Jimmy sat down on the pier and put his hand into his pocket, took hold of the iron knife, and peered down into the water.

	Seeing his reflection, Jimmy forced himself to mimic an expression of interest, one he had studied while watching television. He peered from left to right and back again, and then, from the corner of his eye, he saw her.

	Jimmy continued to look away as she moved in from the right, creeping forward, her hair billowing out around her as she moved through the water with the sickening grace of a crab. He swung his feet lazily, keeping a steady rhythm, even as she reached out, then up.

	Her hand left the water silently, her skin dull gray and glistening. There were webs between her fingers, and her nails were almost black. A heartbeat later, her hand slid around his thin ankle. Her touch was cold, strong, and brutal.

	Jimmy braced himself, and he turned to face her.

	She grinned beneath the water and pulled him in.

	Jimmy’s thoughts remained calm as he took a last breath of air before the water closed in over him. He ignored the chill of the lake and the way she pulled herself up along his body. Instead, he concentrated on sliding the knife out of his pocket. Her mouth was moving, and her eyes were cruel. He heard laughter as she pushed him down, and that laughter transformed into a shriek as he plunged the iron knife into her ribs.

	Her hands let go of him as she convulsed on the iron, and it took all his strength to hold on. He gripped the handle with both hands, his lungs beginning to ache, to scream for oxygen.

	Not yet, he thought and twisted the blade.

	The water woman shuddered and went still.

	Jimmy jerked the blade free and shoved her off him before he pushed himself up to the surface. He came up under the pier, striking his head against the underside. Stars exploded in his eyes, and he blindly made his way out and into the sunlight.

	“Jimmy!” Paul exclaimed, and strong hands helped Jimmy up onto the pier.

	Jimmy took several deep breaths as he handed the iron knife back to Paul.

	“You’re bleeding,” the young man said, turning Jimmy around. “In a lot of places. They look like claw marks. Damn. Are you okay?”

	Jimmy nodded, feeling the first stings of pain from the wounds. “I did not realize she had cut me.”

	“Where is she?” Paul asked, glancing at the water.

	“Dead,” Jimmy answered. “I suspect she would be difficult to find.”

	“Dead?”

	Jimmy nodded, then winced. Pain blossomed through his body, and he trembled.

	“We’re going to have to lie and say you were attacked by some sort of animal,” Paul stated. “It’s the only thing people will believe.”

	“All right,” Jimmy agreed.

	“It’s too bad,” Paul sighed.

	“What is?”

	“You’ll leave the camp now,” Paul stated. “Parents always pull their kids out when they get hurt.”

	“Not mine,” Jimmy informed him. “I want to stay. My mother will let me.”

	Paul shook his head, confused. “Why do you want to stay?”

	“Because it was fun,” Jimmy stated. “And my parents want their grown-up time.”

	Paul blinked, then let out a surprised laugh. He bent down, picked up Jimmy’s belongings, and said, “Come on. Let’s get you to the first-aid tent.”

	With the sun-warmed boards of the pier beneath his feet, Jimmy walked alongside the young man back toward the camp, pleased with how camp had started.

	 

	* * *


The Watcher in the Woods
By Ron Ripley and Kevin Saito

	 

	Jimmy Hsu sat alone in the library looking at the book on the table in front of him. It was one he’d read several times already. But then, it seemed as if he’d read almost every book in the entire library, so repeating books was nothing new to him.

	“What’s wrong, Jimmy?”

	He looked up to see the librarian, Mr. Tate standing next to the table looking down at him. Jimmy eyed the trolley he was pushing to see if there were any titles he didn’t recognize mixed in with the returns. As if reading Jimmy’s thoughts, Mr. Tate chuckled softly.

	“Nothing new yet, I’m afraid,” he said. “When we get some new material in, I promise you’ll be the first to know.”

	“Thank you, Mr. Tate. I would appreciate that.”

	“It’s a beautiful day out,” he said, gesturing to the windows. “Why aren’t you outside playing with your friends?”

	“My only friends are at summer camp,” Jimmy replied. “And camp does not start for two weeks and three days. So, I have nothing else to do but read.”

	Mr. Tate frowned and looked as if he felt bad for Jimmy. Seeing that, Jimmy gave him an awkward-looking smile.

	“But I do not mind,” he said. “I enjoy being in the library. I enjoy reading. At least, I do when I have new books to read.”

	That made Mr. Tate laugh a little bit. “Point taken, Mr. Hsu. I’ll be sure to put in an order for new titles immediately. With any luck, we’ll get some new titles in while you’re at camp. At least then, you’ll be able to read some new books before you go back to school, huh?”

	“I suppose so.”

	“All right, Jimmy. Is there anything I can get for you while I’m up?”

	Jimmy shook his head. “No, I am fine, thank you. I will find something.”

	“All right then.”

	Mr. Tate pushed the trolley ahead of him and disappeared into the stacks, leaving him alone. Jimmy looked down at the book he was reading and frowned. It was a book on haunted towns in America and while he enjoyed some of the stories, he was able to recite them by memory already—everything he’d ever read was stored in his mind library. What he craved was something new to store on those mental shelves.

	The mention of school made Jimmy feel anxious. He didn’t like school. Well, he liked the part of school where he was learning new things, but he didn’t like the other kids he went to school with. Or maybe it was more accurate to say they didn’t like him. They would always call him weird or strange and nobody would ever sit and talk with him. He would often sit alone at lunchtime with nothing to keep him company but whatever book he’d brought from home. He always felt lonely and sometimes wished he could make friends as easily as some of the other kids. He would at least like to have a lunch buddy.

	Jimmy stood up and took the book back to the shelves, replacing it just where he’d found it, and searched the titles for something that looked interesting. He was actually searching for something he hadn’t read yet, but he would settle for anything that could hold his attention. He just wanted something to occupy his mind and make him forget about going back to school.

	As he wandered the aisles, he heard Mr. Tate speaking to somebody. His curiosity piqued, Jimmy crept along the aisles, staying low to avoid being seen. His mother had always told him that eavesdropping was rude and that he should never do it. But Jimmy had found that people tended to not speak as freely around him. He never understood why that was, but he did not let it bother him.

	But it had taught him that if he wanted to hear anything interesting, he had no choice but to eavesdrop. So, his mother could not say it was entirely his fault. If people would just speak normally around him, he wouldn’t have to resort to eavesdropping.

	Jimmy crept around a corner and through the narrow space between the top of the book and the bottom of the shelf above it, he could see Mr. Tate’s tweed jacket and a man in a state trooper’s uniform he recognized as Mr. Witt. Jimmy was instantly intrigued and pressed close to the shelves to get a better view and to make it easier for him to hear.

	“Yeah. She was torn up somethin’ fierce,” Mr. Witt said.

	“What happened?” Mr. Tate asked.

	“Don’t rightly know yet,” said Mr. Witt. “Near as we can tell, she was another hiker. Maybe got lost in the woods like some of the others or something, and must’ve run into a wild, hungry animal. Maybe even a few of them judgin’ by how tore up the body was. But here’s the kicker—she was mummified. It was like her whole body was all dried out.”

	“Mummified?”

	“Uh-huh,” Mr. Witt replied. “It was like somebody took a straw from one of them drinks you get in a pouch, stuck it in this girl, and sucked everything out.”

	“That sounds awful.”

	“Awful don’t come near to describin’ it. I ain’t never seen anything like it before,” Mr. Witt said. “If it was an animal, I couldn’t tell you what kind. Them claw marks wasn’t like anything I ever seen before.”

	“Maybe it was a bear or something.”

	“Can tell you right now it wasn’t no bear. I been huntin’ in the woods around here since I was a kid and know pretty much every critter out there,” Mr. Witt said. “This was somethin’ else. Somethin’ I can’t describe.”

	“Where did you find her?”

	“Out back of the ol’ Perkins place. About a quarter mile deep into them woods.”

	“I wouldn’t worry too much, Carl,” Mr. Tate said. “There is a logical explanation for it. I’m certain of it.”

	“I wish I had your confidence.”

	Jimmy smiled to himself as he listened to them. He had a plan for tomorrow that didn’t include spending the day in the library. A fun adventure, in fact. And his mother said only bad things came of eavesdropping.

	 

	***

	 

	The next morning after his parents left for work, Jimmy hopped onto his new bike and rode out for the Perkins’ place. His mother hated that he was riding a bike. She thought it was too dangerous and so it wasn’t until this past birthday, his thirteenth, that his father had bought a bike for him. He was still learning to ride it properly and was still a little wobbly on it but had, so far, managed to avoid crashing and serious injury. Which was a good thing. He knew he would never hear the end of it from his mother if he did. But his father believed it was part of growing up and was overjoyed when Jimmy had started to learn to ride.

	Jimmy enjoyed his bike simply because it was an efficient mode of transportation when he needed to get somewhere that was a distance away quickly. Otherwise, he preferred to walk. There was far less of a chance of crashing and suffering some grievous bodily injury.

	He turned onto the long driveway that led to the Perkins’ place. They moved out a long time ago, and the realtor hadn’t been able to get anybody to buy it, so it remained empty. It was a nice two-story house made of white clapboard and red brick—a colonial, his father had called it—and Jimmy didn’t know why nobody wanted to live in it. He wondered if it had anything to do with whatever had torn that hiker to pieces.

	He dismounted his bike and leaned it against the garage. There was no trail into the wood behind the house, so he was going to have to walk, which was fine with Jimmy. He hefted his backpack on his shoulders and pulled his ball cap down low on his forehead then set out to have his grand adventure. He didn’t know what to make of Mr. Witt’s story. He had said another body, which implied to Jimmy that there had been more than the one Mr. Witt spoke of yesterday. Jimmy left a note in his mental library to get onto the computer and search for articles detailing torn-up bodies in the surrounding area.

	He walked through a field that was choked with weeds and grass as tall as him. By the time he emerged, he was itchy all over. Jimmy looked down at himself, worried that he’d brushed up against poison ivy.

	“There is nothing I can do about it right now,” he said with a shrug.

	Jimmy set off through the trees, walking deeper into the forest. Mr. Witt had said the body was roughly a quarter mile in, so Jimmy knew he should be coming across the area any minute. He felt a twinge of fear mixed with excitement in his belly as he anticipated what he might find. The trees pressed close all around him, and the boughs interlocked together far overhead, creating a thick canopy over the forest that left the ground dim and gloomy.
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