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​​Chapter One
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Immediately after my medical training was completed, I moved to the tiny rural town of Twilight Falls. I spent many holiday and summer vacations there with my family when I was a child. My parents owned an old Victorian mansion that sat in the middle of thirty-five acres of woodland. Even as a child, I thought that place was as close to Heaven on Earth as anyone could possibly get. The last summer I spent there with my family is as fresh in my mind as the smell of this morning’s breakfast.

~~~
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I WAS TEN YEARS OLD and my parents had agreed to bring along two of my cousins as company for me. They felt that I spent too much time alone in the greenhouse or tromping through the woods, and that I needed playmates to keep my mind focused on childish pursuits rather than the overly mature mental wanderings to which I was so prone. Perhaps being the only child of two professional people gave me the time and propensity to think too much. My parents had made sure that, that particular summer would be different. I had two companions who needed constant attention; one who always needed to be watched, and one whose company was always a great pleasure to me.

Rachel, at nine, was the youngest of the three of us and the most difficult to get along with. She’d been kicked out of so many schools that her mother was forced to send her to the worst school in the county. It was a much larger school than any she’d previously attended and was stocked full of children who had no real parents to speak of and teachers who didn’t care much for them either. These were the abused, neglected, overly indulged, or emotionally unstable children of parents who either couldn’t cope, or couldn’t be bothered providing for their children’s needs. They would be the future dregs of society; adults who would be despised and punished for displaying the behaviors that had been taught to them from birth. Needless to say, Rachel blended in perfectly with the rest of the student body.

Rachel had a supernatural gift for being difficult. She always wanted to play a different game, or see a different movie, and generally be as uncongenial as possible. She always wanted what she didn’t have and when she had it, she didn’t want it anymore. If someone else had a toy first, Rachel would steal it or break it and then claim that she was also missing something valuable. She would insist that she didn’t like something that everyone knew she loved and would later swear that she said no such thing. She’d make a point of “accidentally” destroying anything that someone else cherished. She could cry piteously on command, swore like a trooper, and reveled in the misery of others. Even in her absolute best mood, Rachel was difficult. Ethan and I tolerated her because we pitied her. Even after all her cruel pranks and lies, we still pitied her. She didn’t have a good home life and was often teased about her coarse wild hair. She was very pretty, although she refused to believe it. She was tall and slim and had long untamable black hair, olive skin, and light-brown eyes. She hated the fact that her eyes weren’t blue like Ethan’s and mine.

Ethan and I were both ten. He had a zest for life that my practical mind could never fully comprehend. He lived for excitement and had the imagination to create it. His fanciful mind could soar to heights that even gods couldn’t reach. It was my task to make sure that he didn’t fly too far, and his mission was to keep me from being too mundane. His physical vigor easily matched his active imagination. He had hyperactive energy, whereas I had controlled but steady stamina. His hyperactivity hindered his studies and, consequently, he proved to be a barely mediocre student. His father, although financially well-off, refused to pay for private schooling, so Ethan and his sisters and brothers went to a public school that was little better than the one Rachel attended. I, on the other hand, attended an excellent private school but since Ethan and I lived in the same neighborhood, we shared many of the same friends.

Ethan was the smallest of the three of us. He and Rachel were about the same height, but he was so skinny that the super-slim pants he wore still needed a belt. He could eat as much as Rachel and me put together and never gained any weight. It annoyed him that he didn’t grow as fast as he wanted. His only goal in life was to be taller than me; a goal he later reached in excess. He was fair-skinned with strawberry-blonde hair and his eyes and mine were the same shade of deep blue, a trait we inherited from our sibling mothers. Ethan and I were perfectly compatible, which made Rachel seethe with envy. It was our easy way of fitting together that later proved to be our saving grace.

Although I shared Ethan’s exuberance for life, my outlet took a much different form. My feet were firmly rooted in the earth from the moment I was born. My god was reason: my passion was nature. I could never share Ethan’s haphazard bursts of impulsive enthusiasm. I loved the quiet beauty of nature. I loved the greenery; the sweet clean air and the freedom of wild things. I was the tallest of our trio. A title I would later lose as Ethan reached an adult height of six feet six inches. My adult height, reached by the age of fifteen, was a mere five feet six inches. Ethan and I shared the same coloring, and people often mistook us for siblings.

As our car traveled along the unpaved dirt driveway, I looked up at the old house looming in the distance like some fond English Lady over her loyal servants. Ethan thought it looked haunted and creepy, but I saw a majestic beauty that only Father Time could bestow upon his favorite children. To me, every room of the old house told stories of past days and past lives; stories of children growing up and growing old, and their children doing the same. Until, one day, the children stopped coming. I could hear the echoes of the many heartbeats that have long since departed, and left the house to face her old age alone. Every time I crossed her creaky porch, I felt as if I were greeting a grandparent who had been waiting in silent patience for her family to come home again. I saw the beauty that had been there in youth, and all the flaws that had come from years of care and worry. I could feel her breathe a happy sigh of contentment when we were all settled in our beds and dreaming of how we would spend our summer days. It pained me to see her all closed up at the end of every summer, forced to wait out another year in lonely despair. There’s no greater sadness to a grand old house than to not have the sounds of the living within her walls. Like it is with people, it’s the memories that keep old homes alive; memories of loved ones, of laughter and of tears, and of all the things that make living worthwhile. She shared with me the stories of her life, and I saw the specters of her past in every creeping shadow. To me, they were comforting angels; and to Ethan, they were terrifying spirits of doom waiting for their chance to pounce.

When the car finally stopped at the top of the driveway, my parents sent us off to play while they brought all the bags into the house and settled everything. We children thought that we’d been set free from the dull chores of restricting adults, and they were happy to be rid of three rambunctious children who’d been confined in a car for too many hours. We immediately ran to the lake, paying no attention to my mother’s fading instructions, “Don’t get too close to the water, kids.”

“Let’s take the canoe out,” said Ethan as he turned the ancient canoe over and checked it for holes.

“I have to ask first,” I replied.

“Okay, go ask while we get ready.” Ethan stamped his foot along the bottom of the canoe before he and Rachel slid it into the water. I ran back to the house and found my mother taking the bags of groceries from the trunk of the car and setting them on the ground while muttering to herself.

“We’ll need to go shopping for a few more things first thing tomorrow.”

“Mom, can we take the canoe out?”

“Oh, I don’t know, honey. You should have your father look at it first.” She answered me with a customary shake of her head and expression of motherly concern. My father practically sprinted from the porch to the car, eager to get everything put away so he could start tinkering. He loved working with his hands. For him, the best part of any vacation was repairing things. As he picked up the bags that my mother had taken out of the car, he spoke in an almost weary tone.

“Oh, let them go, Claire. If it sinks they can swim back.”

“Harry!” she shot back with that tone of shocked confusion that mothers get when fathers refuse to be coddling. With that cursory confirmation, I was off and running before Dad’s reasoning was replaced by Mom’s.

“They said okay.”

“Great, let’s go!” shouted Ethan as he jumped into the waiting canoe. It was designed for only two people so I sat on the floor in the middle. Rachel was in the front and Ethan chose the back. He insisted that we hug the edge of the lake and keep to the shallows until we were comfortable with paddling the canoe. As was expected, that suggestion immediately started an argument with Rachel. How dare Ethan make a decision without first consulting her! They argued over how to paddle, and in which direction to go, and who would paddle on which side first. I sat quietly in the middle looking at the minnows and watching the pair of dragonflies that had perched themselves on the gunnel of the canoe. They were beautiful. The sun glistened off of their bodies making them appear to glow. The glint from their bodies reminded me of the metal-chip paint that is sometimes seen on freshly painted sports cars.

“Fine, Rae, yeh can paddle it yerself then!” Ethan laid the paddle across his lap and made a face at Rachel.

“Okay, I will!” she replied with her usual defiant tone. But instead of paddling, she merely stabbed at the water with her paddle. I frowned as I observed her. She appeared to be enjoying herself a little too much. Her angry scowl slowly gave way to an intent smile as she stabbed the water with steadily increasing ferocity. I looked back at Ethan and inclined my head slightly toward Rachel. He crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue as he poked at his temple. I covered my mouth to stifle a laugh, but Rachel was too busy stabbing her imaginary victim to hear me. Ethan gazed into the water and saw a dead eel lying on the bottom and asked me to pick it up. Anything scary or repellant was always my responsibility. That was the only thing upon which both Ethan and Rachel always agreed. I moved onto my knees and leaned over the side to pick up the eel, but it kept slipping out of my fingers.

“That’s why they call ‘em slippery eels,” said Ethan with a devilish grin.

“Thank you, Ethan.” I didn’t want to look the fool, so I dug my fingernails into the dead animal and brought it up out of the water.

“Eeeeww! Don’t bring that thing near me!” shouted Rachel as she pinched her nose and tried to lean farther away from me and the reeking eel. “God, what a stink!”

“Here you go.” I dropped the dead eel at Ethan’s feet.

He moved his feet out of the way with a start. “I didn’t mean for yeh to give it to me. Put it back, it smells.” He shook his head and laughed. “Yer so gross!”

I scooped up the eel and dropped it back into the water. As I leaned over the side of the canoe and washed my hands I asked, “Does anybody know how to wash slime from under your fingernails?” After a chorus of laughter and comments like “That is so foul!” and “Gross!” we were on our way. It was so peaceful to float lazily on the water and just breathe in the scenery. It was the very start of summer and the honeysuckle was blooming and covering the entire area with its sweet fragrance. Everyone always loved the smell of honeysuckle, but my favorite has always been mimosa blossoms. Lightning bugs and mimosa blossoms, they are the epitome of summertime for me. I love the fluffy deep pink and white blossoms. The look and smell of them always reminded me of cotton candy. Whenever I see the lightning bugs flashing their tiny yellow and green lights and smell that fruity fragrance in the air, I travel back in time to when my senses were keener and the world was a fresh new place. For all my days on this Earth, I will become a child again when I smell that fragrance on the summer breeze. I think the lake was more beautiful that day than ever before. I don’t know if it was because it was the last time I saw it with the eyes of a child, or if it was the companionship of my two most cherished friends that made it so special. The leaves on the trees seemed to be a little greener, the sun seemed to shine a little brighter, and the water seemed to be just a little bit more peaceful than it ever had before or since.

“It’s startin’ to get dark. Maybe we should be gettin’ back.” Ethan was always afraid to be out in the country at nightfall. It’s a fear he never managed to outgrow. He always saw hordes of ghosts and goblins and assorted unholy beasts ready to pounce on us at any instant. Demons would come out of the shadows, and evil backwoodsmen would lurk behind every tree and bush. Of course, the exploitation of that fear was a ceaseless source of amusement for Rachel. She and Ethan both could spin some amazingly creative yarns, with one always trying to outdo the other. I always enjoyed their tales and wished that I had their ability to embellish and transform everyday events and people into a world of fantasy, but I could only see things in their true state. It was a gift I wouldn’t learn to appreciate until I was much older. From earliest memory, I could always see straight through any veneer presented before me to the true nature of any person or creature that I met. To other children, it made me seem dull and flavorless. To adults, I was bizarre and intimidating; a wise old seer embodied in a child. I’ve been told many times that my “cold blue eyes could look straight through people,” and see the essence of their souls.

Aside from Ethan, there was one other person who appreciated the workings of my mind and that was Dr. Sherman Zee. He was the general practicing physician for Twilight Falls and the idol of my life. He seemed to me to be the wisest person in the world, and he had the character and integrity to match. I never once saw him turn a sick person away from his door even if that person didn’t have the money to pay him for his services. I’ve seen him give handfuls of medication away to needy patients. To me, he embodied all the dedication and compassion that a true healer should possess, and I desperately wanted to be that same kind of individual. Out of all the physicians that I met as I grew older, I never met a single one that could measure up to my perception of Dr. Zee. Even as I became an adult and saw the flaws of age and of simply being human, I never lost my admiration for him or my desire to be like him. I never felt the need or desire to lower the unreachable pedestal that I had placed him on when I was a child, as is sometimes the case when we see our childhood heroes through adult eyes. It was his influence that sent me to medical school, and his awesome shoes that I try to fill.

As my companions paddled back to the crumbling dock, I could hear my mother calling for us, and I could see the white disk of her flashlight scanning the murky water.

“We’re coming, Aunt Claire!” shouted Rachel.

My mother walked along the dock, complaining all the way, as Ethan and Rachel paddled next to it and up onto the bank. “Oh, thank God! Where have you kids been? I thought something happened to you. Go get washed up, dinner’s ready. It’s probably cold by now.”

It always amazed me how my mother could touch on so many subjects in such a short amount of time. She could complain about never being able to sit and enjoy a meal, repeat the events of the day, and protest about how my father never listens to her, all at the same time. She could chew, swallow, and breathe while talking, and she never choked or lost her train of thought. Rachel was the first one out of the canoe, followed by me. Ethan waited in the back of the canoe for me to turn around and pull it safely onto the sandy bank before he stepped out of it. We tromped over the high grass of the sprawling front lawn toward the front entrance of the house with my mother patting and shooing us the entire way. When we crossed the front porch and entered the foyer, my mother repeated her earlier instructions with a small amendment.

“Go upstairs and get washed up, and make it quick. We’re eating in the kitchen.” Her instructions given, she walked past us through the foyer to the main hall, and proceeded to walk down the wood-paneled hallway to the kitchen. We three turned to our left and climbed the antique mahogany staircase to the bathroom on the second floor.

“Boy, yer mom’s a pain,” complained Rachel, as we washed our hands and faces in the antiquated and barely functional bathroom sink. Rachel’s mother, the youngest of the three sisters who were our mothers, was a single parent who had never been able to get over her husband’s untimely death. He’d slipped on a patch of ice while walking home from the store one evening and was knocked unconscious. A passerby called an ambulance, and he was rushed to the hospital where he lapsed into a coma and died. Rachel was born three months later, so she never had a chance to meet her father let alone develop a memory of him. Her mother never spoke of him, and she kept all of his pictures locked away so Rachel never had any idea what he looked like, although one could make guesses as Rachel’s coloring was dark and her mother’s very fair. Her mother buried herself and her grief into her work and was rarely home. When she was home, she was in no mood to be bothered with the concerns of children, so Rachel went where she pleased and did as she pleased. We thought she was lucky to have so much freedom.

“If yeh think she’s bad, yeh should try livin’ with my mom.” Ethan’s mother was so overprotective that if he didn’t have so many younger siblings to keep her busy, she’d still have him in diapers. She was the middle sister which, of course, leaves my mother as the oldest sister. I had the dubious fortune of being the only child of an oldest child who was married to a youngest child. The situation was a psychologist’s dream, although I must admit that I’ve always felt that Ethan had it the worst as the oldest child of two very selfish middle children.

Dinner was a pleasant affair, as it always was for my family. It was the time when everyone talked about their day. Immediately after dinner was the time for storytelling and jokes if members of the older generation were present. We children would sit on the floor at their feet and listen with relish to their tall tales. My mother never ceased to be amazed by the amount of food that Ethan could eat, and remarked on it frequently during the meal. After dinner, we prepared ourselves for bed. Rachel and I shared the same bedroom, and Ethan was in the bedroom next to us...at least for a while. About an hour or so after we went to bed, there came a light knock on the bedroom door.

“Are yeh guys still awake?” whispered Ethan, poking his head around the door. I could just see the silhouette of his head and shoulder around the edge of the door. He didn’t wait for an answer as he entered and quietly closed the door behind him.

“What’s the matter?”

“Don’t let ‘im in. He’s not supposed to be in here.”

“You don’t care about rules any other time, Rachel.”

“Okay, fine! But yer takin’ the blame for this if we get in trouble.”

“Can I sleep in here tonight? I think my room’s haunted. I heard noises and stuff.” He laid his sleeping bag on the floor between our beds while he spoke. He didn’t wait for an answer as he plopped his pillow down and got himself settled.

“Sissy!” laughed Rachel.

“Shut up, Rae!” I said. “Yeah, you can sleep in here.” That was the start of a nightly ritual that was followed by an hour or two of Ethan asking, “What’s that sound?”; “Did yeh hear that too?”; “Did yeh see somethin’ move?”, and “What was that noise outside?”

All of which I patiently, but sleepily responded to with, “It’s just the house settling. Old houses are creaky.”; “No, I didn’t hear anything.”; “No, I didn’t see anything move.”; “There are no ghosts in here.”, and “It’s just a wild animal; please go to sleep.”

It was customary for me to help with yard work and cleaning up the house after it being empty for so many months. Since there were three of us this time, we all had to pitch in. It didn’t take long for the novelty of constant companionship to wear off. I was given to busying myself in the greenhouse with the plants my mother always brought with her and having privacy whenever I wanted it. Rachel was accustomed to being her own and everyone else’s boss. Although my parents were liberal in many ways, it’s difficult for a child whose only rule was to avoid her mother’s frequently changing moods to conform to even a few small restrictions. Ethan was accustomed to having chores to do and, as the oldest of eight children, was used to a noisy and crowded house. Being in the huge old house of ours with no babies crying or toddlers running around was a welcome change to him. My mother, fed up with our bickering, freed us from our servitude and sent us off to play a few hours before dinner. This was the beginning of our summer vacation. It would be an eternity before we would have to go back to school. We were as close to Nirvana as ten-year-olds could get. The only thing on our minds was adventure. The only problem was in agreeing on what that particular adventure would be. As usual, I was the mediator; the voice of reason trying to bring peace between my less pragmatic companions. It’s a thankless job and one which, over the course of my life, I have learned to avoid.

“Let’s go hikin’,” offered Ethan.

“Oh yeah, great! We can play in the dirt!” said Rachel with her customary biting mockery. “There’s nothin’ to do here. This town’s nothin’ but bucktoothed yokels. They don’t even have a mall.” Rachel was a first-class thief and would much rather spend her time shoplifting than being close to nature. She didn’t like to sweat, she hated bugs and snakes, and most of all she hated to walk or do anything that resembled work.

“We could go swimming,” I offered.

“We did that this morning!” she yelled, poking her face into mine.

“I wanna go hikin’,” repeated Ethan with growing impatience.

“Who cares what you want? We always do what you want.” Rachel would’ve poked her face into his as she had done to me but for the fact that he was bouncing around so much there was virtually no way to catch him.

“Do not!” he yelled back at her, which instantly started a fight. She shoved him, he shoved her back, and I tried to get between them. I got punched in the face and fat lip for my trouble, which immediately prompted a stunned apology from Ethan and a chuckle from Rae. “I’m sorry. Are yeh okay, Heather? Look what yeh did, Rae. Yeh could at least say yer sorry.”

“Hey, I didn’t ask for ‘er help. Stay outta my way next time.”

“It’ll be getting dark soon,” I said. “Maybe we should stay close to the house.”

“All we’ve done is stay close to the house and fix it up for yer lazy parents. I think that’s why they brought us here...for slave labor.” She realized that her statements weren’t going to provoke any further arguments so she moved on to another tactic. “I’d like to do something before I die.”

“There’s still the hikin’,” repeated Ethan, his eyes twinkling with humor as they always did when he was in a devilish mood.

Rachel threw up her hands in defeat and shouted, “Oh, alright! We’ll go hikin’, yeh pain in the ass!”

“What if it gets dark and we can’t find our way?” I said.

“We won’t be out that long and just in case we are, we can just keep the water to our right and follow it back out if we get lost.” Ethan shrugged his shoulders at me in the way that he always did when he thought I was being unusually dim. Who could argue with such ironclad logic? So off we went down the first trail we saw. We didn’t stop until we noticed a large amount of litter strewn across the ground. After looking around more closely, we noticed some used condoms and a large amount of empty beer cans circling what was once a campfire. This was obviously a favorite haunt of local miscreants.

Ethan stooped to pick up one of the condoms. “What’s this?”

“Gross! Put it down, Ethan!” I didn’t know what it was either, but I wasn’t willing to touch it. Rachel was our source for information about sex, and she was accurate most of the time.

“It’s a rubber, dumbass.” Rachel was never one to disappoint when it came to divulging forbidden information.

“Don’t call me that!” He picked up his fist in a mock threat. He turned to me and asked, “What’s a rubber?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think you should be touching it.”

Rachel laughed heartily at our ignorance and took the opportunity to show off her vast knowledge of the immoral. She explained, in detail, how and why condoms were used. I thought the explanation was thoroughly repulsive, but Ethan thought it was “cool.” Because of his profound interest in the ground litter, we decided to put some distance between us and the party site. We found our way back to a fork in the trail, but we couldn’t agree on which was the one we had followed. Before the argument became serious, we caught sight of some furry animal and went chasing after it. The anonymous woodland creature was, at first, somewhat tolerant of our attentions and was content to stay just beyond our reach. It lazily dodged our advances for a time, but eventually tired of the three rambunctious juveniles chasing behind it. It disappeared amongst the thorny brush when we lost sight of it and, once again, our way.

“I think it was a rabbit,” said Ethan.

“It was a skunk,” corrected Rachel.

“It was not!” he argued.

“It was!” she insisted.

“Heather, what do yeh think it was?”

“Oh right, ask her. She always has all the answers. It was a skunk, you moron!”

“It was not a skunk, they smell!” he yelled back at her.

“So do you, but yeh don’t hear me yellin’ about it.” Ethan’s impulsive streak emerged, and he punched her on the arm. She cried so piteously that he felt badly and apologized to her. She punched him back and ran away with Ethan close behind her. I followed at a short distance, anticipating the fight to end up in a patch of poison ivy. Rachel was the only one not allergic to it, so she made a point of steering us into it whenever she could. Miraculously, something caught their attention and the fight was forgotten. We stood looking down a steep sapling-lined slope and into the lake that had been right next to us only moments ago. It looked to our young minds to be miles away. We stood at the very edge looking down in awe.

“How big a drop do yeh think that is?”

“Why don’t yeh go find out?” spat Rachel as she lunged forward and slammed all of her weight into Ethan’s back. I rushed to grab him and missed as he lurched forward losing his footing. Thankfully, he was agile and managed to grab onto one of the many saplings that lined the slope. He swung his body around the tree and landed his feet safely on the ground, kicking Rachel in the thigh in the process. I swiftly turned and grabbed the front of her t-shirt and said through clenched teeth, “Pull something like that again, and I’ll throw you down there!”

“Oooo, I’m sooo scared!” She never liked to admit when she was intimidated, but I could see the fear in her eyes. She knew that I was stronger than her, and she was afraid to push me too far. Her defiance began to waver as she looked into my eyes. Her deflated tone and demeanor reflected her temporary subjugation. “I was only kidding. I didn’t mean to push so hard.”

“You shouldn’t have pushed him at all!” I snapped. “Why would you do something like that?”

She ignored me and spoke to Ethan. “I didn’t mean it, I swear.” He was too shaken to fight with her, and I thought it best not to push things. He stood bent over with his hand on his knee, breathing heavily. He clutched the front of his shirt with his other hand.

“It looks to be about fifty feet to me,” I said as I turned my attention back to him.

“Hey look, there’re some canoeists,” said Ethan and proceeded to shout and wave at them. The canoeists responded in kind, and Ethan and I hollered and waved until they were out of sight.

Rachel quickly tired of being friendly and moved to a safe distance away from the cliff’s edge and sat on the ground. She picked up a couple of sticks lying on the ground next to her and began rubbing them together. “Let’s use these sticks to make a fire.” She looked at the pair of sticks in her hands with a malevolent glint in her eyes. She was passionately fond of fire and could sit virtually immobile in front of a fireplace for hours. Whether the fireplace was light or not, it still held the same mesmerizing attraction for her. My parents often whispered about how abnormal it was, but we children paid no attention to it.

“No way,” I said.

“I don’t know how,” said Ethan, and I wanted to choke him for encouraging her.

“Just rub ‘em together. I saw it on TV.”

“It’s not that easy,” I said, trying to discourage her.

“Yeh know how?” said Ethan.

“Yeah, my dad showed me.”

“Then prove it,” demanded Rachel, slapping the sticks against my bare leg.

“Not a chance,” I said as I backed away from her and the sting of those heavy sticks.

“If yeh know how, then why don’t yeh prove it?”

“Because I’m not a pyro like you. Besides there are dry leaves and twigs all over the place. We could start a forest fire.”

“Fine! You guys go play some baby game while I practice.”

Rachel sat on the ground with her sticks in hand, trying very hard to create some friction. Ethan and I decided to move well away from her and discussed what we would do next. Hide-and-seek was Ethan’s favorite game. I suppose it gave him an excuse to be in almost constant motion while still using his imagination, which is why “tag” wasn’t the top game on his list of fun things to do. Although he could run free while playing tag, the game became rather monotonous after a while with kids just running in circles trying to avoid each other. In hide-and-seek, one could make use of explosive spontaneity and then calm down enough to use some deductive abilities, which was generally a plan that perfectly suited Ethan’s temperament. The only drawback to this endlessly entertaining game was deciding who would go first. I felt that drawing lots and such was a shameful waste of time, so I was more than happy to go first for just about anything. Ethan, however, would never simply accept a volunteer as there were rules to follow and traditions to be adhered to. After several minutes of, “Let’s flip a coin,” and “Best two out of three,” and “Does rock beat paper? Because it’s heavy and should be able to sit on the paper,” I demanded to go first. He was a bad-tempered loser and became furious when he couldn’t find me, so I coughed and he gloated over his win. He hid next and I found him easily because he was sniffing his eternally runny nose. He was angry that I found him in less time than it took for him to find me. Thankfully, I had a reprieve from his temper as he decided to quit the game. He busied himself with throwing rocks to see if he could hit the water down below. As I was amusing myself with studying some colorful caterpillar, I suddenly realized that Rachel had disappeared.

“Hey, Ethan!” I called.

“What?” he mumbled back, without taking his attention away from his solitary game.

“Did you see where Rachel went?”

He turned to me and shrugged his shoulders in that all too familiar way of his and answered, “Like I care where she went.”

“Oh, come on!”

“I didn’t see ‘er. Wow! Did yeh see how far that one went?” He pointed at the splashes down below.

“We better look for her.”

“Why?”

“You’re not funny, Ethan,” I said a little too snappishly. I was fed-up with the banter.

“Just leave ‘er. She wouldn’t go lookin’ for yeh.”

“Yeah, I know, but it’s getting dark and we should be going home.”

“Alright, I’ll look for ‘er!” He threw the remainder of his rocks on the ground in disgust and stamped past me to search through some shrubbery. He quickly tired of searching and took to smacking the same set of bushes with a small stick while blankly staring to space. I really wasn’t in any great hurry to find her either, so I absentmindedly stared up at the canopy thinking how beautiful it looked and wishing I’d brought a camera with me. I suddenly realized how quiet it had become, and it made my back tingle. The birds had stopped singing, and the squirrels that had been chasing each other up and down an old maple tree only moments ago were now gone from sight. Twilight was coming on and the animals should have been noisily bedding down for the evening and the next shift preparing to take over. The stillness was supernatural. It felt like a cemetery at midnight.

“Do you hear that?” I whispered.

“Nope, don’t hear nothin’,” he answered mechanically, still smacking the bushes.

“Yeah, that’s what I mean,” I said with a swallow. Already I was attempting to scan the woodland in front of me for any signs of danger. I attempted to retain my relaxed position so as not to alarm a would-be stalker of my shift in attention.

“What?” he said, screwing up his face in bewilderment.

“The birds aren’t chirping and the squirrels are gone,” I said softly, thinking he’d get the message.

“Well, we probbly scared ‘em away.”

“All the noise we made didn’t bother them. Why would being quiet suddenly scare them?” My nervousness was beginning to show and, finally, he understood. Ethan stopped beating the bushes and moved closer to me, letting the stick fall to the ground.

“Maybe some big animal scared ‘em off.” He was trying to be reasonable, but it just wasn’t his area of expertise. He relied on me to be the observant one. I always had the honor of bearing all the bad news. I had to be the one to think of all the reasons why something was impossible or irrational, and I always had the burden of thinking up an alternative solution. Ethan was the bearer of light. He claimed the rights to all the positives, whether real or imagined. He would inflate his over-sized imagination, and I had the task of making it bulletproof.

“Why would another animal make the birds stop singing? That doesn’t make any sense,” I replied, still looking for any sign of movement.

“Yeh know what?” he said with a relieved smile. “It’s probbly Rachel pullin’ somethin’.”

“Even Rachel couldn’t scare away everything.” We both stood motionless, looking for any sign of movement and trying to find a logical explanation for the suddenly silent wildlife. Then we heard a twig snap.

“It doesn’t sound too close,” he whispered–another crunch.

“Whoever it is, is moving toward us,” I whispered back. For a few seconds we froze in our spots, I was thinking, and he was panicking. He was by no means a coward. Ethan was completely incapable of independent thinking during a crisis, but had the amazing ability to follow any given instructions to the letter, even if following those instructions put him in the path of danger. When given a task, all that was in his mind was to complete that task and all other information was extraneous. He was quite capable of facing something that terrified him. The problem was how to face it while still maintaining a margin of safety. That was the domain of the thinker, my domain.

“What do we do?”

“We have to find her,” I answered and started to quietly call for her. “Rachel, where are you? Come on, I’m not kidding around. I think there’s someone out there.” No answer. “Rachel, we have to go.” I could hear her laughing quietly, but I couldn’t find her. She loved to make people search for her while she watched them. She always laughed in a high-pitched nervous giggle when she watched people looking for her. The more frustrated or worried the seeker was, the more uncontrollable her laughter would become. I didn’t understand it when I was small, and I generally regarded it as I did most of Rae’s quirks–as irritating and nothing more. As I grew older and analyzed her behavior a little more, I thought that she must have felt herself some sort of puppeteer when she observed people frantically searching for her. There was nothing more intoxicating to Rachel than power and to be in total control of someone or something, whether in reality or fantasy, must’ve been overwhelmingly gratifying for her. She would’ve made an excellent tyrant.

“Just leave ‘er,” said Ethan, staying very close to me and nervously darting his eyes around. Another snap and it sounded even closer.

“We can’t leave her. What about her mom?” My parents had always taught me to never separate from the group and never to leave anyone behind. It seemed cowardly to me to leave Rachel alone. Whatever my true feelings for her were, I felt a sense of duty to try and protect her even if it was at my own expense. I would’ve felt the same way about a total stranger. It was just unthinkable to leave anyone, even an animal, to face a foe alone. It was the depth of cowardice and, according to my upbringing, there was no lower form of life than a coward.

“She’d leave yeh in a heartbeat. It wouldn’t bother ‘er one bit if we both get killed as long as she’s okay. I hate ‘er anyway, let’s just leave.”

“It’s not right to leave someone behind.”

“We don’t know what’s out there. It could be a demon or a witch or somethin’. Bad witches do their spells in the woods and stuff, yeh know. Maybe it needs us for a blood sacrifice. Or maybe it’ll use our bodies to bring other demons to life.”

“It’s just some sicko, Ethan, and we can’t leave her to face him alone.” Ethan was panicking. He needed something to keep his mind occupied, so I sent him to look for some sound sticks that we could use as clubs. “If you don’t come out now, I’m leaving you.”

“Yeah right, the great and noble Heather would never leave a friend behind. Yeh think yer like Robin Hood or somethin’.” I heard her voice coming from the dense bush that I was standing next to. For a split second I was angry with myself for not finding her when she was so close to me. As quickly as that thought emerged, another one rose and squashed it. If I couldn’t find her when she was so close to me and making noise, how was I going to find the owner of those footsteps? How would we defend ourselves against the unseen? The realization made my blood run cold.

“Why didn’t you come out when I called you?” I demanded as she crawled out from under the bush and dusted herself off.

“It was funny watchin’ yeh two run around like nuts.” Her answer was accompanied by a contented sigh. Before I managed a comeback, Ethan returned carrying two heavy branches about three feet long and handed one to me.

“Where’s mine?” pouted Rachel.

“Go to hell!” snapped Ethan.

“Fuck you!” she yelled back and was about to hit him, but stopped abruptly when I shouted at her.

“Shut up! Whoever is out there is making a lot of noise and getting way too close. I can hear where the noises are coming from, but I can’t see anything.” Even with all the noise of breaking twigs and crunching leaves, we couldn’t see anything. There was no visible movement, no shadows, nothing at all but noise.

“Follow me,” said Ethan, “I remember the way back, but we better run.” As soon as his legs were able to support his infant body, Ethan was running. He could run like a deer and never got winded.

“I can’t run as fast as you,” I said.

“I’ll hold yer hand and pull yeh,” he answered as he wrapped his hand around my wrist.

“Okay, but if he grabs me don’t stop, just keep running.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t leave yeh and I won’t let go.”

“Sorry to break up all the love, kids, but I’m not gonna run anywhere,” declared Rachel, putting her hands on her hips in defiance.

“Can’t you hear that? Somebody’s out there and they’re coming straight for us,” I said in bewildered desperation.

“So what?” she said, poking her face onto mine.

“I don’t believe this. Are you nuts? Do you want to die? I don’t think whoever is out there is going to be very nice, Rae.” I was attempting to reason with the least reasonable person I’d ever known, and wasting valuable time doing it.

“For God’s sake, Heather, just leave ‘er behind!” yelled Ethan as he roughly pulled me away from her.

“If yeh walk fast instead of runnin’, I’ll come with yeh.”

“No way! We’re outta here!” cried Ethan, tugging on my arm.

“Wait, she’s got a point. If we run, one of us could trip up the other. Let’s wait until we’re almost home before we start running. That way we’ll be able to keep track of where the noise is coming from.” He knew that I was trying to placate her, and he wasn’t happy about it, but he agreed. Rachel did follow along with us, but she did everything she could to slow us down. She stiffened her legs and dragged her feet in a manner that we called her “Frankenstein walk.” It was something she frequently did when she wanted to be coaxed. When we tried to pull her by her arms, she tried to kick and bite at us. She even sat on the ground at one point. When we tried to pull her up, she spat at and bit us and laughed at how desperate we were becoming. All the while, we could hear the heavy footsteps getting closer. Whoever it was had given up trying to be quiet and just tromped along the trail, toying with us. When we finally reached the fork in the trail, Rachel argued with us over which way to go.

“I think it’s this one,” said Ethan.

“You’re not sure?” I asked, feeling a sudden sense of panic well up.

“It’s the one on the right,” stated Rachel.

“No, it’s this one. I’m sure,” argued Ethan, while nodding his head in affirmation of his certainty.

“No, it’s not! That one will take us back the way we came,” insisted Rachel.

“Wait a minute,” I interjected. “Ethan, didn’t you say earlier that if we kept the water on our left, we’ll find our way home?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“This one follows the water. It’ll take us back. Come on, we have to move faster. He’s almost on top of us.”

We could tell that whoever it was, was directly behind us on the trail not more than a few yards away. He was so close that Rachel was frightened into following us. Ethan took hold of my wrist again and bolted down the trail with Rachel close behind. We could hear the sound of heavy, and what seemed to me like booted, footsteps pounding the dirt behind us. He was closing in on us. I kept looking back to see if Rachel was still behind. I could hear her repeating, “Oh, God! Oh, God!” but I had to see if she was close enough to me. Ethan jerked on my wrist without looking back and yelled at me to stop because I was slowing him down. “Yer gonna trip me! Stop lookin’ back!”

I’ll never forget the look on Rachel’s face when she realized that she too was in mortal danger. Her eyes were wide with fear, and she had an expression of profound shock on her face. I’m not sure which was the greater surprise for her, but I’m willing to venture an educated guess. Obviously she was in fear for her life, but she had expected that Ethan and I would put her life before ours. She hadn’t planned on us leaving her behind and that, I believe, was the greater jolt for her. She miscalculated her strategy, something which she thought she could never do. Rachel didn’t make such mistakes. She thought that she knew us well enough to predict our movements, but no one ever knew Ethan and I as well as we knew each other. Rachel well knew that I preferred to dig in my heels and face my fears, and so she mistakenly assumed that I would stay to defend her, and that Ethan would stay out of loyalty to me. She could then make a hasty and safe escape, leaving us to face the consequences. She based her calculations on past experiences, which had led me to take the role of leader, and she had, therefore, incorrectly assumed that I was the superior of the two. But we had never before encountered a situation where Ethan’s brand of reasoning was more prudent than mine. What she had failed to factor in was the respect that Ethan and I had for each other. Neither of us saw the other as being superior, in fact, we both extolled the gifts of the other and regarded them to be of mutual benefit. Rachel was unaware of, and not privy to, the silent conversations we could exchange with each other in a single glance. She could never grasp that we considered each other equals based on quality of character alone, the idea of solidarity being abhorrent to her. Her glaring error having backfired, she was forced to seek the safety of our company.

We could see the clearing at the edge of the trail, and it spurred us to run faster. The steps were now so close that it sounded like he was going to overtake us before we reached home. I felt myself gripping the club in my hand a little tighter. “There’s the house!” shouted Ethan. As soon as our feet touched the grass of the clearing, the footsteps behind us were silenced, but we didn’t stop running until we literally ran into the front door. We called frantically for my parents, who came running out to us. It wasn’t until my father went running toward the trees that we realized Rachel wasn’t with us. My mother rushed us in the door and telephoned the police. There were people coming and going for days, asking us all sorts of questions. There were volunteers of all kinds helping the police search the woods. Some of the locals even brought their dogs to help them, but it was no use. We never saw her again: we never saw anything. They found a small piece of her shirt torn and hanging on the bush where she’d been hiding from us. There was no other trace of her or her kidnapper. Ethan never lost his opinion that it was some nether-worldly being that chased us that day, but I have always felt that it was just one more criminal who managed to escape justice.
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​​Chapter Two
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Royal sat at his plain, homemade, wooden desk in his stark attic bedroom drawing the plant he’d found while out hunting rabbits for the family the day before. He had amassed several volumes of journals depicting hand-drawn plants and herbs at various times of the year, and also their uses with a focus on medicinal preparation. He kept all of his journals in a self-made leather satchel, which he kept with him at all times. His mother had a profound interest in plant uses and taught her son a rigorous home curriculum. His father, a very weathered-looking handyman and avid hunter also put the boy through his paces. At eighteen, he was already showing signs of weathering on his own face and body. Although of very slight build and barely average height, he had well-defined muscularity and the strength of a fully grown man more than double his size.

As he leaned over his journal and tried to concentrate on his work, Royal could feel “The Presence” standing behind him. He called it The Presence because it was always with him, and he didn’t know another name for it. When he was little, his mother told him it was the Lord watching over him, protecting him. He believed her when he was little. As he grew older and began to understand and trust his own senses, he stopped believing her. The Presence didn’t feel protective at all, nor did it reassure him in any way. Its proximity made him feel ill-at-ease. It was always there, just behind him, wherever he went; but he could never see it when he turned around. He tried a few times to look at it using a hand mirror, but all he could see behind him was the bedroom door.

By the age of thirteen, Royal realized that The Presence couldn’t always tell when he was awake or asleep. Late one evening, Royal awoke from a dream of someone calling to him. He’d experienced the same dream every night for as long as he could remember. Instead of waking with a start as he normally did, he just opened his eyes without moving the rest of his body. He saw the shadowy form of a very large man standing at the foot of his bed. He initially thought that it was his father, but the head of this man nearly touched the ceiling. Royal’s father was a big man, but certainly not that big. He sat bolt upright and its form disappeared, but he could sense that someone was still there. That’s when he began calling it The Presence.

Once Royal realized that The Presence wasn’t the omnipotent God that his mother had claimed, its attitude toward him changed. The feel of The Presence changed. The strange uncomfortable sensation forever lurking at his back turned into something more sinister. Royal once felt perpetually watched, now he felt hunted. There had always been strange noises and unidentifiable footsteps around the house, but now they sounded much louder and more distinct, like The Presence was deliberately taunting him. Royal often heard the sound of breath in his ear, or the sound of heavy breathing coming from another part of the room that he occupied. Quiet unintelligible murmurings from an invisible group of people sometimes sounded as if they were directly next to him, and other times sounded like they were in a nearby room. He regularly heard footsteps pacing in the hall when everyone was asleep. Sometimes the footsteps sounded like the heavy footfalls of a very large man, and other times Royal heard the sound of a single hoof clapping on the bare-wood floor.

More disturbing still was the way his mother began to treat him after he told her about the dark figure standing at the foot of his bed. She could never be described as a warm or loving woman, but she looked upon her eldest son with a certain measure of pride. Her treatment of him conveyed a strong sense of expectation. Royal had no idea exactly what it was his mother expected of him, but the perception was there nonetheless. That sense of expectancy he’d known since infancy quite rapidly changed to restrained mistrust. The pride she’d once shown changed to a subtle hatred. Royal’s younger brothers, who’d previously never been more than extra children in their parents’ eyes, suddenly became the recipients of their mother’s devoted attention. She didn’t look upon either of them with the pride that she once showed Royal, and her countenance conveyed a deep sense of desperation about their futures rather than the confident expectation she once possessed regarding Royal.

The temperature in the room dropped suddenly, and Royal could see his breath. He shivered to shake off the cold. He knew that it was The Presence’s doing. He didn’t know if The Presence did it to frighten him, or simply to show that it was powerful enough to create such changes. Either way, Royal ignored it. He leaned back in his chair and lifted a silver locket from beneath his shirt. His mother had given him the locket for his tenth birthday; it once belonged to Royal’s birth mother and contained both hers and his natural father’s pictures. The Presence loathed the locket. Royal could feel it move away from him as he gently stroked his birth mother’s picture with his index finger. Royal smiled to himself, which further enraged The Presence. He wondered if The Presence could strangle him in his sleep.

Royal had always known that he was adopted. His mother made sure he knew who he was and where he’d come from. His family name would have been Robbins. He liked the name, but wasn’t sure if he would’ve liked the family. His mother told him that his birth mother died shortly after he was born. She’d died of a heart attack. Her physician warned her not to have a child because of her weak heart, but she was desperate to give her husband an heir. She insisted on having her child at home, which was a foolish, albeit romantic, mistake. Had she been in the hospital for her delivery, she might have survived. Mother said that his birth mother was weak and selfish, and that the house he’d been born in was unnatural. It radiated an unwholesome energy and needed to be destroyed. His biological father was a despicable man because he’d abandoned Royal. He wanted nothing to do with his infant son after the death of his wife. He’d disappeared, leaving his son, his home and property, and the town of Twilight Falls. Royal was grateful that Lizbet Fitzgerald took him as her own.

“Boy!” Royal heard his mother shout and knew by intuition rather than hearing that she had pounded the floor with her homemade yew walking stick. She was in perfect health and needed no stick to help her, but was never more than arm’s reach from it at all times. “Come down here now!” He often wondered to himself why she had ever bothered to name him since she so seldom called him by name. Royal thought perhaps social convention disapproved too strongly of her giving an infant a descriptive title rather than a proper name. He neatly put his journal and drawing materials back into his satchel and speedily made his way downstairs. It was unwise to keep Mother waiting. He moved swiftly and silently down two flights of stairs to meet his mother’s stern countenance.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Walk your brothers home from school. Your father is too busy.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Royal turned and bolted up the stairs to retrieve his satchel and descended just as quickly and just as silently as before and exited his home. It was a three-mile walk to the elementary school that his brothers attended.

Theirs was a modest home, unadorned both inside and out. Royal’s mother saw no purpose to decorative items, save the homemade cross that hung on the wall in the parlor, which was made of blackthorn because Herbert liked the look of the wood. The house was an old one and didn’t have electricity. It was heated by fireplaces and lit by candles. Lizbet insisted on keeping her antique wood-burning stove for cooking. She did allow her husband, Herbert, to improve the outdoor plumbing system just to please him. The improvements he implemented made it much easier to hand-pump water from their well. Herbert was a native of Twilight Falls, Lizbet was not. She was a tall imperious woman with a slim but obviously powerful build and a stern intelligent face. Herbert was a tall thickly built man with an equally stern but less intelligent face. The family owned one acre of land that was visible from the lightly traveled country road that passed it. The entire front of the property was a huge herb garden dutifully maintained by Mrs. Fitzgerald and her oldest son. The rear of the home was kept clear for growing vegetables. They had no neighbors as their property was surrounded by county-owned woodland. Mr. Fitzgerald had far more talent than ambition and so earned a meager living as a part-time handyman, which wasn’t the best choice of occupation in a rural community that, for the most part, did its own handiwork. Lizbet permitted Herbert to own a pickup truck for work-related purposes. The family hunted for and grew the majority of their food, and made all of their own clothes. The only passions of Mr. Fitzgerald’s life were in the pleasing of his wife and the hunting and butchering of animals. Mrs. Fitzgerald’s passions were more difficult to define.

As young Royal approached the school, he could hear the children noisily making their ways home. Some were waiting on parents, others were chaperoned by older siblings, and still others were walking home in groups of varying sizes. He saw his brother, Byron, wearing his usual sullen expression. He was standing with two other boys with equally sullen expressions. The two boys departed when they saw Royal approaching shouting, “See yeh, Ronnie!” as they left. Byron was ten and was already shoulder height on his older brother and nearly equal in weight. Their youngest brother, six-year-old Gerald, was the virtual twin of Byron, but had a completely different personality. In fact, his personality differed radically from the entire family who were at a complete loss as to where he might have acquired it. Little Gerald was nowhere in sight, however, there was a large group of boys and girls of varying ages all making quite a racket shouting, “Fitzie!...Fitzie!...Fitzie!” They were carrying-on so badly that a few of the teachers had to sort them out. It was no surprise to anyone that little Gerald was in the middle of all of them. Royal whistled to get his youngest brother’s attention and then waved him over.

“Where’s Father?” said Gerald.

“He’s busy, so Mother sent me.”

“What’s he doing?”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Why not?”

“Geez, Gerry, will you shut up already?” snapped Byron.

“I was only asking,” Gerald snapped back. The trio began their three-mile journey home. Gerald walked next to Royal and Byron trailed sulkily behind them. It took only a few moments for Gerald to start talking again. Gerald talked virtually non-stop to his brothers, but had the good sense to be silent when in the presence of his parents, especially his mother. “Hey, Roy?”

“Yes.”

“How come you don’t have to go to school like Ronnie and me?”

“Because Mother needs me at home.”

“He’s too dumb to go to school. He’s a retard.” Royal ignored his brother’s comment. It irritated Byron to no end when he couldn’t get a rise out of someone. He picked up a rock lying on the roadside and threw it at a bird in a sudden burst of temper.

“You missed it,” said Gerald with a grin.

“Shut Up!”

“Hey, Roy?”

“What?”

“You’re not a retard, are you?”

“No.”

“Roy, will you please make him shut up?”

“I wasn’t talking to you, Ronnie, and I don’t have to shut up!” Byron suddenly lurched forward and smacked Gerald on the back of his head making him trip forward slightly. Gerald swung around and hit Byron with his book bag in retaliation. Byron then grabbed Gerald by the front of his jacket and was about to slap him across the face when he felt his wrist caught in the pincer-like grip of his older brother. “Don’t,” was all Royal said. Byron immediately let go of Gerald’s jacket and was quiet for the rest of the walk home, his sullen expression once again in place.

“Hey, Roy?”

“Yes, Gerry?”

“What’s a retard?”

~~~
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“HERBERT, WE HAVE TO do something about that boy.”

“I know it, Lizbet.” They sat opposite each other in their rustic kitchen sipping coffee. Dinner was cooking on the antique wood-burning stove. “I’ve taught him everything I know. He’s a good hunter, fast and quiet. He makes fast clean kills, but his heart just isn’t in it. I don’t know what to do with him.”

“I should never have taken him without seeking advice first. I should have prayed over it before bringing him home. I thought the right upbringing would be enough.”

“We have our own two now, Lizbet. We don’t need him anymore.”

“I don’t know, Herbert. Byron’s not as clever as I would like and Gerald–I don’t even know what to make of that boy. If he wasn’t the very image of you, I’d swear he came from someone else. Gerald’s irritating personality aside, he’s not much cleverer than Byron, and that doesn’t make me very hopeful.”

“I should be the one to go with the boy,” said Herbert after a long stretch of silence. “Not to criticize you, my love, but this is my particular area of expertise.”

“The boy’s too clever for that, Herbert. He’ll be suspicious.”

Their discussion continued at length until the three boys were heard entering the front door. Their mother rose and left the kitchen to greet them. Upon seeing her, a drastic change came over them; backs became straightened, hands were removed from pockets, and demeanors became nervous and submissive. “Dinner is nearly ready. Get washed up and be in the kitchen in fifteen minutes.” Orders were followed by a single sharp smack on the floor with her stick.

“Yes, ma’am,” returned three voices in unison. All three boys moved quickly up the stairs. The two younger ones made more noise than their mother approved of, and the oldest moved as swiftly and as silently as he always did. Byron and Gerald each had their own bedroom on the second floor. They had shared a room when they were smaller, and their mother used the third for sewing. As Gerald grew older, his perpetually cheerful personality and fondness for practical jokes became too much for Byron to take and their mother separated them. She moved her sewing area down to the first floor. Each bedroom had a chamber pot under the bed, and a water basin set on a chest, which was accompanied by a handmade towel for hand-drying. Within fifteen minutes, the boys had clean faces, hands, and necks; and were standing in the kitchen waiting for permission to be seated. Their father stood at the foot of the table and the rest of them took their places in the center. An extra setting was always placed at the head of the table, and Mrs. Fitzgerald’s place was just to the left of it. Royal sat to its right followed by Gerald to Royal’s right. No one sat until Mrs. Fitzgerald placed food on the extra plate and filled the extra glass with red wine. That was the only setting to have wine. The rest had either milk, lemonade, or an herbal tea with their meals. Once that ritual was seen to, everyone sat in their places and ate in virtual silence.

“Mother?”

“What is it, Gerald?”

“Why do you always set an extra place?”

“It’s in reverence to our Lord,” replied Lizbet with a slight bow of her head.

“Why does the Lord have wine and we have milk?”

“No more questions, Gerald. Eat your dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The two older boys had long ago stopped making such inquiries and were accustomed to accepting their mother’s habits without question. After their meal, the two younger boys went upstairs to do their homework before bed. Royal cleared away the dishes and placed them in the sink. The extra setting, however, was spotlessly clean and could be put away in its special place in the cabinet. It happened at every meal and Royal was unable to explain it. He just assumed that the Lord must be happy with His portions.

The family didn’t own a television set. Mr. Fitzgerald had a radio in his work shed, but the boys were not permitted to listen to it. The entire family was in bed by sundown and awake and working by sunrise. The gardens were tended to, and the house was cleaned from top to bottom by the time the two younger boys had to leave for school. Royal would either help his father make household repairs, go hunting or perform odd jobs with him, or study herbs and astrology with his mother. He enjoyed his studies very much. He didn’t enjoy the time with his mother, but she was infinitely preferable to going hunting with his father. Royal was an excellent hunter–gifted some might say, and he hated every aspect of it. He liked animals and hated to kill them even for food. What he loathed the most was his father’s palpable excitement whenever his arrow hit its mark. They were bow hunters and excellent marksmen. It was very rare for his father to miss a target. Sometimes his father liked to toy with his prey and would wound it several times before finally killing it. He’d even seen his father start butchering an animal before it was dead. That was something Royal simply could not do and would even take a beating from his mother’s stick for disobedience rather than give in. Royal’s dreams were plagued by visions of his mother holding him down while his father eviscerated him.

Royal usually helped his brothers with their homework after he finished cleaning up the evening meal, then retire to his own room and work on some journal entries before going to sleep–but not tonight. His mother had another chore for him. She claimed that his father was having shoulder pain and would need something to alleviate it and help him sleep. She wanted him to gather some henbane for her, but on the strict stipulation that it must be gathered when full evening has set. He knew it wasn’t necessary to collect henbane in the evening, but his mother always insisted that it be done at a late hour, claiming that the plant would be at its fullest potency. Royal thought it odd that she would need more painkillers as he had made several tinctures and balms of various types of analgesics as well as sleep aids for her earlier in the week. He also knew that henbane wasn’t the best choice of medicine for his father’s ailments, but knew better than to question his mother and accepted her instructions without comment.

When Royal finished his kitchen duties, he went upstairs to assist his younger brothers with their homework as he did every night. After their homework was finished, he helped both boys get ready for bed, laid out their clothes for the morning, fetched clean water for their basins, and took their worn clothes downstairs to hand wash them, and hang them on a laundry rack near the stove in the kitchen for drying. Byron and Gerald were able to do most of the chores for themselves, but Royal liked having something to do as it kept his mind off of The Presence. His brothers’ clothes would dry quickly because summer was nearing and the stove was hot. This was the time of day when Royal’s mother preferred to make breads, biscuits, and snacks for her boys. She was a strict and rigid woman who taught her children a life of toil and moderation. “Sacrifice and servitude,” was her mantra, but one thing Royal’s mother never did was withhold food from her growing children.
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