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Lost Forever in a hell of Shadow
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The Documentary Crew

O’Finnegan’s


Farmington, MA
June 1, 2010
 


The night is still. An unnatural calm can be felt by those with the gifts required. A muffled series of conversations and music can be heard through the walls. The loud buzzing of a sign, with letters individually spaced and lit, mounted atop the building, like some frantic swarm of insects on this building off of Route 11.

They have grabbed a booth near the back, in the dark bar they frequent most Fridays. Looking inside one might think there was smoke in the air, the quality the light has; the way the old fashioned stained glass light fixtures and bar chandelier barely penetrate the shadows. A crypt with a liquor license. A mainstay for many a drunk. 

A Wednesday, slightly different from their usual routine, yet they still order the Jalapeño poppers as they are so wont to do. The waitress gets their drink orders, two Sam Adams. Thomas Winthrop, red-haired, thin, 21 and egotistical as anything begins to speak.

“Are we ready for tomorrow?”

The young man across from the table is Greg Salzman, 22, slightly overweight with an already receding hairline. Greg nods yes.

“Camera is all set up. Got a few backup batteries all charged. Got plenty of DV tapes.”

“You using the CX 550?” Thomas asks.

The waitress returns with their brown bottles of beer, placing them on the table atop coasters for the Patriots. When she leaves Greg notices Thomas checking out her ass—he’s not even subtle about the move.

“Yeah.”

“Cool. That’s a solid camera.”

“Are we really going to do this?” Greg says, taking a swig from his beer.

“We both want to get into the film industry, right?”

“I mean, yeah. Of course. It’s just a lot of work, and it might not get us anywhere.”

“Well, then we post it to Youtube or something, and try to get ad revenue from it.”

Greg gets a pained look on his face, as if he’s having a bout of gastrointestinal distress. He’s always had bad nerves. One reason he loves being behind the camera is the feeling of invisibility. He is still able to express himself, to contribute without being wildly uncomfortable. Being a cameraman is the best of both worlds for him. And even still his guts feel like they are twisting inside his abdomen.

They’ve been friends for quite a while, Greg and Thomas. Since middle school. They were both nerds, specifically AV nerds. While the other kids were skateboarding, or playing baseball they were filming watermelons dropping to the ground, experimenting with slow motion techniques on the old video camera his dad let them use. The camera still took VHS tapes. And from there it was the AV club in high school, and filming the local sports games, PTA meetings, pretty much anything for Greg to get practice. Thomas always tagged along, and Greg thinks it was because Thomas for all his bluster and brashness has never had a ton of friends.

Both of them have part time jobs and are waiting to go off to college, or figure out what the hell they want to do. Greg works at the library part time, and Thomas works at a print shop. Their lives are not hugely exciting. Both still live with their parents. So, Thomas proposed the idea to Greg: “Why not work on a documentary? We’ll probably never have this much time to mess around ever again in our lives.” And Greg did love the idea of filming a documentary, and in particular the idea of a Whispering Pines doc, to create something that reflected all the years of stories and urban legends he’d heard, or at least the very best and most credible of them all.

They drink their beers and eat the poppers, discussing the mundanity many a 20-something male often get into: dreary jobs, what it’s like being stuck at home with their parents still, wishing they could get apartments, love lives. Greg is always careful to avoid mentioning the men he hooks up with. He’s never really admitted to Thomas outright he’s bisexual. He isn’t sure how his longtime friend would take the news, honestly.

“I’m still hungry, you want to hit the diner?” Thomas asks, flagging down the waitress.

“What time are we interviewing Jim Bradford tomorrow?” Greg asks.

“About three, I think.”

“Yeah, all right. I could use a turkey club.”

“Ostium Diner?” Thomas says.

“Do we ever go to another one?” Greg replies.

“Valid.”

They’ve known each other for so god damn long sometimes it’s like they’re an old married couple. Greg doesn’t know how the fuck to feel about this. Part of him is happy he has such a good longtime friend, part depressed the boy he spends the most time with isn’t a boyfriend. He likes Thomas, but not really in that way, thankfully.

Thomas can be a real shithead.


Outside each of them takes turns walking toe to toe in a line. Greg is smoother and has the better balance, not that Thomas couldn’t drive; a beer each is hardly getting them wasted. But, it’s Greg’s little red sedan, anyway. Besides, Greg is a better driver. Once Thomas buckles his seatbelt Greg backs out of his spot, finds an opening, and drives off onto Route 11.




Route 11

The radio is on, “Tik Tok” by Kesha, and Thomas groans and goes to change the station but Greg slaps his hand away “I like this song, asshole.”

“Why, you wear a fucking tutu you fairy?”

This is the exact reason Greg never wants to admit he’s bisexual to Thomas. He can be such a jerk about sexuality. Deep down Greg knows Thomas isn’t homophobic or anything, but damn, you wouldn’t know it from the garbage that spewed out of his mouth on the regular; the vile, hateful words he spits out like bad gum.

“Cut that shit out,” Greg says, not much force behind his words.

“Oh what, I’m just playing around!” Thomas says, and then he does swoop in to change the station, anyway.

“It’s like you get off on being a douchebag,” Greg says.

He stares out the window at the street lights of the small highway, the closed office buildings, and the apartment complexes. He’s always liked Route 11, especially at night. The road is relaxing to Greg in a way he can’t rightly explain, or articulate.

“You know I’m just kidding,” Thomas says, and even Greg thinks he senses doubt in the tone.

“You always do the homophobic shit.”

“Well, what are you fucking queer?”

“Nah, man, you know I… and why would you even care if I was?”

“I wouldn’t, it’d just be weird.”

They drive on in silence while Boston plays on the radio, as Thomas takes a turn off to connect to back roads. Pines surround either side of the car, looming over them, interspersed by the occasional house.

Greg tries to imagine what this area was like before the houses and the roads. Before the regulated parks, and playgrounds, the chain restaurants, and the small stores. He pictures how it must have been for the first people to occupy this territory, or, more accurately, what it was like for the settlers. The land was already inhabited, of course.

He’s done a little research to get ready for the project. Not that he’s doing all that much, save filming, and most of the editing. The first people in this area were the Wampanoag. The invaders (for that’s what the Europeans were, invaders) were largely brash and indelicate in their handling of diplomacy. Hell, he doesn’t blame the Wampanoag for supposedly cursing the land. Come to that, Greg isn’t sure how much cursing they even had to really do. White people did tend to destroy things just fine on their own.

He loves this area—it is where Thomas and he grew up, after all. He has fond memories tied to the schools, the parks, the nature trails, the land behind his family’s home.


But there’s no denying the feeling he gets in certain parts of the forest, even many miles from Whispering Pines proper. Nature does not care about humans, yet it feels like more than this simple law of the universe. 
Greg doesn’t know how else to articulate his thoughts…the woods in this part of Massachusetts seem hungry. And not the animals. No, not anything as simple or reductive as that. The wilderness seems as if it could swallow you up if you happened to trip and break an ankle. And it feels like the forest would do this, gladly; as if it had always been waiting, just patiently watching, and contemplating. Preparing for the right time to finally strike.


“Whispering Pines.” An apt name for this expanse of wilderness, for when quiet enough the mind plays tricks in these woods, especially in the conservation land. The official name for the forest is of course Raft Pines. There’s no official town documents calling them “Whispering Pines.” Which, if one has any sort of deductive reasoning makes no sense, as there are but a few small streams and ponds in the enormous expanse of wilderness, why would one even need a raft?

The name Whispering Pines originated from the first inhabitants of the land, the Wampanoag. This was what they called the woods. There were other tribes, but the Nipmuc, and Massachusett didn’t talk to the colonists, which was probably for the best. The settlers mistranslated, an error in communication between the Wampanoag and the colonists. This is what Greg read, some sort of mistranslation, a mistake.

They didn’t understand until it was far too late.

They were being warned. The first inhabitants were trying to tell them not to live in these woods.

So much misery, over so many years. Greg has a hard time not wondering if there is any stock in the curse theory. Or, if it isn’t a far stranger explanation.

Not that he believes in any of this stuff. No, it’s all just campfire stories: silly tales to keep people visiting, and the citizens of the various towns entertained.


“We’re here,” Thomas says, smiling, and Greg realizes he’s been zoning out for a few minutes.
Greg parks the small sedan in a space under a bright sodium street light, the neon cathode tubes of the Diner sign burning bright in the darkness.



Ostium Diner

Ostium

The diner is so empty as to seem practically closed. The place isn’t going to be open much longer. Ostium is one of those small suburban towns where not much stays open past ten, or even nine for that matter; in fairness it is a Thursday, if Greg remembers correctly, which he’s fairly positive he does.

They sit at a booth by the window, overlooking the other side of the parking lot, an expanse of dark wilderness just beyond the harsh buzzing grasp of the sodium light. All Greg can hear are crickets. Ostium is a very quiet town. Most nights, quiet as a tomb. That’s why all the murders, all the disappearances, all the random deaths, all the unexplained stories, all the crackpot theories and message board posts. That’s why all the interest in Whispering Pines.

This isn’t a major county, even in the busier parts of Farmington, though Farmington is the closest this area has to a city. But even for the more populated areas of Farmington they don’t have the death toll that the quiet woodsy suburbs of this area have. Greg has truly never gotten used to the knowledge of just how many people have been killed, or have gone missing in this relatively small area, and how many specifically have befallen such terrible fates in Whispering Pines.

“Lost forever in a hell of shadow.”

“What’s that?” Thomas asks, as he motions for a tired looking waiter to approach them and take their orders.

“What?”

“What is that quote from?”

“Oh, I just picked it up on a message board, I think.”

“It’s a good line. We should use it.”

“Well, re-use it.”

“Bro, it’s only theft if people give a shit.”

“Spoken like a true artist,” Greg says, chuckling.

The waiter takes their orders, Greg gets his usual turkey club, Thomas his usual tuna melt.

“That all?” the waiter asks, and Thomas says “yeah,” before Greg can mention he’d like a coffee. Greg hopes he’ll remember to ask when the guy comes back with their food. The waiter calls out the order to the most exhausted looking latin woman Greg has ever seen, who merely nods and turns to the grill.

“Have you ever believed any of the stories?” Thomas asks him. He’s been staring out the window. Looking at those trees just out of the light.

“Which ones”

“You know, any of them.”

“The murders and disappearances are largely substantiated.”

The waiter gives Greg a funny look when he says this, then walks back over to listen into their conversation.

“You talking about the Arden murders or the Brenwether murders?”

Thomas finally seems to notice the tired middle-aged man who just took their orders. He smiles at the waiter, a wide smile warping his face from true. Greg has grown to hate this particular smile—he’s come to associate the expression with Thomas making them do something that’s a real pain in their collective asses. He has plenty of evidence to back up his theory.

“I believe a lot of it,” the waiter says. He cocks his head in the direction of the cook in the kitchen. “Maria saw a ghost in Whispering one time.”

“No shit?” Thomas says, and Greg can see the gears turning so he interjects. “Nah man, I’m exhausted, just get their numbers and we can interview them later on.”

“But they’re right here!”

“Thomas, I don’t have the camera with me.”

“We could always go back to your house and—”

“Dude. No. Get their numbers, We’ll fit them in at some point.”

“Ugh, you suck,” Thomas says, sullen as a small child being told he can’t have ice cream.

Thomas gets the waiter’s number, and when they’re done eating he gets the cook’s number. By the time they get back to the car Greg realizes he’s forgot that cup of coffee.

“You sober yet?” he asks Thomas.

“Yeah,” Thomas says, demonstrating by touching his nose with his finger like during a field sobriety test.

“I’m too fucking tired to point out I have no idea if that proves anything.”

Greg tosses the keys at Thomas and mumbles “just drive us to your fucking house so I can crash on the pull out couch in the basement.”

“I’ll pull out on—”

Greg places a finger to Thomas’ lips.

“Just drive, dipshit,” Greg says.

He yanks open the passenger side door, then thumps to the seat. He’s asleep before Thomas drives the car out of the parking lot.


Interview 1

Bradford Home

June 2

Outside, a well maintained lawn, the back of the yard lined by pine and oak trees, bushes and flowers. A man with light brown hair, freckles, light blue eyes, and the slightly wiry build of someone who gets a lot of cardio. He appears to be in his late 20s, though he could be older. There’s a weariness to his face that makes him look older, certainly.

“The pines where the sun never shines,” Jim says, frowning. “I used to have issues with addiction, and researching kept my mind occupied. And once you start down the rabbit hole, it’s easy to get lost.”

Jim Bradford smiles a melancholic smile.

“There are so many stories.”

The camera slowly zooms in on Mr. Bradford’s face.

“I’d quit drinking, and the research about the woods became my new addiction. I’ve always believed the best way to fight a bad addiction is to replace it with a better addiction. I don’t think addicts ever stop being addicted to stuff, in general, we just start getting into yoga, or writing, or riding a mountain bike, you know, whatever.”

A shot of a sign reading Raft Pines Conservation Land. Fade to black. Jim Bradford’s words continue over this blackness.

“My addiction was the history of Whispering Pines. A long history, dating back to the Revolutionary War. Ostium was established in the mid 1700s. It’s one of the oldest towns in New England. Shoot, it’s one of the oldest towns in the country.”

A shot of a dirt path in the woods, surrounded by oak and pine trees, dead leaves to either side of the path, along with rocks, roots, and small bushes.

“The one thing that captured my imagination the most was all the stuff about David Arden.”

An overhead shot of the forest, which slowly pans down among the trees, a drone shot. We follow along a dirt path snaking through the trees, until we find a teenage boy, in a black hooded sweatshirt.

We can not see this boy’s face.

Mr. Bradford’s words continue over this footage of the boy walking the dirt path.

“That case terrified the hell out of me.”

They Never Find the Bodies

October 3, 1996

I know these woods and they know me. We have a special relationship. We are best friends. The bond we have can never be broken.

I have done what I had to do. I do not regret a single thing I have done. The time we spent together was so wonderful. I felt truly alive.

The thing about a friend is you need to do things for them. You need to show your friends that you would do anything for them. Absolutely anything, no matter the cost. No matter the price.

I breathe in this place, transported by the scent of the air. I hear the whispering of the wilderness. A voice comprised of many. Overlapping voices, thousands of them. I feel the cold embrace of the dirt underneath my feet, the tiny worms and small stones between my toes. I smell the blood on the wind. This is what vibrates with me. This is what moves me to do the great work.

I can walk for hours under the moonlight with the trees as my guide. It is such a privilege to be one of the chosen. Not many are kept. The forest chews them up and spits them out, the undesired littering the forest floor.

These woods are demanding. The forest needs to be fed. They get very hungry. They get so hungry, it is hard to keep up. I try but these woods need to be fed so often it can be daunting.

I am up for the task. It feels good to have a friend. Even a very, very hungry friend.

I would die for these woods. I would kill for these woods. Gladly. Infinitely.

We have been friends for a very long time. Since I was just a child of twelve years of age. I used to be so lonely. One night when the forest called out to me I answered. The woods and I have been best friends ever since.

We talked for a very, very long time about what the woods needed to eat, the forest would beg and beg and beg me to feed them, but I was just a child. The best I could manage was house pets. A cat here, a dog there, and for many, many years feeding the forest this it was okay, it was still my best friend, my good, good friend. The forest liked to eat many, many times so I fed them a lot of people. I would get a little sad because the people would cry a lot when I would use my big strong hands, but I would also get happy when I got to help my best, best friend. I never had a home. My mom and dad gave me a home but it never felt like a right place to be. The woods made me feel loved. A warm feeling in my tummy. Then I would laugh and the forest would hold me in the way the forest did. And it would make me feel very, very loved.

When I was twenty I finally gave in. The woods were so hungry by then. Ravenous is a word I know, this is the word that is best. The woods were so thankful when I started feeding them bigger animals. He does the work asked of him. The people were easy to take. The people did not see me. The woods helped me to be harder to see.

A very, very strong person, my mom and dad always said so. They were okay, they were nice to me. But they would not help me like the woods would help. I would scare the kids, they would make funny faces when I would pick them up. They would always make funny faces when I had to do the work. I did not always like the work, but the older is nice like my mom and dad were. When I would get too sad or scared he would take over and finish for me, which is very nice. 

The woods did not need to help me make them stop breathing. The sounds of a person are very annoying. It feels so good to stop those sounds with your hands. I have very strong hands. I am sure the child told you.

I did not have a set victim. The forest would hunger. Thus, I would feed the woods. Old and young, it made no difference to me, or to them. My friend was not terribly picky. The wilderness only demanded a variety of sustenance.

During the day I worked as a garbage man. I liked the job. Unlike my friend I do not eat humans. I tried one time. They are too chewy for me. I prefer canned goods. I like chili and soups. I often heat them over a little propane camp stove.

I had a house I rented right on the outskirts of the woods. Mostly for show. I would spend a lot of time with my friend. Nestled against the trees, feeling them move underneath me. His work is important. Feeling them move all around me. They were so kind to me. They still are. The woods and I have a special relationship. We are one. I do not know where I end and the forest begins. In a way it is a love. Those such as us operate according to the secret rules. He is a vessel. The rules only the special ones like us know. The forest liked to eat many, many times so I fed them a lot of people. I would get a little sad because the people would cry a lot when I would use my big strong hands, but I would also get happy when I got to help my best, best friend.

I never had a home. I liked the things I had to do pretty soon, because the older would tell me to think of it like a fun game, so I would think of it like a game of hide and seek and I would hide them forever, and no one would ever find them. And hide and seek is a very, very fun game and the older told me, he would say see, I told you, the work can also be fun, we are helping our friend.

The work was important work, this is absolutely essential to remember. I had been born and existed for decades before I knew my true purpose, and before I knew the true power of the World. He is a vessel. When you learn the absolute purpose, your raison d’être it is then impossible to go back to the old life of friends, movies, and the meaningless search for sex.

The spirit is the most important thing. We, all of us, have felt that spirit, even the child. And even he does the work required, that terribly important work, the feeding of the forest. Even with his feeble grasp of the situation the child is as strong as all of us. He has delusions of grandeur that he has not earned. I am so powerful now, death will not even be able to stop me. I have moved beyond the natural laws. I have learned the secret rules, the way to cheat the system. And I did not care for any of them, to snuff out their lives was nothing. What is the ending of a life to one such as I? He only knows the blink of existence. To feel so many surging through me like the strong current of a powerful electricity, a force like cold, dark lightning inside me. He does not know what it is like to live for eons, to be older than the oldest living thing. I am so strong now none of them can stop me. None save the forest.

Please, you have to help me, it won’t let me stop. Oh please, I can’t control it. He is useless. I come to in these fucking woods every night, and I can not stop it. This place is too powerful, I can’t fucking control myself. Tell the creator to stop this, I know he has the power to stop this. Why does he just sit there and watch me suffer?!

He is funny, sometimes he shows up to be a big baby, to cry like a big baby like mom and dad used to say I was like, back when I had a crib and would crawl on the floor. But he can cry all he wants, there is no stopping us. We have to do the work, you big baby. So you can cry and cry and cry, and nothing will change. They need to go hide and seek in the dark where no one can find them.

He was always like this. He was always weak like this. Always a petulant little fool. I need help, someone help me! We are all so sick of you, we have been given such a glorious opportunity and all you can do is complain. I will tell them. Stop him. I know how they—You will not continue, weak one. Your whole life you have been sniveling and cowardly. He always is a big baby who is annoying us, such a whiny person, why can’t he just play like how we play, like how the rest of us do every time?

The breeze is so fresh, the scent of pine on the air. To be filled with such a love. To be wanted like this. I feel so amazing when the woods embraces me like a dear old friend and the weak one is of no consequence. He is easily overpowered. He has always been easily silenced. We have been keeping him quiet in the dark since he was twelve. He is truly expendable. Not like us. All of us tremor with the cold, dark lightning. He is a vessel. All of us bathe in the blood of the sustenance. All of us smile in the moonlight, surrounded by the trees.

I do the great work. I know these woods. The bond we have can never be broken. I do not regret a single thing I have done. The time we spent together was so wonderful. Damn the creator, he just watches. He does not intervene, he just watches. He will get what he deserves, I beg for help and he just stares.

The thing about a friend is you need to do things for them. You need to show your friends that you would do anything for them. No matter the price.

I have moved beyond the natural. I am more powerful than death. The forest whispers my name. The woods hold me so close sometimes I think I might stop breathing. But I am not afraid. None of us are afraid, save the weak one.

I can see the invisible gateways. I can see them all as I crush the life from their broken husks. Blood scent on the air, metallic. He is ours. The forest needs to eat. They are just food, tell the child they are just food. He is easily swayed, conceptualize it as a game and the child will be fine.

I can feel the forest breathing. I am in love. I do not know where I end and the forest begins.

The food bleeds into the dirt. A rustling of the leaves on the trees, like a contented sigh.

I have moved beyond any end. I know the secret paths. The sprits surge through me like ice water. This place is a bounty of purpose.

I do not end. This place does not let anyone end.

Death will not stop me.


Interview 1

Continued

“They found severed hands. They found 3 sets of human eyes. A severed foot.”

A rock covered in blood. Police tape.

“All told I want to say they think he kidnapped and killed 20 people between 1993 and 1996.”

Drone shot above the wilderness, the tops of pine trees. A cloudy day.

“Arden gets shot and killed by police in those woods on October 3rd, 1996. And you would assume that would be where the story ends.”

A shot of a gurney inside a morgue, a body covered in a sheet.

“But you’d be wrong.”

The same gurney. Now nothing rests beneath the sheet.

“Apparently not even death could stop David Arden.”

Shot from the backyard of a house, handheld, slowly moving towards the treeline at the back of the property.

“He wasn’t finished getting more of his ‘friends.’ That’s what he was screaming about the night Sheriff John Miller fired 2 rounds into his chest.”

The shot of the boy in the hoody, still never seeing his face.

“The problem was they never found any of the bodies. And they searched and searched.”

Jim Bradford, an anxious look upon his skinny face. He leans in to stare at the camera. His eyes have deep bags under them. He looks haunted.

“And a few years later… more people began to disappear.”

No Evidence

November 14, 1999

You are burning the candle at both ends, you know this. This isn't just about you. Besides, you did not bust your ass at Quantico for an easy job. You knew being an FBI agent would be difficult.

You never suspected it would ever be quite this difficult. Victims missing and presumed dead, the estimate is currently at around 32 souls. Only 20 of those occurred when Arden was still alive.

You have a bad diet, mostly junk food, bad coffee—you eat antacids like they’re candy from the gods. Because your health doesn’t matter, what matters is your mind. And your mind is trying to correlate facts and evidence, which is proving very difficult as both are in short supply.

Most of the victims just disappear. No notes, no footprints other than the individual victims, no new fingerprints in the homes. No blood, from the victim’s or otherwise. No hair or fibers, again, save the victims.

You came here alone, in the Jeep you rented for your time here in central Massachusetts. You came to the parking lot before the trailhead in Ostium. Part of your job is trying to get into the headspace of a criminal. But you are finding it harder and harder to become David Arden. Recluse, garbage man, fine. Socially awkward, also very easy for you. After all, you are a somewhat stilted middled-aged man who likes to work alone. But what is insurmountable for you is this. The profile you have created on David Arden does not say he would be a man that would operate like this. Based on your profile David Arden would want to sublimate his lack of family and friends with the company of the dead, but that he would then want to be caught. He would want to brag, to show off his kills, a form of attention-seeking from those no longer capable of doing it in the normal, or even outlandish ways.
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