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Hill Haven Creeps
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Chapter 1



[image: ]




October arrived in Hill Haven Creeps, and the cold came with it.  Autumn leaves tumbled down the streets, and the temperature dropped.  Crows gathered, hopping along the ground, then flocked to nearby trees.  Pumpkins appeared on leaf-strewn porches.  Witches flew on broomsticks, and black cats, Frankenstein monsters, vampires, ghosts, skeletons, and other ghouls decorated windows and doors.  Orange and purple lights hung from eaves and bushes.  Cotton spider webs stretched across tree branches, and makeshift cemeteries filled every yard.  Candy disappeared from grocery store shelves, and the local radio station, WCLG, played Monster Mash, Sheena’s in a Goth Gang, Thriller, Pet Sematary, I Walked with a Zombie, and Frankenstein Stomp—along with a dozen others, making the season come alive.

The clouds rolled in, along with the misty rain, and the chill in the air hinted at colder months ahead.  Night came on, and the moon rose like a dusty orange ball behind the clouds.

Demons shifted under beds at night, and closet doors swung wide, revealing limbos of darkness.  

The Halloween season had begun . . . 

—
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“Sometimes I wonder if you have an original thought in your head at all,” Steven Delhomme told Trevor Sheevis.

Three boys sat atop the 5280 Run-up, the convoluted track overlooking Grant’s Park in Hill Haven Creeps.  Steven wore a black helmet covered in green skulls.  His sunglasses had the same dark green shade.  He looked like an angry bug.  

Grant’s Park was a bike/dog park on the north end of town stretching half a mile in circumference.  The 5280 was the highest point of the park where the more experienced riders hung out.  The Mesa, a moderate, meandering track with smaller hills, zigzagged around the park like a giant snake trying to eat itself.  The Eiger, directly below the Mesa, was filled with steeper jumps.  Steven was the only one who dared to ride it.

There were six friends in all, but only the three of them were here now: Steven Delhomme, Trevor Sheevis, and Mathew Potts.  Trevor and Mathew were along for the ride (no pun intended), and they were waiting for Ash, Tommy, and Cole to arrive.  

All six had been coming to the park for two years.  An after-school hangout, it catered to bike lovers, families, and kids of all ages.  People flocked to ride, walk their dogs, or take strolls along the trails.  A large pond took up the south side of Grant’s Park with benches here and there, so you sit and watch the ducks swim, or the sun set behind the mountains.  The dog park was to the east.  There was a parking lot, a small playground, and a place called the Patio where the bathrooms and vending machines were.  A small white house and a large shed owned by the Pratt family were central to all this.  The Pratt family kept the trails clean, raked the gravel pits, and basically took care of the place.  The rest of the park was filled with more trails, cottonwood trees, a dry creek bed, and several bridges.

Trevor had been talking about Halloween and what his costume was going to be that year: a tiger with sunglasses.  “You know, Chester the Cheetah,” he’d said.  Mathew had laughed, but Steven had rolled his eyes, making a contemptuous sound.

“It’s a joke, Steve,” Trevor said.  “Can’t you take a joke?”

Steven had been acting odd lately, a grade-A jerk.  He was a gifted rider who’d mastered all the jumps in Grant’s Park.  None of the other boys came close.  He showed off by doing manuals, nollies, bunny hops, and wheelie-drops on a regular basis.  He thought he was better than everyone else.

Mathew sat on his bike, a blue Mongoose Legion, with a helmet to match.  He was the heaviest among them and teased often because of it.  He had the gear but not the grace.  He spent most of his time watching everybody else ride while nibbling on chocolate bars he pulled from his pockets.  

Trevor was a thin, dark-haired, green-eyed boy.  He wore a black helmet.  He was the most sensible among them, the leader, so to speak.  He wore a black windbreaker and jeans, shivering with the chill.

Steven’s bike was the nicest and most expensive, a Gravity Nugget 24 that had cost more than Mathew’s and Trevor’s combined.  He’d begged, pleaded, and did everything he could to get his parents to buy it for him.  After bringing his grades up and doing more chores around the house, his dad surprised him with one on his birthday. 

“You should go as your older sister and get some manners, Steven,” Mathew told him.

Steven’s older sister, Tippy, was polite, well-mannered, and drop-dead gorgeous.  Every boy in Hill Haven Creeps fantasized about her.

Steven’s unflinching stare behind his green-tinted glasses was like stone.  Mathew swallowed the lump in his throat.

“What did you say?” Steven asked.  

“Nothing,” Mathew said.  “Jeez.  I was only joking.  Lighten up.”

“Say that again, and I’ll knock your damn teeth out,” Steven said.

“He was joking,” Trevor said.  “What the matter with you, Steve?  Did someone piss in your Lucky Charms or something?” 

“I’ll piss on your face if you don’t shut up,” Steven said through gritted teeth. 

“You’re a lot of fun to hang out with lately, Steve-o,” Trevor said.  

“It’s amazing we don’t do it more often,” Mathew said.  “That’s for sure.”

Cole, Tommy, and Ash were nowhere in sight still.  Trevor was hoping they’d show just to ease the tension.  Steve had been acting like a royal pain lately, and it was getting old.  

“Who cares about Halloween anyway?” Steven said.  “My dad says it was more fun when he was a kid.  It’s a stupid holiday.  Psychos in the neighborhood poisoning the Pixie Stix.  It’s a prelude to all the money-grubbing holidays that come afterward anyway.  I.e. . . . Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“Did you really just use ‘I.e.’ in a sentence?” Mathew asked, raising his eyebrows.

Steven looked at Mathew with deadpan fury.  He clenched his teeth.  Mathew looked at his feet and, for the second time, swallowed the lump in his throat.  

“Why don’t you go as the World’s Biggest Jock-strap, Mattie?” Steven asked.  

“Good Lord,” Trevor said, finally over it.  “What the matter with you?  Just because you can ride better than the rest of us doesn’t mean you have to insult everybody.”

“Yeah, Trevor was just trying to say something funny,” Mathew said.  

“Then why isn’t anybody laughing?” Steven asked.  

“It’s all right, Mattie,” Trevor said, looking at his friend.  

Steven put his feet on the pedals and launched himself off the 5280 Run-up and onto the trail.  He took the first jump perfectly, like he’d done it a thousand times before.  No doubt he had.  He landed smoothly, rounded the curved wooden boards embedded in the dirt, not breaking stride.  He took the second jump, landed perfectly again, and made a loop of the track before hopping onto the lower trails.

“He’s such a show-off,” Mathew said.  

“You can say that again,” Trevor said.  

“And a total douche-bag.”

“Ain’t that the truth?”

“He should wear a diaper on his head,” Mathew said.  

“No kidding,” Trevor said and looked at Mattie.  “So why are we friends with him again?”

Mathew shrugged.  “Because of Tippy, I guess.”

Trevor chuckled.  “Yeah.  I think he hangs out with us because we make him look good.”

Mathew nodded.  “That and he’d probably beat the crap out of us if we didn’t.”

“I think you just nailed it,” Trevor said.

“If not all of it,” Mathew said.

Both boys were grinning.

“High-five,” Trevor said.  

He and Mathew high-fived each other, chuckled to themselves, and headed down the track, taking it much slower than Steven had done.

—
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“When are the others supposed to show?” Matthew asked.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a Tootsie Roll.  Trevor looked at him and shook his head.

“What?” Mathew asked, his cheek bulging.  “I didn’t have any lunch.”  

“You had a Suzy-Q for lunch,” Trevor said.  

“Who asked you?” Mathew said, a curl of red hair falling into his eyes from under the helmet.  

Trevor grinned.  

Three more boys were making their way up the Run-up.  The smallest among them, Ashley Gifford, was walking his bike.  He wore a Baltimore Ravens football helmet without the facemask.  He was the smallest of the six and carried a Godzilla mask in his back pocket.  Ash liked to wear the mask and pretend he was a monster.  His dad had given it to him before he’d left Ash’s mother for another woman.  That was three years ago.  

Tommy wore an AC/DC baseball cap turned backwards, long blond hair spilling out underneath.  He’d built Ashley’s bike from spare parts.  The boy was poor and lived alone with his mother.  Tommy took it upon himself to be Ash’s bodyguard, even though Ashley wasn’t much smaller.

Cole Reagor was a taller, dark-skinned boy, whose dream in life was to be a stand-up comedian.  He wore black, horn-rimmed glasses and pedaled up the slope with ease.  He wore a red helmet on top of a lanky frame.

The chill in the air was noticeable as the sun went down.  The sky darkened, and the wind picked up.  Trevor thought he could smell wood smoke from a nearby house, the first Halloween pumpkins being lit.  It was October 21st.  The air smelled like dead autumn leaves, which always made Trevor think of pencil shavings for some reason.

Once the boys made it to the top of the Run-up, Steven (now back with the others after his defiant run) didn’t waste time digging in.

“Well, if it isn’t Lolly, Maggie, and Jane.  Hi, girls!”

“Can you let it rest for two seconds?” Mathew asked.  

Steven ignored him.  

“Heard your mother was at The Tumbler the other night, Steve,” Tommy said, getting to the top of the hill.  “Took on a pack of bikers all by herself.  I have to say, that’s impressive.  I hear they’re making t-shirts.  You think you can get her to sign one for me?”

Ash looked on with wide eyes.  

“How would you like a punch in the face?” Steven asked.

“Get off your high-horse and try it,” Tommy said, letting his bike fall to the ground.  He stepped toward Steve, fists clenched.  

Tommy’s older brother, Ridley, had taught Tommy how to fight.  When that didn’t work, Ridley usually took care of business himself.  Steven knew this, so he backed off, even though Tommy was half his size.

“You’re a real badass with your older brother always fighting your battles for you,” Steven said.

“My brother isn’t here to fight my battles for me, Steve-o, in case you didn’t notice,” Tommy said.  “Get off your bike and back up that that sissy talk with some action.”

Steven turned red in the face and clenched his teeth again.  

“Five against one ought to do it,” Cole said, nodding.  

Steven looked at Cole, then at Ash.  “That’s pretty accurate,” he said.  “Four and a half with the runt.  Mattie makes up the difference in cellulite.”

“Ho-ho-ho!” Cole said, sarcastically.  “Good one, Steve.  Taking cheap shots at Mattie and Ash.  Too bad your talent doesn’t equal your manners.  You act like you’re God’s gift to the bike park.”

“What the hell is wrong with everybody?” Trevor asked, frowning.  His dark hair fell into his eyes, freckles standing out on his nose under the shadow of the helmet.  “I thought we were friends?”

“Speak for yourself,” Steven said. 

“What’s your problem?” Trevor asked, turning toward him.  

“Yeah, who crapped in your Corn Flakes?” Cole asked, wheeling his bike closer.  

Trevor was about to say it was Lucky Charms, but Steven looked away.  Trevor couldn’t believe it . . . he thought he heard him sniffle.  His chin was rigid.  If he didn’t know any better, he’d say Steven Delhomme was crying.  

“Seriously, Steve?” Mathew asked.  “Why are you being such a jerk lately?”

“Lately?” Tommy asked.  “This has been a full-time job for at least several weeks.”

Ash held onto his bike and watched in awe.  

Steven adjusted his helmet, gripped the handlebars, and pedaled down the trail.  He took the first jump hard, pedaling as fast as he could, landed, and took the next ramp, gliding onto the Mesa trail.  

“What a wuss,” Tommy said, picking up his bike.  

“Jeez,” Mathew said.  “What’s wrong with him?”

There was silence before Ash spoke: 

“His parents are getting a divorce,” he said.  

They all looked at him.  

“What?” Mathew asked.  

“How do you know that?” Cole said.  

“Tippy told me,” Ash said.  “I saw her crying in the hallway at school the other day and asked her what was wrong.”

They all turned and stared at Steven as he rode out of the park, onto Airport Road, and down the street.

“Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” Tommy said.

—
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They rode the Run-up for a while before they realized Steven wasn’t coming back.  Eventually, they made their way down to the Mesa and the 101 by the Sandbox.  Dusk settled over Grant’s Park.  Ash, like always, hung back, riding cautiously over the steeper hills.

The clouds began to break up over the mountains.  The sun set—orange light coloring the gray.  

“I should be getting back soon,” Mathew said.  “Mom said she’d roast my derriere if I didn’t start coming home on time.”

“They definitely like to lord it over us,” Tommy said.

“What’s that?” Cole asked.  “Our derrieres?”

“Something like that,” Tommy said, grinning.  

Trevor shook his head.  Tommy pulled out his iPhone and began fiddling with it.

“Ever since you got that thing, you haven’t been able to leave it alone,” Cole said.  “Do you sleep with it?”

Tommy glared at him, flipped him the bird, the light of the screen making his face glow.  

“Touchy,” Cole said, and grinned sarcastically.  

Despite Steven’s mood, it felt good to ride in the late October evening.  With the cold air moving in and the first snow around the corner, the Pratt family would be closing it more often.

But Trevor couldn’t help feeling sorry for Steven.  He could’ve told them about his parents instead of taking his anger out on everyone.  Divorce wasn’t uncommon, and he knew Steven idolized his father.  The kid was definitely taking it hard.  

“Well,” he said.  “I’ll see you guys later.  You wanna meet up after school tomorrow?”

Everyone nodded.  Ash’s helmet came down over his eyes when he did.  He pushed it up with one hand, and Trevor smiled at him.  

Mathew and Cole rode off together, waving goodbye.  Tommy and Ash started riding, but Trevor hesitated.  Most of the people had already left—few cars in the lot.  

He turned.  A man stood under the lamp on the Patio.  He was staring right at Trevor . . . or so it seemed.  His face looked like a mask, a bland, white smudge in the dark.  Wasn’t it too early for Halloween costumes?

His friends pedaled off.  Someone grabbed a snack from the vending machine, but no one paid attention to the man in the mask.

“Hey, Trev!” Tommy called.  “You coming or not?”  

Trevor turned.  Tommy and Ash had stopped in the middle of the road, waiting.  Mathew and Cole had disappeared down Broadway already.

He didn’t realize it, but he was breathing heavily.

“Yeah,” he said.  It came out weak, barely audible.  He tried again, louder: “Yeah, I’m coming!”

He started down the street and looked back one more time, but the man was gone.
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Ashley Gifford put on the Godzilla mask before heading home.  It was the first thing he did when saying goodbye to his friends or venturing off to school altogether.  Kids teased him about it all the time:  

“Hey, Ash!  Gonna terrorize the city?”  

“Why don’t you set Principal Norris on fire?”

“There goes Tokyo!”

Ash didn’t care.  He would sit at his desk before the bell rang wearing the Godzilla mask, pretending he was a monster.

His dad had given it to him.  It made him feel safe.  In a way, it had become a weapon.  He would wear it at school until the teachers told him to take it off, which, of course, they always did.  They never confiscated it, but he was free to wear it between classes or on the playground.

Ash had become known as the Godzilla Kid.

He carried the Baltimore Ravens helmet in one hand and rode home.  He hated parting with his friends, even if Steven treated him like a baby.

Ash lived in the Vista Village just like Trevor and Tommy.  Vista Village was on the other side of Airport Road across from Grant’s Park.  ‘Manufactured homes,’ they called it, which was just a nice way of saying ‘trailer park.’  

He pedaled in silence onto Oxrun Road, looking back just in time to see Trevor rounding Greystone Street.  

Wind gusted.  The smell of autumn leaves was strong.  Night had fallen.  Halloween decorations plated several doors and windows.  Pumpkin faces were aglow on several porches already.

His house came into view, a long ramshackle doublewide with a small cluttered yard, things his mom couldn’t part with: a lamp, dresser, and a ratty pink loveseat.

His mother stood in the doorway when he rode onto the grass, hands on hips.  She looked like a drill sergeant.  The light blue gown she wore was a two-man tent.  She was a large, dough-faced woman with beady black eyes and long stringy black hair.  

“How come you’re not wearing your gloves?” she asked.  “And take off that stupid mask!  It looks ridiculous!  Riding around the neighborhood like a giant lizard.  What kind of crazy kid are you?  I told you not to go out in this weather, didn’t I, Ashley Gifford?  What happened to the scarf I gave you?”

“My name isn’t Ashley,” he said in a deep, monster-like voice.  “It’s Ash.  But you can call me Godzilla.”  He walked his bike across the lawn, letting it fall to the ground.  He clomped up the steps and into the house.

“That’s the name I gave you, whether you like it or not,” she said.  “And that’s the name I’m going to use.  You know how much money I spend trying to make sure you’re healthy, Ashley?”

Ash imagined Godzilla breathing fire on her.  It wasn’t Principal Norris, but it was close enough.  

—
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It could’ve been his imagination, but unless he was on some far-out drugs he wasn’t aware of, Trevor Sheevis didn’t think so

That sounded like something his mother would say, or what people said in the movies.  Even Reese, his younger sister, would tell him he was just being stupid.

Maybe it was, though, Trev.  Maybe it was your imagination.  Maybe Halloween and Grant’s Park and what happened with Steven, the light and people moving back and forth, made it seem like someone was in the park.  Someone staring at you, a grown-up trying to scare the kids.  That’s all.

It was possible.

But that didn’t make it any less eerie.  

You just need an excuse to skip out on homework, champ, and there’s no better excuse than going crazy.  Hey, Mom, I seem to be a little off my rocker.  You know, guys in masks and all.  You mind if I skip history tonight? 

Trevor smiled to himself.  At least he felt better.  

It was a good excuse, but it was a bold-faced lie.  If he’d imagined it, he’d be able to forget it.  He wasn’t able to forget it.  That was the thing.  It lingered like bad residue, something dark that wouldn’t let go—the smudge of a white, cloudy face.  Hadn’t it been carrying something, too?  A glimmer in its hand?  

He stood in his bedroom, staring out the window.  It was like any young boy’s room: model airplanes, cars, a poster of Nolen Arenado from the Colorado Rockies, a bedspread with the same logo.  

You saw something, Trev.  That’s the thing.  My brain knows I saw something out of the ordinary.  Because when you see something out of the ordinary, you know it.  Not that I have a whole lot of experience with that sort of thing, but still . . . You don’t doubt you saw something out of the ordinary.  Your eyes play tricks on you sometimes, sure, even if it’s a pretty good trick.  Unless someone slipped some LSD into your Gatorade, your brain knows—just as well as your eyes know—that you saw something.  And there’s no denying that.  “You imagined it,” just doesn’t work anymore.

The wind was blowing.  The branches creaked outside the window. 

“It’s Halloween, or close to it,” he mumbled to himself, as if this were all the answer he needed.

People did funny things on Halloween, or around Halloween, or during the entire month of October.  That was the nature of the season—someone trying to scare him.  Someone who’d dressed up early and gone to the park to scare the kids.  Who hadn’t played tricks like that before?

“Then why wasn’t anyone else looking at it?” he asked.  “Why did it seem like I was the only one looking at it?

“Did you say something, Trev?” 

He whirled around.  He took a deep breath when he realized it was his mother.  She stood in the hallway outside his bedroom wearing jeans and a plaid, flannel top.  She was a short woman with long dark hair and fair skin.  

“I was just thinking out loud,” he told her.

“Just don’t answer yourself,” she said and smiled.  

“I won’t, Mom.”

She frowned.  “Lighten up, kiddo.  I was only teasing.”

Trevor forced a smile.  “Sorry,” he said.  “I got a lot of stuff on my mind, I guess.  Homework, you know?”

“What is it tonight?”

“History.”

“Don’t stress yourself out,” she said.  “Come and watch t.v. when you’re done.  Dad rented a scary movie.”  

He nodded, and she walked away.  He turned and looked out the window again.

The figure in the park was in the reflection.  It was standing right behind him.  Coveralls, a white mask.  A glimmer of metal flashed in its hand.

Trevor opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

—

[image: ]


“Now, let’s take your temperature,” she said.

Ash let out a long, dramatic sigh.  He was lying in bed while his mother sat on the edge of the mattress with her hand on his head.  He thought the bed was going to collapse under her weight.  

“I don’t want you hanging around those boys anymore,” she said.  “They’re not a good influence.  You’re gonna catch pneumonia in this cold, too.  How many times have I told you that?”

“They’re my friends, Mom.  And I’m not sick.”

“A boy just needs his mother.  That’s all.  Don’t argue with me.”

Her hand was clammy on his forehead.  It weighed ten pounds and smelled like a dead fish.  Ash sank deeper into his pillow and groaned.  

“You’re freezing,” she said.  “You’re not going out there anymore, and that’s final.”

What did she mean?  For the rest of the year?  Or the rest of his life?

“Mom, you’re being creepy,” he said.  “I’m not a baby anymore.”  

Her hand peeled off his brow.  She turned away.  He knew what was coming and had been dreading it.  Ash referred to it as the ‘smooth transition.’  She’d done it a million times, mastered it.  She used it every chance she got.  She sniffed back tears, and Ash closed his eyes.

“That’s what you think of me, isn’t it, Ashley?” she said, not looking at him.  “You think I’m . . . ugly?  You think I’m . . . creepy.  Creepy, fat, and monstrous.  That’s what I am to you, isn’t it?”

“No, Mom,” he said.  He grabbed the covers and tried to pull them up to his chin.  

“Why do you talk that way to me then?  Do you want me to feel fat and ugly?  You must or you wouldn’t have said it.  Do you see me as a beached whale, like one of those giant, hairy elephants?”

It’s called a mammoth, he thought.  And, yes.  Yes, I do. 

“No,” he said.  

“Then why do you talk that way to me?  I’m doing everything I can to make you happy.  You know that, right?  It’s not easy for me, Ashley.  Do you want me to be miserable and alone for the rest of my life?  Do you want me to be a bloated porpoise, a single bloated porpoise who can’t attract a man?  I see it in your eyes, the way you look at me.  And that’s fine, isn’t it?  I care more about you than anything in the world, Ashley.  I’d saw off my right arm for you if I had to.  You know that, right?  Your father never cared about us.  Just remember that.  He gave you that stupid mask was all.  I have to do everything for both of us.  Don’t I get any credit for that?  You don’t see how hard I work to keep this roof over our heads, do you?”

“I do, Mom.  I’m sorry I made you feel bad.”

“Do you like reminding me every five seconds that your father left me?  Do you like reminding me how hideous and ugly I am?  Does that make you happy, Ashley?”

Her voice had changed.  You had to see it to believe it—or hear it in this case.  It moved from self-pity to anger in an instant: the smooth transition.  

“That’s not why he left,” Ash said, carefully.  Like the smooth transition, he had to put the right tone into it.  “It had nothing to do with you, Mom.”  

“IT DID SO!” she shrieked.  “HE TOLD ME SO HISSELF!  I KNOW I’M FAT AND UGLY!  THE WHOLE WORLD KNOWS I’M FAT AND UGLY!  ALL YOUR FRIENDS KNOW I’M FAT AND UGLY!  I HEAR THE WAY THEY TALK ABOUT ME BEHIND MY BACK!  I HEAR EVERY WORD THEY SAY!  YOU’RE GONNA BE FAT AND UGLY, TOO, IF YOU KEEP HANGING AROUND THOSE BOYS!  FAT, LAZY, AND STUPID!  JUST LIKE YOUR FAT, LAZY, STUPID MOTHER!”

Ash closed his eyes.  He wanted to put on the Godzilla mask.  It would stop this horror from happening.  Or he could imagine himself on a rocket ship and go to the moon.  That would be better.  Anything to get away from here, from her . . . the thing that was his mother.  

She was breathing heavily.  Sweat coated her neck and face.  Her eyes stared wide like she was in a trance.  A yeasty odor rose from her flesh.  She was kneading the blankets with her fists, pulling the covers off his legs.  

“Mom?”

Her chin trembled.  She mumbled to herself.  Drool spilled from the corner of her lips.  Her eyes were wide and blank.  

“Mom?”

She pulled the covers off, piling them onto her enormous lap.  She didn’t know where she was, what she was saying, that her son was even there.  Her lips were moving, a vacant gaze staring into the darkness.  No words came out.  Tears spilled down her face.  

“Mom?”

She started, jolted.  

“You’re taking all the covers,” Ash said.  “I’m cold.”

She frowned, as if seeing him for the first time.  A different personality came through, another smooth transition.  Her eyes widened a second time.  There was darkness there, and it scared him.  

“It’s my fault, isn’t it?” she said in a deadly whisper.  “It’s never enough for you, is it, Ashley?  You torment me.  You make fun of me and talk about me behind my back.  I do everything I can for you, and this is the thanks I get?  You make me feel guilty for everything I do.  You’re never happy until you see your poor old mother in tears, isn’t that right?  I can’t do anything, can I?  I never do anything.  I could buy you the moon, and it wouldn’t be enough, would it?  You’d want Jupiter and Mars, too.  Probably Saturn and Pluto.  If you want to live with your father, then go.  Live with that deadbeat and the hot rod angel he shacked up with.  You think I care?  Do you?  He left you just as much as he left me, Ashley.  Don’t forget that.  You’re so much happier without me, is that it?  Like you could do any better?  Is that what you want?  Is it?  You want your poor old mother to sit here and suffer all by herself, don’t you?  You do.  I can see it in your face.  You and all your degenerate friends.  You make me sick.”

Ash closed his eyes.  “No, Mom.  That’s not what I want.  That’s not how I feel about you.  I care about you.”

She leaned close, cupping her hand over her ear.  Her voice changed again.  “What was that, Ashley?  I didn’t quite catch that.  Did you say something, dear?”

“I said, ‘No. That’s not what I want.’”

She straightened.  “That might be, but how do I know you’re telling the truth?  How do I know you . . . mean it?” 

“Because . . .” he said and closed his eyes.  She was going to make him say it.  He hated her for it.  He had to say it because if he didn’t, this nightmare would never end. 

“Yes?  Yes?” she said, her hand still cupping her ear.  She leaned close to his mouth.  “I can’t heeeaarr you . . .” 

“Because . . .” he said.

“You seem to be trying to say something, dear.”

“Because I . . .”

“I think I feel a tear coming on, Ashley.  You’re about to make your mother very happy, aren’t you?”

“I . . . love you, Mom.  Really, I do.”

She transformed in an instant, beaming.  The transition had come full circle.  She leaned over and kissed him so hard on the lips, his head snapped back and hit the headboard.  

“There, now,” she said, smiling enormously.  Her eyes were like two M&Ms in a giant piece of dough.  “Was that so hard?  To make your fat, old, stupid mother happy?  I must be the luckiest woman on the planet to have you for a son, Ashley Gifford!  I simply must!  Who needs your two-timing father?  Not me.  Not . . . us!”

“No, Mom,” he said, on automatic pilot.  “We’re fine by ourselves.”

She stroked the back of his head, continued to beam and kissed him on the forehead again.  His ears rang.  

“You are soooo precious, Ashley, dear,” his mother said.  “That’s what you are.  My precious angel!  My itty-bitty squeeze toy.  And I love you so so much!  Yes, I do!  I love you to death!  And you’re going to stay with me forever, aren’t you, Ashley Donald Gifford?  You’re never going to leave me.  No, you’re not.  You’re going to stay with me forever because we were meant to be together forever, my little handsome man!”

“Yes, Mom.”

She hugged him so tightly he thought his spine would snap.  “Oh, good-goody-goody!  Goody for me!  We’ll live happily ever after, and we don’t need anyone, do we?”

“No, Mom,” he said.

“No sir, Mister Handsome Man.  We’ll have each other.  Anyone who stands in our way is going to be sorry, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Oh, my gosh, Ashley, I just love you so much!”  She hugged him again, squeezed him hard, and kissed him all over.  His face was wet with saliva.  He tried to wipe it off with the blanket.  

“We’ll always have each other,” she said.  “Won’t we, Ashley dear?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Promise me, Ashley?  Say it.  I want to hear you say you’ll never leave me.  Never ever ever!”

“I promise I’ll never leave you,” Ashley said.

“Oh!  Yes-yes-yes!” she squealed in delight.  “I love you so so much! You know that?  You are the best little boy in the whole, stinking universe!  You know that, right?  Of course, you do!” 

—
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Patrick D’Lacey, one of the few deputies of Hill Haven Creeps, was driving the patrol car down Broadway Avenue on a routine October evening.  He was about to head back when he noticed the tents along the fairgrounds.

He frowned, slowed the car, and parked.  Was there a carnival in town?  If so, how come no one had told him?

Patrick turned the car off, opened the door, and stepped into the chilly October night.  He thought of shining the high beam across the tents but decided against it.  They weren’t hurting anything.  He would ask Sheriff Bainbridge if he knew anything about it tomorrow.

He looked at the cars and trucks parked behind the tents.  They were old—every one of them.  His dad (God rest his soul) had been a mechanic years ago for some of the more well-to-do residents of Hill Haven Creeps.  Some of those guys had a thing for old cars, an eclectic bunch if ever there was one one.  Daniel D’Lacey had been hired to keep those automobiles running.  Patrick recognized a few of them.

The Ford pickup was from 1934, the kind with wooden rails along the bed.  He counted a dozen automobiles altogether.  Every one of them was from the ’30s and ’40s.  Maybe it was part of the carnival’s charm.

He made a note to come back tomorrow and do some poking around, a small town hello, how ya doin’, nice to meetcha, and all that. 

The wind gusted, and Patrick shivered.  He looked around the fairgrounds.  The silence was eerie, the tents flapping loudly in the breeze.  

He got back in the car.  Bainbridge could’ve forgotten to mention it.

The man seemed to be going senile these days.

—
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The moon rose, shedding a gloom across Grant’s Park.  The clouds were lined in silver.  Fog moved across the pond.  The cottonwoods creaked in the wind, sending leaves in all direction, and a shutter was thrown wide, banging repeatedly against the Pratt house.

In town, fliers announcing the All Hallows Eve Midnight Traveling Spook Show appeared on telephone poles, windshields, and storefront windows.  Some were left in mailboxes or taped to the front doors of various businesses.  A figure in black ran here and there with something like glee, posting them in every place he could find.  He flitted in and out of the shadows unseen.  
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​​Chapter 3
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“She might be the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen in my life,” Mathew said.  He didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until it was too late.  When he did, he blushed like mad.  “It’s open to interpretation, of course.  I mean, everybody has a right to their own opinion.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” Tommy said.  “Opinions aren’t facts, but you can’t tell people that.  ‘Look, I disagree with you, but this is a fact.  A fact, I say!’  Opinions, like you, Mattie, are irrelevant.”

“Hey!” Mattie said in his defense.  

“Tommy, we’re not talking about your social media grievances,” Cole said.  “We’re talking about Angela Rayburn.”

“Who?”

“Just go back to your alternate reality,” Cole said, rolling his eyes.  

“This is reality,” Tommy said.  Regardless, he went back to his phone.  

Mathew Potts, Cole Reagor, and Tommy Gallaghan sat in the cafeteria and watched Angela Rayburn eating by herself.  She was the ‘new girl.’  Though it was already October, no one knew anything about her.  In the time she’d been at Hill Haven Middle School, she hadn’t acquired a single friend.  She sat alone every day while boys approached her, tried to talk to her, and politely shot them down.  She was known as The Gunslinger.  She didn’t seem interested in friendships, boyfriends, or anything of the sort.  She was, however, a very bright student, according to those who sneaked a peek at her grades, which were all A’s.

Angela Rayburn sat with a sandwich, an apple, and what looked like a metal thermos, a stainless-steel container.  Mathew wondered if there was soup or coffee in it.  She seemed mature enough to drink coffee.  Her skin was olive-complexioned.  Her hair was long, straight, and raven black.  Her eyes were like polished onyx.  They were trying to decide if she was Italian, Native American, or Hispanic.

“Isn’t that racist?” Tommy asked.  

“Is what racist?” Cole said.  His hair was trimmed short on the sides but long on top.  A lightning bolt was shaved into the right side of his head.  He wore a single, gold-studded earring in his left ear and a bright red, orange and yellow shirt with shoes to match.  The kid had style.  The horn-rimmed glasses only added to his magnetism.  

“Trying to figure out her . . . you know . . . eth . . . what is it?” Tommy asked, frowning.

“Ethnicity,” Mathew said.

Tommy went back to his phone.  

“We have nothing against her ethnicity, ya dork,” Cole said.  “We’re just trying to figure out where she’s from.”

“Rayburn isn’t an Italian name,” Tommy said.

“Or Native American,” Mathew added.

“If it was Angela Moon-Beam,” Cole said.  “Or Angela, Hot-Smoking-Babe, then it might be.  But it’s Rayburn.”

“I think you just insulted Native Americans,” Tommy said.

“Rayburn is Scottish,” Mathew said.

“You’re an idiot,” Cole said.

“What did I do?” Mathew asked, holding his hands up.

“Not you, dummy.  Tommy.”

“Takes one to know one,” Tommy said, smiling wide.  

Mathew grinned.  He was eating a slice of cheese pizza, the worst pizza to ever grace the cafeteria of Hill Haven Middle School.  Tommy and Cole thought it tasted like a rubber shoe.  The meal came with tater tots and corn niblets.  Cole and Tommy snacked on the tater tots while Mathew bit into another slice of cheese pizza.  

Cole picked up his slice, trying to give it another go.  “Is this cheese?” he asked, frowning.  “It doesn’t look like cheese.  It doesn’t feel like cheese.  It doesn’t even smell like cheese.”

“What does it smell like, Coltrane?” Tommy asked.

“Your mama’s underwear.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I double-dated with her and Matties’s mom last night.  Matties’s mom gave out quicker and was more satisfying.”

“What?” Mathew said, pulling the pizza from his lips.  A long strand of cheese followed.  

“It smells like aftershave,” Tommy said, wrinkling his nose.  He put his phone down to inspect it.  “Or glue.  You know what?  It really does smell like glue.”

“You’ve been in my underwear drawer again, haven’t you?” Cole asked.  

“Yeah,” Tommy said.  “I noticed your mom folds all your bras and panties for you.  That sure is nice of her.”

“Those are your sister’s.”

“I don’t have a sister, egghead.”

“Maybe they’re Mathew’s panties.”  Cole chuckled.  

Tommy chuckled.  

Mathew tried to enjoy his lunch, but he couldn’t stop staring at Angela, and he wasn’t the only one.

Bradley Highgate was walking in front of her.  He was carrying his lunch tray, unable to take his eyes off her.  He wasn’t watching where he was going.  His knee collided with the bench of the table.  He fell forward, hitting the ground.  The lunch tray sailed out of his hands and hit the floor with a loud clatter.  Tater tots and corn niblets rolled in every direction.

Angela raised her eyebrows.  Bradley Highgate looked around, stared at Angela as if the entire thing had been her fault, and bolted out of the cafeteria as fast as he could.  Laughter followed him.

Angela got up, walked around the table, and proceeded to clean up the mess.  Jeremy Wertz, the custodian, however, an older man in coveralls, had been nearby, and returned with a broom, mop, and bucket to take care of it.  Mathew started to get up, thinking this was the perfect opportunity to say hello, but he was too late.  Angela returned to her seat, Jeremy cleaned up the mess, and she finished her lunch.

The boys went back to inspecting their pizza.  Angela caught Mathew staring at her, opened her eyes wide like a zombie, tilted her head to one side, and stood up to leave.  
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