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He couldn’t remember any of it, but she’d help him.  It wasn’t a bad thing, but sometimes she wished he could remember.  

The good things . . .  

“Ben,” he’d say in his sleep, or while they were having dinner.  He’d say his name often, but he couldn’t remember who Ben was.

The past tapped at the window, threatening to shatter their lives.  Soon, it would spill onto the floor and devour them like it had done years ago. 

She wanted him to come back to himself.  That was all—to remember the past without it tormenting him.  For both of them, she remembered enough. 

Still . . . the good things . . . when they played together as children, the meadow and how beautiful it was . . . 

Ben . . . 

She thought he remembered Ben.  Why else would he call to him, whisper his name?

He hadn’t forgotten everything.  She was still here, so he must remember some of it.

It made her realize how special she was to him, thinking of the time he’d told her, “I don’t know.  There’s just something about you.  Like I’d lose everything if you weren’t around.  You’re a . . . talisman.”  

It was all she needed, and she felt the time—his remembering—drawing near.  

She thought leaving him would help.  But would that trigger the past?  She couldn’t, of course.  Not when he said things like he did.  Her leaving would only add to the nightmare, the swirling vortex of cold air and confusion.  If she left, he’d have to relive the trauma and horror all over again.  Or worse.  They would have to relive it.  And what would happen then?  How unstable would their lives become?

They were dozing lightly on the couch after a light lunch: tuna fish sandwiches, sour cream and onion potato chips, a simple meal, a meal a child would make.

The thought made her smile.  

She looked to the mantel above the fireplace, catching a glimpse of yesteryear.  

Velvety blue . . . 

She moved her fingers through her husband’s hair. 

Seeing yesteryear, she steeled her heart against the past, as if it were reaching up to devour them once more.

But no.  The battle was halfway won already.

She looked to the mantel again and smiled.

Just keep them safe, he’d told her.  How many years ago had that been?  A decade?  A millennium?  Just keep them safe.  Everything will be okay then.  Just keep them safe.

She’d kept them safe, but she wondered about the promise . . . if things were really okay.

The adornments from yesteryear were on the mantelpiece.  He never said anything about them, never noticed them—one of her feminine knick-knacks to warm the house was all—the touch she had for close, comfortable décor.  

Any day, she thought.  Any day now, and he’ll remember everything.  And it will not be bad a thing.  It will be a good thing.  It’ll make him more beautiful.  It will make us more beautiful.  It’ll make everything beautiful again—the way it was—all the beautiful things he remembered . . . the games we played.

The past wasn’t the only thing haunting him.  It was something else, something more beautiful than what they’d experienced as children . . . one thing she wanted him to understand more than anything in the world.  

Yes.  A talisman.  

Something very much like Ben.
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In the summer of 2004, two immortal entities, one light and one dark descended from time and space and landed on the outskirts of Ellishome, Colorado.  Waging wars across the galaxies for centuries, and bound by time, they sought the one thing to set them free:

Division.  

One was a purveyor of darkness, a manipulator, corrupting everything precious, magical, and holy in its path.

The other was on a quest for something else altogether, found in the eyes and heart of a child.  For evil can only be truly banished by purity, undoing, permanently, the union its fathers had placed upon them.

ii

Sadie McCall sat in his bedroom, imagining himself pitching on the world’s biggest stage.  Baseball not being confined to America, Sadie saw himself striking out the world’s greatest hitters . . . mainly Sammy Sosa (even though Sammy played for the Cubs at the time, and now that Sadie thought about it, might be retiring soon).  Rudy, Sadie’s older brother, said he’d be pitching in the majors and striking out Sammy Sosa someday.  “All you have to do is grow up before Sammy retires,” Rudy said.  Sadie, being the bashful boy he was, just smiled.

There was one religion in the McCall household (except for his mother’s faith, of course), and that religion was baseball.  As Sadie knelt by his bed, rifling through various baseball cards, he might as well be praying to the baseball gods.  They understood his passion, the ache he had to be recognized as one of the world’s greatest pitchers.  Surely God, who loved Sadie with all His heart (at least according to his mother), knew how much Sadie loved baseball and how important it was to him.  If God loved him as much as his mother said He did, his dream of striking our Sammy Sosa would be coming true very soon.  God was God, after all.  And who else could Sadie put his trust in but the Man who’d created America’s favorite pastime?

It was no strange thing either that a hitter and not, say, Roger Clemens or Curt Schilling had inspired Sadie to pitch.  Sammy had a wide-open, fearless stance.  When he swung, it was a thing of artistic beauty, like a spring-loaded pivot from the waist up.  He hit everything thrown at him.  Or so it seemed.  If Sadie could learn how to strike out Sammy Sosa—a feat for any starting ace—he’d be the greatest pitcher in the world!  

Not a bad ambition for a boy of nine.  And like most boys, he imagined it in the most dramatic fashion: two strikes, three balls, bottom of the ninth, game seven of the World Series.  Sadie’s team (the Mariners perhaps—since Sammy played for the National League) was up by 1, Cubs 0.  Sadie had pitched a shutout thus far, and though Sosa had managed to get several hits off him, he still hadn’t struck him out.  Sammy was at the plate now with a runner on third.  One swing could win it.  

“Sadie winds up.  You can see the sweat on his brow, Jim.  The cameras are flashing like crazy!  It’s a pivotal point in the game.  You can smell the popcorn, hot dogs, beer, and pretzels all the way up here—even the fresh-cut grass, can’t you, Jim?

“Sadie delivers!  It’s a low knuckleball.  Sammy digs in and swings—”

A knock at the door shattered this fantasy, and Sadie turned.  

Rudy, his sixteen-year-old brother, stepped inside.  “Hey, Cannonball.  It’s the perfect day for pitch-and-hit.  Grab your mitt, man.  Let’s go!”  

Sadie smiled, black hair falling into his blue eyes.  He blushed, a smaller version of his older brother at nine.  

“Where’s the bat?” he asked. 

“Outside, waitin’ to burn one of your fastballs over the fence.” 

Sadie looked at the framed poster of Sammy Sosa on the wall (his bedroom was a shrine to the right fielder).  The picture had been taken a split-second after one of Sammy’s home run swings.  Sadie liked to imagine this ball was still sailing over Wrigley Field and into the nether regions of space.  

Sadie grabbed his mitt, cards forgotten.  He was wearing a Cubs jersey with number 21 on the back.  He grabbed his Cubs hat from the headboard and followed his brother outside and into the backyard.  It was a beautiful day.  The sun was high and warm.  Few clouds patched the sky.  A breeze brought the smell of . . . fresh-cut grass, popcorn, pretzels, and hot dogs? 

“Hope you’ve been warming up,” Sadie said, grinning.  

Rudy tossed the ball to his brother and walked over by the fence.  He picked up the bat and took a few practice swings.  

“Cannonball’s a little cocky today, ladies and gentlemen,” he said.  “We might have to humble him with a homer to start.” 

Standing in the middle of the yard (where their father had built a makeshift pitcher’s mound), Sadie pulled his cap down.  

Cameras flashed.  Game seven.  Mariners up by one. 

He twirled the ball in his fingers, leaned over, and accepted a signal from an invisible catcher.  Sadie wound up and delivered.  His brother (or was it Sammy Sosa?) took a huge cut . . . missing all of it.  

iii

Austin joined the game of pitch-and-hit an hour later, tie loosened over his white shirt.  Mattie sat on the porch, wearing a light, summery skirt and a blouse matching her reddish-blonde hair.  She watched her husband and oldest boy in a makeshift parody of baseball with a huge grin on her face.  Sadie stood next to her, resting his arm.  Austin had taken several swings, sailing the ball high into the air, but he was taking a break from the bat now, trying to strike out his eldest son.  A slight throb developed at his shoulder, his hairline gleaming like a pair of polished shoes.  

“Dad, could you put on a hat or something?” Rudy said, shading his eyes with one hand.  “I can’t even see the ball.”

“It’s all part of my strategy,” Austin said, rubbing his gleaming pate.  

Mattie laughed and winked at Sadie.

“All right, here it comes,” Austin said, not too sure of himself.  He did a comical wind-up and let it go.  Rudy swung, making a loud crack!  The ball sailed high into the air, over the fence, and into Mrs. Teverdosky’s yard.  

“Yee-haaww!” Rudy cried.  “It’s ten to one, and it ain’t even the bottom of the first!”

“Time for the reliever,” Austin said, rubbing his shoulder.

“Sure, bring in the rookie,” Rudy said.  “Sadie, you’re up.”  

Rudy trotted across the lawn and over the fence.  It was his fourth time over today.

“We’d better stop before we break one of Mrs. T’s windows,” Austin said, looking at Sadie.  “Or we could just let you pitch.  He doesn’t hit as well off you.”

Sadie beamed. 

Rudy hopped back over the fence with the ball in hand.  “It’s a miracle we haven’t lost this thing yet.”

“Let’s call it quits for the day, boys,” Austin said.  “Mrs. T’s probably gonna call the cops.  Besides, supper’s almost ready.”

“They can throw a few more,” Mattie said.  “Go get him, champ.”  Mattie patted Sadie on the rear, urging him toward the pitcher’s mound.  

“Cannonball thinks he can strike me out,” Rudy said, tossing the ball to his brother.

“This is getting dangerous,” Austin said, sitting next to his wife. 

“Guy thinks he can hit off me,” Sadie said.  “What do you think of that?”

Austin and Mattie laughed.

“Oh!” Rudy said.  “That pokes!  Can’t hit!  Oh, man!  This is too good to pass up!”

Rudy grabbed the bat and steadied himself by the fence.  Mattie and Austin cupped their hands over their mouths, making cheering noises.  

“Come on, Cannonball, let ’er rip,” Rudy said.  For emphasis, he shook his rear.

“Go get him, boy!” Austin said. 

Sadie leaned over, zeroing in on the strike zone, rotating his fingers across the threads.

“Come on, short stuff!” Rudy taunted.  “Throw me some heat!  Lay it on me this time!  Put some mustard on it!”

Sadie wound up, and for a nine-year-old, looked like a pro.  He imagined Sammy Sosa standing in the tattered rock-and-roll shirt and jeans his brother wore.  Game seven, the world’s biggest stage . . . 

Sadie delivered, and Rudy swung with everything he had.

“I do believe they call that a strike,” Austin said.

––––––––
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iv

Dinner was meatloaf.  Sadie shoveled it in, picking several pieces of onions from his mouth, setting them on the side of his plate.  His dad taught him to accept meals gratefully, no matter what was being served.  Sadie was grateful, just not for the onions.  His throat tightened every time he tried to take a bite.  Meatloaf was like a great big sponge, and he didn’t enjoy it for that reason—never mind the onions.  What was so great about meatloaf anyway?  People acted like it was a work of art.  Sadie quelled his revulsion by helping himself to another serving of cheese potatoes.  

When supper was over, dishes washed (much to the relief of Sadie McCall), he retreated to his bedroom.  He picked up the stack of cards he’d been rifling through, keeping the oldest ones together, the newer ones on top.  He kept them in a photo album, but he couldn’t resist pulling them out to look at them almost every day.  

He stood by his bedroom window, which overlooked the front lawn and Chestnut Street.  Maggie Tudor, Jonathan and Margaret Tudor’s six-year-old daughter was in the front yard of the house across the street.  She was playing with a red and white beach ball, throwing it into the air.  It hit the ground, rolled toward the gutter, and Maggie chased after it.  

Clouds covered the sun.  A gust of wind rattled the window.  Tree branches bent and creaked with a sudden gale.  

Maggie didn’t seem to notice.

This is my underground . . . 

Sadie frowned, feeling a chill, and rubbed his arms.  He stepped away from the window.  

The baseball cards slipped from his fingers and onto the floor.  He craned his neck and looked down the block, seeing most of the houses along Chestnut Street.  Was it a trick of the light or just his imagination?  Something was oddly out of place.  A man in a top hat, sitting on a black horse, was in the middle of the road.  

Maggie threw the beach ball, and she laughed as it rolled away.

Was there a carnival in town, a circus, some early Halloween get-together?  What did they call it?  A masquerade? 

The horse clip-clopped along the street, the sound growing louder.

William Hollister sometimes pulled a carriage through town during the holidays, charging two dollars per person.  Maybe he was taking the horse out for some exercise or practicing for the colder months ahead.  

Dressed like that? Sadie thought.  In this heat?

But it wasn’t hot.  It wasn’t hot at all.  

Feel my pain . . . 

Sweat broke across Sadie’s hairline.  His heart hammered in his chest.  Maggie continued to play with the ball and chased it again when it rolled away.  She was completely oblivious to the man on the horse.

Know my horror . . .  

Sadie went up to the window again, put his hands against the glass, and studied the man.  He put his nose against the window, making a circle of fog.  

What did you put in the meatloaf, Mom?  

Maggie threw the ball into the air, tried to catch it when it came down again, and gave chase as it rolled away.  

The rider was close to the house, his face a mask of clouds.  His body was slightly hunched over in the saddle.  The horse, too, owned some aberrant quality Sadie couldn’t place.  

It wasn’t real but a flicker of the night’s endeavors, a spark of illumination.  He was witnessing an image of the dark, a specter of shade and shadow.  He couldn’t perceive the creature in its primordial form—see it for what it really was.  This was a facsimile of something more.  The horse, top hat, and cape were all suggestions to a deeper identity.  Sadie didn’t know how he knew this, only that he did.

The horse was dusty and matted, eyes as lifeless as a shark’s.  Was there some red umber in its eyes like flame?  

Sadie pressed his face further into the glass.  The rider was directly in front of the house now.  

Maggie was still oblivious, playing with the beach ball.  She wasn’t more than three feet from the man on the horse.

A wide, skeletal mouth stretched wide, its hands made of bones.  

He was dreaming.  Or he was imagining it.  Things like this didn’t happen in his world of pitch-and-hit.  

The steady clip-clop grew louder.  

His palms peeled off the window.  He was dizzy suddenly.  Sadie shook his head, trying to regain his balance.  Another shadow seemed to materialize behind him, darkening the room.

Sadie grabbed the edge of the windowpane.  The figure turned, seeing him, and smiled—a grin of teeth. 

Feel my pain . . .   

A chuckle sounded in his brain.  

The air grew heavier, making it hard to breathe.  A hand touched the back of his head, as though trying to push him to the floor.  

Know my horror . . . 

Sadie swooned.  He was feverish suddenly.  The thing was reaching out through the window and into his heart, into . . . 

My soul? he thought.

He tried to will it away, but the hand squeezed tighter.

Sadie grabbed the curtain and pulled it across the window, trying to get the best of the rider on the horse.  He turned and sat on the edge of the bed, hugging himself against a sudden chill.  It went all the way to his bones.

What had happened to the day?  Why did he feel as if he belonged to some eternal graveyard, a city for the dead?

Sadie opened his eyes.  When the feeling passed, he opened the door and walked down the hall.  His dad was in the living room sitting in the recliner, reading the Ellishome Gazette.  The television was on.  Sadie looked out the living room window and down the street.  

The day was like it had been before: bright blue sky, white clouds, no wind.  The figure had disappeared.  Maggie was gone as well, the beach ball abandoned on the grass.  Had it taken her?  How come he hadn’t heard her scream?  

“What’s up, sport?” Austin said, looking at him over the paper.  

“Nothing,” Sadie said, scanning the street. 

“Son,” Austin said, frowning.  “Are you okay?  You look kinda pale.”

“Thought I saw someone from school,” he said, still looking out the window.  “But . . . I guess not.”  Sadie turned, forced a fake, winning smile for his dad, and hurried down the hall to his bedroom.  He shut the door and turned to the window again.  He pulled the curtain wide.

Darkness moved into the room.  Pinpricks of light went on and off in front of his eyes.  Was the figure somehow in the room with him?  

The image of his dead body appeared in his mind.  He was lying in a field, black widows clambering over his arms and legs.  

Dad?  Mom?  Can you hear me?  Can you . . . see?

Another wave of darkness swam before him.  He tried to scream, but nothing came out.

He was different somehow.  The presence of the creature had changed him.  A vital chunk of his youth had been claimed. 

Demons can be anything.  Show us the right amount of love, Sadie, and you’ll be rewarded with immortality.  

The room was freezing cold.  Summer was gone.  Sadie grabbed the blanket off his bed and wrapped it around his shoulders.

Nausea swam over him.  Just as quickly, he threw the blanket off, got off the bed and opened the door.  He bolted to the bathroom, kneeling in front of the toilet.  Chunks of meatloaf erupted from his belly. 

His mother was there suddenly, an arm around his shoulders.  She was talking, but Sadie couldn’t hear a word she was saying.  His father was in the doorway, too.  If anything, it was a good excuse to abstain from Mom’s meatloaf.  

“Honey, are you all right?” she asked. 

He was dizzy, throat raw and acidic.  His face felt like wet clay.  He leaned back, but the smell of vomit made him want to throw up again. 

“I’m fine,” he lied.

“Probably the meatloaf,” Austin said.  “Maybe he got a raw chunk.”

Sadie didn’t hear any of this.  A hand made of bones clutched his throat, and the black widows swam in front of his eyes again.
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The meadow was wide and beautiful, like another world.  The mountain brome stretched for as far as he could see.  It could grow as high as 40 inches during the summer, virtually hiding him from sight, but to Seth Auburn, it was simply grass.  

Every year, Hailey Patterson, the town drunk, revved his clunky red tractor to life and mowed down the mountain brome because of fire hazards.  He was paid by the city.  Local vandals had torched it in years past, burning vast acres of land.  Seth remembered the planes flying in to extinguish the flames.  Now, in August, the grass was as high as his waist.  Hailey would be revving the clunky red tractor to life again soon.  

Seth wasn’t thinking about town ordinances, past fires, or Hailey Patterson.  He was thinking about the meadow and how beautiful it was.  He could open the chain-link fence, take only a few steps, and be directly in the middle of it.  It was like being in a sea of gold.

Beyond the meadow, the land rose toward the foothills, hogbacks, and the Rocky Mountains.  Seth thought the whole world could see the Rocky Mountains.  They were that big, like a massive fortress of impenetrable rock.  The crags weren’t just mountains to Seth Auburn; they were another world—much like the meadow.  Other mountains didn’t loom as these did.  They didn’t whisper, beckon, and creep toward him with such volition and girth.  The crags beyond his backyard brimmed with mystery and wonder.  They told tales of Vikings and kings.  In the Rockies, marauders besieged palaces, and castles were conquered.

Or so he told himself.  

They’re secretive hills, Seth thought, and smiled to himself.

At the moment, Seth was shaping his own battles with the Cat Fighter Attack Plane, zooming it above the high grass, a war of his own making.  Cat Fighter Attack Planes didn’t exist—not as far as he knew.  He’d christened the jet himself.  

But, for whatever reason, it wasn’t capturing his interest today.  The mountains demanded all his attention.  They were bigger, more impressive, and, for a second, he thought they called his name:

Seth?  

Two red eyes peered at him over the peaks, like the brows of a gargantuan monster.  The rocks smiled with mammoth teeth, as if waiting to devour him, the meadow, and everything in it.  Why else did they loom toward him like they did?

The August breeze was warm, the high grass swaying back and forth in the breeze.  The day was bright and clear.

Seth was a small boy for his age: blond hair, green eyes, and full red lips.  Freckles spotted his small, patrician nose.  Red marks scarred his shins from when he bolted into a run, the grass whipping at his legs, trying to make the Cat Fighter Attack Plane go faster than its normal Mach 2.

His only two friends, Kirk Demitri and Tommy Gallaghan, had moved out of Ellishome at the end of the school year.  Kirk had gone to Birmingham with his family, and Tommy had gone to Vermont.  Seth had spent the entire summer by himself.  

He tried not to think about it, and instead thought about playing with the Cat Fighter Attack Plane—how cool it would be if he could stay a kid forever.

You can.  You can stay a kid for as long as you want. 

It was the voice again, the one speaking to him from the crags . . . 

Just because your face looks older doesn’t mean your heart has to follow.

Something was speaking to him besides the mountain brome, besides the crags . . .  

Something was out here with him . . . 

Seth zoomed the plane above the high grass, trying to recapture what he’d come out here for in the first place.  Suddenly, he had a morbid desire to set the plane on fire, watching black smoke billow into the air.  That would be cool!

No more endless battles upon the sea . . . except in today’s wars.  Grow up and quit dreaming all the time.  It’s nothing but Utah, Nevada, and California on the other side of those hills.  Nothing else.  

He shook his head, not wanting to believe it.  This was another voice—one battling for his wonder, telling him never to grow up.  The two voices were waging back and forth.

It’s you . . . 

He was the mountains.  Dreams as big as glaciers came to life inside him.  The world recognized him and adjusted to his purity.  The peaks had chiseled his heart from stone.  He could transform himself, move the crags according to his will.  He was the burying clouds and the deep blue sky.  When he looked at the world beyond the meadow, Seth Auburn knew he was seeing a reflection of himself.  

A physical shift took place inside.  It moved back and forth like the mountain brome.

Something else was out here with him, though, a presence, and it was trying to communicate . . .  

The breeze picked up, clouds covering the sun.  His shadow disappeared.  

The voice came from everywhere at once suddenly: the high grass, clouds, dirt, rivers and trees.  He looked around him, and though he knew he was alone, he didn’t feel alone.  He tried putting his imagination back into the plane, but he was too distracted . . .  

He wished it could stay summer forever.  He didn’t like school.  He wasn’t a very good student.  It was troubling when his imagination overrode his attention all the time.  His mom grew frustrated with his grades, and he trudged through every school year with the same disinterest.  Seth knew he’d never be a rocket scientist or own a football team.  He’d be lucky to hold down a meaningless job.

If only it could stay summer forever, because what he dreamed was more real than the world he lived in.  

With the thought, the voice accosted him again:  

Maybe if you paid more attention, you’d get better grades.  You can put that imagination on hold for a minute or two, you know?  You’re the one who lets it have dominion over your life.  You can’t make a living daydreaming all the time, Seth.

Wanna bet, he wanted to say, and grinned.  

He heard the voice clearly again, and it wasn’t just his thoughts.  The meadow was speaking with a language of its own. 

A child’s word . . .  

Supper would be ready soon.  It was close to five o’clock, and Seth’s stomach rumbled.  

The clouds parted.  The sun peeked through again, lighting the meadow.  A strange peace enveloped his heart suddenly.  His brows came together, trying to figure out what it was.  This wasn’t an evil ruse.  It was an element of magic coming to life in the meadow—in the sea of gold. 

Seth dropped the Cat Fighter to the ground and turned his ear to another world.  A presence was nearby.  He could feel it, something wild . . .  

Blond hair fell into his eyes. The grass stirred in front of him.  

I’m not a stranger . . . 

A picture came to life in his mind, and he saw the presence for what it was.  He could smell it, the same odor he recognized at the Denver Zoo, when his mother had taken him and his sister the year before.  

But that couldn’t be . . . nothing like that lived out here.  

Nothing like that lived in this country. 

His palms broke out in sweat.  Animals of that sort were always hungry.  They ate meat . . . mainly the flesh of little boys.  Nothing was trying to befriend him.  It was trying to deceive him, make him stay long enough so it could devour him. 

He was dinner!

After all, it was five o’clock . . .  

Please, Seth.  Don’t run . . . 

But his eyes grew wide, and he did run, the tall grass whipping across his shins.  He’d get the Cat Fighter later, when it was safer.  The crags swelled to life behind him, looming closer. 

But it wasn’t the crags . . .

He’d never reach the yard in time . . . the creature was right behind him . . .  

His house came into view, white paint flaking in the sun.  The lawn needed mowing.  He’d strayed farther from the house than he’d intended, the view his mother had of him from the kitchen window . . . 

His breath labored in his ears.  Seth looked behind him as he ran.  All he saw was the high grass, the mountains in the distance.  

The meadow stirred, and for a split-second, he thought he saw—

Something leapt into view, a tail whipping into and out of sight behind the mountain brome.  

He ran through the gate and into the backyard.  He looked behind him, but there was nothing there.

I’m not a stranger.

Seth hurried up the porch steps, through the back door, and into the kitchen.

The screen door banged shut behind him.  

ii

“Something wrong?”

Seth looked at his mother, feeling guilty for reasons he didn’t understand.  He was sweating profusely, breathing heavily.  

Samantha Auburn, Seth’s mother, had spent a lot of time in the yard.  Because of it, she’d developed a deep, bronzed tan.  Her dirty-blond hair was in a ponytail.  She stood by the sink wearing white shorts and a green tank top, face beaded with sweat from the heat of the stove.  She looked at her son and cocked and eyebrow, amused. 

Seth felt like he’d committed a crime.  His heart was still hammering in his chest because of the incident in the meadow.

“Huh?”

“Something wrong?” his mother asked.

Yes, Mom.  I think an animal was chasing me.  I think it wanted to eat me.  But it’s gone now.  Aren’t you glad?  I know I am.  Whew!  

“No,” he said.  “Just . . .”  He felt stupid.  “. . . playing around.”

She smiled.

“What’s for dinner, Mom?”

“Tuna casserole.  Sound okay to you?”

“I think that will work.”

She smiled, and Seth hurried out of the kitchen and into his bedroom.  He shut the door.  He didn’t know why he was feeling so embarrassed.  He hadn’t done anything wrong.  Was it just his imagination?  

Yet something had been in the meadow with him.  He hadn’t imagined that.  And whatever it was had wanted to claim him.

Maybe it was a werewolf, he thought, and smiled.  

His room was cluttered with clothes and toys.  He stepped toward the window and looked over the backyard and into the meadow.  The threat was still there.  He could feel it.  

His bedroom door opened, and his sister Masie stood there making faces at him.  She was tall, lithe and tan, like his mother.  She’d inheriting the same darker characteristics of their father, Daniel Jeffries Auburn: brown hair and brown eyes.  Daniel had taken the car out for a drive one night after getting into a fight with their mother and never came home.  He’d been a violent drunk, keeping the family on eggshells.  When it was obvious he wasn’t coming back, a peace had settled on the Auburn residence that had never been there before.  It had been a sad experience for the entire family, but things were better now, and Samantha was convinced they wouldn’t be hearing from Daniel ever again.  Word was, he’d moved back to Tennessee where he had a sister, and a collective sigh rang throughout the entire house.  

Masie wore a pink, puffy-sleeved shirt.  A teddy bear on the front held a rainbow-colored lollypop.  The shirt looked too elementary for Masie, but it was one of her favorites.  She wore dark blue shorts and she was barefoot.

“Hey, squirt,” Masie said, scanning the floor.  “Man, this place is a dump.  You should get a bulldozer to clean it.”

“Hi, Mase.”

She nudged several toys out of the way, making her way to the window.  “Daydreaming again?” she asked, following his stare.

“That’s where all the fun is,” he said. 

“What a life,” she said.  “Playing and daydreaming.  Nothing but fantasy and the unreal.  Am I right?”  

“Pretty much,” he said.  “Reality doesn’t do it for me, Mase.”

“Is that a fact?”  

“Yep.”

“Wait ’til you’re older,” Masie said.  “You won’t have a choice about reality then.  I can see it happening already.  How’s that for a daily lesson in life?”

“Is tomorrow’s lesson gonna be any better?” Seth said, smiling.

Masie pushed his nose with her finger.  “Honk if you love your big sister.”

“Meep-meep!” he said.

Masie giggled, sounding immature.  “I’m a sap, tiger, I know.”  She gazed out the window with him.  “What is it out there that likes you so much?”

Her wording was odd, and he furrowed his brows.

Don’t run.  I’m not a stranger.

“I don’t know,” he said.  “It’s a cool place to take over the world, I guess.”

“You need to make some friends,” she said.  “Maybe this year, huh?”

Seth was quiet.

“I sound worse than Mom, don’t I?” she asked. 

Seth forced a laugh, looking out the window again.  

“Sorry, champ,” she said.  “I have a proposal, actually.  Jeanie and Rheanna are coming over tonight.  We thought we’d cruise around town a bit, seeing how there’s nothing much to do.  Jeanie asked if the adorable Seth Auburn could take time out of his galactic battles to join us.  Whattaya say?”  Masie raised her eyebrows, knowing his reaction, and she was right.  

Seth blushed.

“Looks like a yes to me,” she said.

“Is Mom okay with me going?”

“I’ll bind and gag her if she opposes.”

Seth grinned.

“Hey, we can’t keep you locked up in this dungeon forever,” Masie said. 

Seth nodded.  “Okay,” he said.

“Cool.  Jeanie will be here to pick us up after dinner.”  Masie patted him on the head, made her fingers into a pistol, and cocked her thumb.  “Should clean up this room,” she said, eyeing the mess on her way out, and closed the door.  

Seth’s heart revved thinking about an evening with Masie and her friends.  Nothing ever happened, of course, but Jeanie had a way of making him feel like the only kid in the world.  She didn’t torture him with flirtations, but she did treat him like royalty.

Seth looked out the window again, all thoughts of Jeanie washing away with the threat outside.  He wondered what was out there in the meadow, and if he could really trust it . . .  

Like a friend.  
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“How many stars do you see?”

Earlier that summer, Masie and Seth had lain on their backs in the meadow, gazing at the stars.  Masie often felt spirited, and she’d grab Seth’s hand and drag him into the meadow as the first stars appeared.  They’d plop onto their backs and gaze at the universe. 

It was a crisp, warm night, the ground cushioned by the mountain brome.  

Seth thought about Masie’s question: Millions?  Billions?  More?

The Milky Way was a vast stretch of nebulous light.  Seth felt like a speck of sand looking at it.  

A shooting star appeared, traveled a ways, then winked out of sight.  

What would that color be without the stars, he wondered?  Would it be pitch black?  Like a cauldron?  

“You can’t count them,” he answered.

“Mmm,” Masie said.

They spoke softly, awed by the timeless mystery of the universe.

“Do you think God’s up there, Seth?”

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess so.”

He thought about God seldom.  The Auburns weren’t a religious family.  Seth didn’t understand Masie’s love for God when she didn’t read the Bible or go to church; it was just the way she was.

“I think about flying,” Masie said, smiling.  “With butterfly wings, you know?  Soaring as high as I can go, anywhere I can find Him, wrapping my arms around Him, telling Him how thankful I am.  This whole world.  Wow!  Under us and above us.  Everything we need.  Everything and more.  Do you believe that, Seth?  That we don’t understand and don’t really know what we have?  We could build castles in the sky, find Atlantis, or touch the face of God, if only we knew how.  Just because we don’t have wings doesn’t mean we can’t fly.”

Masie didn’t talk this way around her friends, but Seth never questioned the things she said.  She wanted him to think about the deeper mysteries of life, he supposed.  He had an important role to play in the vast, star-filled universe.  She was just reminding him.  

“He wants us to find Him.  That’s the challenge, I think.”  Her voice was soft and reverent.  “It’s not about worldly possessions or big, fancy cars.  I think we have all that inside already.  We have to recognize it, though.  God lives in us.  Right here.” Masie tapped her chest.  “And He’s beautiful—good thoughts, good feelings, beautiful moments.  Like now. If we pay attention and respond the way He wants, we’ll find out what it truly means to truly be alive.  You know what I mean?”

“Like now,” he said.

He was amid the stars, spiraling through them.  Light coalesced between his fingers.  His ears, for a moment, turned superhuman.  He could hear every sound, the wind moving through every leaf and blade of grass, the hum of traffic on Main Street two miles away.  

He was big enough for the universe.  What he felt and thought made a difference, what he believed.  What he believed, in fact, might be more important than anything else.  He was important.  The meadow was small, the lofty crags in the distance, but Seth was bigger than all those things combined.

“We’re lucky, Seth.  If you never forget anything, make it that.  We’re very lucky.  See how important your place is in the universe.  How important you are.  Okay?  

“Okay,” he said.

“And that your big sister loves you.  Remember that, too.  You are incredibly important, and your big sister loves you.  Don’t forget that, either.  Okay?”

“Okay,” Seth said.
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Supper was ready.  His mom called from the kitchen.  Seth looked one more time out the window, trying to see what had been chasing him.  Maybe he had imagined a monster.

I’m not a stranger.

But what did that mean?

Seth tried to forget about it, the thought of tuna casserole making his stomach rumble.  
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“You ready, sport-o?”

“Yep,” Seth said.  

“We’re outta here, Mom!”

“Have a good time,” Samantha called from the kitchen.

Masie and Seth stepped into the warm August evening.  Jeanie Masterson and Rheanna Goodwine were in a ’67 midnight blue Mustang, which was idling in the driveway.  

Jeanie had managed to save three thousand dollars from her job at Movie Max, the DVD store in town.  She bought the Mustang in prime condition from Shawnee Kennedy, a widow in her mid-fifties whose only son, Louis, had been killed in a bar brawl in Las Vegas.  He’d flown down on a business trip.  After the meeting, he’d stopped at a local bar to relax before his flight back.  He tried to intervene between two men who were arguing over twenty-five dollars and a Detroit Lions game.  Louis had put himself between the two men and been stabbed in the throat.  

Shawnee wanted to hold onto the car, but after two years, it was time to let it go.  “He loved that Mustang,” she’d told Jeanie.  “Loved that car more than anything.  I know it’s worth more than I’m asking, too.  Probably smack me if he knew how much I was selling it for.”  Shawnee had liked Jeanie, though, and sold her the car for $2500.00.  Jeanie confessed that buying a car from a dead guy was a little creepy but easy enough to forget once you drove it around the block.

“Bad Medicine” by Bon Jovi was coming from the stereo.  Jeanie loved ’80s hair bands.  Every time Seth was in the Mustang, it was all he heard.  

“Hey, tiger,” Rheanna said from the passenger seat.  

Jeanie and Rheanna were dressed in light, summery clothes: shorts and skimpy tops, revealing lots of arms and legs.  Seth forced himself not to stare.  Rheanna was a big-boned, dark-haired girl with fair skin, eyes so dark they were almost black.  Her hair was the same: thick curls of midnight.  She kept it out of her eyes with a headband. 

Seth blushed and hopped into the backseat after Rheanna pulled the seat forward.  Masie followed, and Rheanna shut the door.

“We’re in, troops,” she said.  

Jeanie turned the volume of the stereo down.  “Seth, darling!” she said, looking at him in the rearview mirror.  “How are you, dear?”  She had light brown hair with blonde highlights.

Seth’s heart climbed into his throat, and he lost all sense of time.  His mind went blank until he thought:  

I’m fine, oh yes, now that you’re here!  Jeanie Masterson, you tropical beauty!  

“How many girls you got on the register now, Seth?” Rheanna asked.  “You been cheatin’ on me?”

“Of course, he’s been cheating on you!” Jeanie said.  “He’s got me, doesn’t he?”

Seth and Masie chuckled from the backseat.  Seth couldn’t help basking in the moment.  Jeanie had an electricity about her—exciting and dangerous.  Her skin looked like caramel, and he wondered (as inappropriate as it was) if her lips tasted like candy.

“What do you guys wanna do?” Jeanie asked, backing the Mustang into the street.  

“Go down to Cinema Three,” Rheanna said.  “Steal Lance Hollister away from Amy Newles.”

“You and Lance Hollister,” Jeanie said, rolling her eyes.  “Have you ever talked to Lance Hollister?”

“Talked to him how?” Rheanna said.  “I flaunt it, and he gets distracted.  They got into an argument once because I winked at him.  Can you believe that?”

“No guys tonight,” Jeanie said.  “We got all the hunk-stuff we need in the backseat.  Right, Seth?”

“Uh, I guess so,” Seth said, blushing.

“Shy, too,” Jeanie said.  “Don’t change a thing, buttercup.  Girls looove shy guys.”  She looked at him in the rearview mirror and flashed a million-dollar smile.  Her eyes were like beacons. 

The windows were down, warm night air coming in as Jeanie drove through the neighborhood.  

I’m not a stranger . . . 

Seth turned, looking toward the mountains, wondering what exactly had happened earlier.  He tried to focus on his sister and her friends, so he could forget about it.

“What do you want to do, Mase?” Jeanie asked.

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Masie said.  “We could get some ice cream and see how fast this thing goes down The Cumbersome Stretch.”

The Cumbersome Stretch was an infinite length of dirt road outside of Ellishome.  Joseph Walters, a longtime resident, had made a remark about getting lost on it back in ’73 because it didn’t lead anywhere at all.  By the time he’d come back into town to get a beer at Suds, the local bar, a friend had asked him where he’d been.  “Out on some goddamn cumbersome stretch of road,” he’d said.  “Damn thing had no end, no turns, no nothing.  It didn’t lead anywhere except deeper into the goshdamn meadow.  Had to turn around and come all the way back by the time I musta drove twenty miles.  Who’s idea was that damn stretch of road anyway?”

Everyone in the bar had burst out laughing.  Other roads had been built since, angling off into other parts of town, the meadow and beyond, but the Cumbersome Stretch became a part of town history. 

“All right,” Jeanie said, nodding.  

“Ice cream sound good to you, Seth?” Masie asked.

“I could go for some ice cream.”

“Thought so.”

They drove through town for a while, and dusk settled.  The sky turned a dusty orange/red.  The first stars winked to life in the sky.  The streetlights along Main Street shed white cones of illumination.  Passersby idled along the sidewalks.  They passed Templeton’s Used CDs & DVDs, the Movie Max, where Jeanie worked.  Argason’s Butcher was up ahead on the right, along with the Ellishome Public Library.  The local post office, E’s Market, and the Ellishome Police Department were all on the same block.  In Ellishome, every business and shop sat along the two-mile stretch that was Main Street.

The Thirsty Burst appeared at the intersection of Conifer and Main, an ice cream hangout popular with families, friends, and high school kids.  The Thirsty Burst sold ice cream, frozen treats, and iced beverages in dozens of flavors, along with fountain drinks, floats, banana splits, milkshakes, pies and cakes.  It was a dessert lover’s paradise.  The Thirsty Burst virtually went out of business during the colder months. 

Jeanie pulled the Mustang into the parking lot and shut the engine off.  The name of the establishment was written in cursive pink over the entrance.  A four-foot blue neon cup, brimming with ice cream, a single chocolate chip cookie, and a curly red straw centered both words.  Seth felt like he’d gone back in time.  Where were the ’57 Chevies, the polka dot and poodle skirts, and the entire cast of Grease?  

They got out of the car and made their way to the entrance.  

Rheanna moved her arm out in front of her like a model introducing a popular product.  “Here we are, ladies and gentlemen,” she said.  “America’s favorite ice cream shop.  Over thirty flavors of ice cream, forty-four milkshakes, seventeen different cookies, a dozen pies, and nineteen kinds of cake.  Paradise for any girl who doesn’t get the sweets she needs at home.  The best in all of Ellishome.”

“That’s because it’s the only ice cream shop in Ellishome, ya dork,” Jeanie said.  “Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve just witnessed the fat and sugar play-by-play by our native candy lover, Rheanna Goodwine.  Say hi to the audience, Rhee.”

“Hi, everybody,” Rheanna said, waving to an imaginary camera.  “You should see all the candy they have in here, too!”

“Okay, okay,” Jeanie said.  “Worse than a kid.  Jeez!  Let’s go.” 

Seth and Masie looked at each other, amused.

Jeanie held the door open and smiled at Seth as he walked inside.  Elvis’s “Return to Sender” came from a jukebox that looked like R2-D2 from Star Wars.  Red stools lined a polished, stainless-steel counter.  The floor was a black and white checkerboard.  Bright red booths lined the windows, and square white tables took up the remainder of the establishment.  To the left of the counter was a large freezer-case holding almost forty flavors of ice cream.

“What kind are you gonna get, handsome?” Jeanie whispered to Seth.

A shiver traveled the length of Seth’s spine.  Jeanie leaned over and put her hands on her knees.  Flowery scents wafted into his face, and Seth swooned.  

“I don’t know,” he said.  “Fudge brownie sounds good.”

“Mmm,” Jeanie replied, licking her lips.

Seth looked away, turning red.  Sometimes Jeanie took things a little too far.

“I’m thinking . . . butterscotch,” she said.

“What are you gonna get, Mase?” Seth asked.

Masie put her finger to her lips.  “Hmmm.  I think I’ll get a chocolate cone with a huge scoop of baby brother.  That way I can just gobble you up and keep you forever.  Meep-meep.”

“Hey!” Jeanie exclaimed.  “That’s what I want for sure!”

Seth didn’t know how to respond and raised his eyebrows.  Rheanna and Jeanie were one thing, but when his sister joined in (even for fun), he felt naked in a spotlight with a thousand people watching.  Still, he couldn’t help but smile.  

“He’s blushing!” Jeanie said.  “Look at that!  Holy cow!  That’s gotta be the most adorable—” 

“Jeez, can we just get some ice cream already?” Rheanna said, hopping from one foot to the other.  “My mouth’s so watery I’m leaving a puddle between my toes.”

Seth burst out laughing.  “That’s gross.”

“Goodwine comes from a gross tribe,” Jeanie said.  “You should see her on date nights.”

“Jeanie!” Rheanna said, smacking her friend on the shoulder.

Masie and Seth burst out laughing.

Once the antics were over, a dark-haired man approached wearing a bright red apron and a plaid shirt.  Mitch, his nametag read, owner and proprietor of the Thirsty Burst.  “What can I get you kids?” he asked.  

“You go first, Seth,” Masie said.

Seth eyed the freezer and smiled.  “I think a scoop of Jeanie Masterson covered in chocolate syrup ought to do it.  Put her in a big waffle cone, too.  And hold the sprinkles.”

Masie, Jeanie, and Rheanna’s mouths dropped open.  Seth chuckled to himself.  Jeanie’s cheeks burned red.  Seth looked at his sister and winked.  Jeanie Masterson, for the first time that evening, was speechless.

“Uh,” Mitch said, looking confused.  “I don’t think we have that flavor—”

“He means the blushing babe,” Rheanna told Mitch, pointing at Jeanie.  

“Ah, a sweet talker,” Mitch said, smiling down at Seth.

“I didn’t know he was that kind of sweet talker,” Jeanie said.

“He’s been listening to you too much,” Masie said.

Seth wasn’t sure where his bout of confidence had come from, and he quickly ordered a fudge brownie ice cream.  

“Fair enough, tiger,” the man said.  “And for the ladies?”

“Mmm,” Masie said, her finger in her mouth.  “I’ll try the daiquiri ice.  That sounds good.”

Mitch nodded.  “And for you?” he asked Rheanna.

“Jamocha ought to do it.”

“One jamocha.”

“And a cherry jubilee,” Jeanie said, looking at Seth.  She ruffled his hair.  “I forgive you, champ.”  She knelt down, kissed her finger, and put it on Seth’s lips as seductively as she could.  He swallowed the lump in his throat.  “Now the ball’s in my court.”  

Mitch got the cones ready and dispersed them, ringing them up at the register.  They picked a booth next to the window facing the parking lot.  Jeanie sat next to Seth while Masie and Rheanna took the seat opposite.  A teenage boy and a girl sat at the counter, sharing a monstrous vanilla shake with cookies and chocolate shavings on top.  A younger group of kids sat three tables over, laughing and carrying on.  “Beyond the Sea,” by Bobby Darin was on the jukebox.

“Here, Seth,” Jeanie said, holding out her ice cream.  “Have a lick.” 

Seth took a generous lick, tasting cherry jubilee mixed with fudge brownie.

“Good?”

He nodded.  “Want some of mine?” he asked, handing his to Jeanie.

“One for one,” she said and took a bite.  “Mmm.  Ouch!  I think I just froze my teeth.”

“Everyone gets to sample some of each,” Masie said.

“That’s really disgusting,” Rheanna said.  “You could catch something.”

“Rheanna’s already caught several diseases,” Jeanie said.  “In case you haven’t heard.”  

Rheanna’s mouth dropped open for the second time, revealing a jamocha tongue.  Jeanie laughed to herself. 

They passed each other’s cones around, sampling each flavor.  

“Masie got the best one,” Jeanie said.  “Ole Mase knows how to pick ’em.”

“Mmm-mmm,” Masie said, proudly.

They sat, enjoying their ice creams and chatting as customers came and went.  The sun dipped below the mountains, and the evening darkened.  Finishing their cones, they stood up to go.

“Still want to go down the Cumbersome Stretch?” Jeanie asked.

“Yeah,” Seth answered.  “I want to see how fast the Mustang can go.”

“Well, it’s no hot rod, but it’ll go,” Jeanie said.  “Let’s get out of here.”  

Jeanie wiped her mouth with a napkin while Rheanna used her shirt.

“Don’t you have any class?” Jeanie asked.

“Hey,” Rheanna said.  “I’m not here to impress anyone.  And why is everyone picking on me anyway?”

“Ah, Rhee, we really love you,” Jeanie said.  “Here, let me prove it.”  Jeanie wrapped her arms around Rheanna’s neck and planted a loud kiss on her cheek.

“Oh,” Rheanna gasped, wiping her face.  “That’s disgusting.  You slobbered on me!”

“You taste better than cherry jubilee,” Jeanie said, batting her eyes.  

They walked outside.  Jeanie opened the passenger door for Rheanna, and Seth and Masie climbed in the back.  Jeanie got in the driver’s side, started the car, and steered onto Main Street.

Stars winked in the clear, warm night.  The air was still.  The lights from shops on Main Street brought the center of town to life like a pinball machine.  They came to a stop at a streetlight.  The ’80s hair bands were still playing.  A red Nova pulled up alongside them, something by Rob Zombie blaring from the speakers.  The Nova’s engine revved, challenging Jeanie to a race.

“The things people do to get a lady’s attention,” Jeanie said over the music and shocked everyone by picking her nose in dramatic fashion.  It was the most un-lady-like thing Seth had ever seen.  Jeanie presented it out the window for the boys in the red Nova.  

“Jeanie!” Rheanna said, revolted.  

“I didn’t really do it!” Jeanie said.  “I picked my nose earlier.  Got everything out.”

“Jeanie!” Rheanna couldn’t help saying again with a look of disgust.

Seth had never seen Jeanie act this way before, and he wondered if she were doing it for his benefit.  Masie laughed as well.  The Nova shot off once the light turned green.  Rheanna shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“Maybe we can find Lance and Amy,” Jeanie said.

“You wouldn’t!” Rheanna said, looking at her.

Jeanie laughed and punched the gas, the Mustang rocketing through the intersection.  Wind rushed through the open windows, throwing their hair in all directions.  Other obnoxious, rebellious teens drove by, trying to get their attention, but Jeanie wasn’t in the mood.  She followed Main Street until Ellishome disappeared behind them.  Soon, they were in the surrounding fields and meadows outside of town.  

Don’t run, Seth heard in his mind and shook his head.  He imagined it, he told himself.  For the second time that night, he tried not to think about what had happened earlier. 

The Cumbersome Stretch didn’t have a sign, and soon, the pavement ended.  The road turned to dirt.  Crickets chirped in the surrounding meadow.  Jeanie pushed the pedal to the floor, and the Mustang picked up speed, the engine whining loudly to life.  Dust clouds billowed, swirling behind them.  Headlights cut through the dark.

The wind turned torrential as the car barreled down the road.  Rocks and pebbles clanked against the undercarriage.  

Looking over Jeanie’s shoulder, Seth watched the speedometer climb past 80mph.

“Yeee-haaaww!” Jeanie bellowed, holding the wheel with both hands.  Her hair was a dancing vortex of brown and blonde highlights.  

Rheanna held her hair out of her eyes with one hand, screaming dramatically.  Masie grabbed Seth’s arm as if riding a roller coaster, grinning the entire time.  

Seth looked at the speedometer.  90mph.  The Mustang hummed and vibrated.

What did you do this summer, Seth? he imagined his teacher asking.

Oh, you know, the usual.  I hung out with my sister and her gorgeous friends.  They flirted with me the whole time and treated me like a king.  Personally, I think God made Jeanie Masterson the prettiest girl in the universe.  We might get married when I’m older, but not now.  I’m too young.  Then we went down the Cumbersome Stretch to see how fast the Mustang could go.  That was pretty cool.  It was like they didn’t want any boys around when I was with them.  Made me feel like the luckiest kid in the world.

Did Jeanie kiss you, Seth?  

Hey, man, a gentleman never tells.

He imagined the boys in his class staring at him with big round eyes, mouths hanging open.  Everyone in town knew who Jeanie Masterson was.  Seth would finally get the recognition he deserved.  He was going to be the most popular boy in the sixth grade!  

The speedometer climbed past 100mph.  ’80s metal continued to thump from the speakers.  An enormous dust cloud billowed behind them.  Seth had never gone this fast in a car before, and he laughed at the joy of it!  

When the speedometer reached 110mph, Jeanie took her foot off the gas, and the car began to slow.  Seth caught his breath.

“Hope no kitties were crossin’ the road,” Jeanie said. 

“Wow,” Rheanna said, eyes wide.  “That was fun.”

“We should do it again,” Seth said, hopping in his seat.  

The rest of them laughed.

“We could go swimming,” Rheanna said.  “Warton’s Pond is around here somewhere, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t bring my bathing suit,” Masie said.

“You don’t need a bathing suit,” Jeanie said.  “You got your underwear on, don’tcha?”

A lump rose in Seth’s throat.  He hadn’t brought his swimming trunks, either. 

“Rheanna,” Jeanie said.  “I thought you were a conservative girl?”

“Oh,” Rheanna said.  “We can go for an innocent dip.  That’s harmless enough.  Seth can tell all his friends he went swimming with the three prettiest girls in Ellishome.  Just don’t tell them one of them was your sister.”

“Hey!” Masie said.  “You’re the one trying to corrupt him.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Jeanie said.  “It’s too hot in the car anyway.”

The car slowed to a safe 40mph.

“You want to go swimming, Seth?” Masie asked.

Seth was reluctant, but if he said no . . . 

“Sure,” he said, imagining Jeanie with hardly any clothes on.  

“Far out,” Jeanie said.  “Cooling off in the summer evening.  Going to Warton’s Pond.  Gonna go skinny-dippin’.”

“Not in front of the boy,” Rheanna said.  “Jeez.  You’re torturing the poor kid.”

“It’s gonna be the best summer you ever had, Seth,” Jeanie said.

He had no doubt of that.

Jeanie started hopping up and down in her seat, bobbing her head back and forth.

“Are you drunk?” Rheanna asked, looking at her.

“Deliriously,” Jeanie said.

“Kind of wish I was,” Rheanna said, looking at the road again.

“The best kind of drunk is a happy drunk,” Jeanie said.

“Or no drunk at all,” Masie said.

“Amen,” Jeanie said and dropped the subject.

When Seth was four, their father had beaten their mother while on one of his binges.  Daniel had left a golf-ball-sized welt on Masie’s head after Masie had tried to pull him off their mother.  That memory was still fresh in his mind.

“How far is it?” Rheanna asked.

“Not much farther,” Masie told her.

They continued to drive, turning left on another dirt road, less improved than the first.  Soon, the pond was visible in the headlights, like a spill of ink across the ground, reflecting the moon and stars.    

Don’t run . . . 

Maybe what had chased him earlier was biding its time in the pond.  Seth wasn’t so anxious to go swimming all of a sudden—Jeanie Masterson’s naked body or no.  

Jeanie parked the car, keeping the headlights on the water.  

Warton’s Pond looked small, but it was larger than its name suggested, a small lake producing small-mouthed bass and trout on occasion.  

“Last one in’s a dirty armpit,” Jeanie said, opening the door.  She kicked off her sandals, hollered with excitement and ran out into the water.  

“Hey, no fair!” Rheanna said.  “You got a head start!”  She opened the door and followed Jeanie.  

“Oh, man!  That feels goooood!” Jeanie cried, hair plastered to her head.

Masie and Seth climbed out.  His sister didn’t waste any time either.  After kicking off her flip-flops, she dove in, leaving Seth on the bank to fumble with his shoes.

“Come on, handsome!” Jeanie called.

Seth’s heart hammered in his chest.  Swimming in the dark with Jeanie Masterson!  Did it get any better than this?  

“Show off those muscles!” she cried.  

Seth blushed, pulling his t-shirt over his head.  He dropped it on the ground.  Reluctantly, he peeled off his pants, wondering why he hadn’t kept his shorts on. 

“Look at that body!” Jeanie cried.  “You ain’t got nothin’ to be ashamed of, buttercup!”

It was embarrassing, but what did he care?  How many other kids were doing something like this during the summer?

Seth decided to play along, pretending he was a bodybuilder.  He flexed his muscles, doing ridiculous poses, making everybody laugh.  He ran into the water, diving in headfirst.  But he was inexperienced.  Water gushed up his nose.  He broke the surface, spluttering and coughing.  He wiped the water from his eyes, dogpaddling to stay afloat.  Eventually, he caught his breath.  Rheanna, Jeanie, and Masie all cheered, despite—what Seth thought—a failed attempt to look masculine.

“See, tiger!” Jeanie said.  “We don’t bite.”  She smiled and dove under the water.  Her bottom skimmed the surface, feet trailing after.  

Someone grabbed his ankles and tugged at him.  Seth looked around, thinking it was Jeanie, but Rheanna emerged to his left.  

“Scare ya?” she asked.  

Seth smiled, shook his head, and continued to dogpaddle.  

Jeanie emerged and dove into the water again.  Her underwear grazed the surface again.

Masie did backstrokes, swimming deeper into the dark.  Rheanna dove under the water again, coming up several yards away, and swam toward Masie.  Rheanna shouted, “Shark!  Shark!” and Masie screamed dramatically. 

Jeanie emerged several feet in front of Seth.  She looked around to see where Rheanna and Masie were and swam closer.  Her eyes were obsidian pools of ink.  Jeanie Masterson was, undoubtedly, the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

Seth continued to move his arms under the water, kicking his legs back and forth.  Jeanie swam closer and planted a loud kiss on his lips. 

Seth widened his eyes.  His heart drummed in his chest.  Jeanie winked. 

“That’s for you, handsome,” she said.  “Because you’re the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.”

Seth forgot he was in the water, forgot to dogpaddle, forgot how to swim overall, and dipped below the surface.  

Jeanie chuckled, grabbed him, and pulled him up.  “Don’t get too carried away,” she said.  “When you’re older, I’ll give you a real kiss.”

This thought made him forget how to swim again, and he dipped under, swallowing more water.  Seth paddled his feet, waved his arms, and tried to stay afloat.  Jeanie laughed and held him up until he caught his breath.

Jeanie rose out of the water.  Her breasts were visible against the tightness of her shirt.  Had she meant to do that?  His heart drummed again, and suddenly Masie and Rheanna were closer.  Jeanie dropped out of sight and under the water.  

“Hey, let’s keep it clean over there,” Masie said.  

Jeanie broke the surface several yards away.  She looked at him and winked.  Yes, if only it could stay summer forever . . . 

He imagined his teacher asking him about his summer vacation again and what his answer would be:

Of course Jeanie Masterson kissed me right on the lips.  Then she promised to kiss me even more when I get older.  How’s that for the best summer vacation, you schmucks?

He smiled to himself, imagining every student in class—even the girls—with their mouths open.  

“Liar!” he could hear them say.  “Jeanie Masterson!  Are you crazy!  Why would Jeanie Masterson kiss you?”

“What’s with the big smile, Your Majesty?”

Seth forgot how to swim for the millionth time and dipped below the surface again.  If he wasn’t careful, he was going to drown.  

It was Masie.  She grabbed him and pulled him up.  

Seth coughed, embarrassed. 

“Didn’t mean to distract you,” she said.  “Are you all right?”

“I’m gonna get my clothes on,” Seth told her.  “I’m too tired to swim anymore.”

“I’m with you, sport.”

Seth and Masie swam to the shore, climbing out of the water.  Seth retrieved his shirt and pants, put them on, and sat on the bank, watching Jeanie and Rheanna.  

“Hey!” Jeanie said.  “Are we leaving?”

“You keep swimming,” Masie told her.  “We’re taking a breather.”

Jeanie swam to the shore anyway.  She sat next to Masie, putting her arms on her knees.  Seth noticed gooseflesh on her thighs and forearms.  Jeanie shivered.  

“You guys tired already?” Rheanna said.  “Man!  What a bunch of pansies!  Except you, Seth.”

Rheanna was on the swim team at school.  She plunged under ten feet from the bank and backstroked out again.

Masie leaned back and looked at the stars.  Seth did the same, reminding him of that night in the meadow.  

“That felt good,” Jeanie said, following Masie’s gaze.  

Soon, Rheanna swam to the shore, dripping wet, retrieved her sandals, and sat beside them.  “Maybe we can find someone to buy us some booze,” she said.

“And you think I corrupt the boy,” Jeanie said.

Seth wasn’t paying attention.  

“You guys want to cruise around town some more?” Jeanie asked.

“Sure,” Masie said, staring at the sky.

“Anyone got a cigarette?” Rheanna asked.

“Jeez,” Jeanie said with exasperation.  “You’re not setting a very good example.”

“Sorry, Seth,” Rheanna said.  “I’m only kidding.”

Seth wondered about the events in the meadow earlier and everything that had happened since.  

Masie reached over and touched his nose with her forefinger.

“Meep meep,” he said, grinning.

I’m not a stranger . . . 

vi

They drove through town for a while, but the evening’s excitement was winding down.  The streets of Ellishome turned dark, quiet, and inactive.  

“Maybe we should call it a night, troops,” Rheanna suggested.  

“We’ll do it again,” Masie said.

Soon, Jeanie steered onto Montgomery Avenue and pulled the Mustang into Seth and Masie’s driveway.  The ’80s hair bands were done for the evening, replaced by a soft rock station.  

Rheanna opened the door and stepped out, pulling the seat forward.  Masie and Seth climbed out.  Jeanie put her finger to her lips when no one was looking, and Seth smiled.  

“Hope you had fun, tiger,” she said.

“I did,” he said.  “Thanks.”

“He’s gonna brag to all his friends,” Rheanna said, not realizing Seth didn’t have many friends.

“Don’t change a thing, handsome,” Jeanie told him.  “And I won’t be the only one chasing you.”

Seth wanted to say something like, “You’re the only one I want chasing me, Jeanie,” but resisted.

“Bye, Mase,” Rheanna said.  “Get some rest, Seth.”  She ruffled his hair.  “Summer’s not over yet.”

“Okay,” he said, awkwardly.  

Rheanna got back into the car.  The girls waved, and the Mustang backed into the street.  Masie put her hands on Seth’s shoulders, taillights leaving a red glow on the asphalt.  Soon, the Mustang was out of sight.  Seth felt a pang and sighed.

“Hey,” Masie said, sensing his thoughts.  “We’ll get together again.  It’s bad enough you’re already getting taller.  Soon, I won’t be able to call you my little brother anymore.”

Seth didn’t reply.  

The sound of crickets filled the night air.  

“Thanks, Mase,” he said.  “That was cool, one of the best times I’ve had in a while.”

Don’t run . . . 

“No sweat.  Jeanie and Rheanna are the best.  And they like you.”

They were quiet for a moment, listening to the crickets.  

“Wanna pop some popcorn and watch a movie before bed?” Masie asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

They walked inside and shut the door.  Their mother was already asleep.  

Masie told Seth to pick out a movie while she popped some popcorn in the microwave.  He put on Spiderman 2—one of his favorites.

Masie grabbed two Cokes from the fridge and sat next to Seth.  

They curled up on the couch, nibbling popcorn, and slurping sodas while Spiderman swung through town, carrying an armload of pizzas.  

When Seth closed his eyes, he fell asleep instantly. 
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​​​​​CHAPTER III



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Sadie McCall tossed and turned.  Pictures came to life in his mind of a black, impenetrable fortress, a structure of shadow built from the bones of dead children.  Spiky shapes loomed across the walls and ceiling.  Claws opened on the floor.  A hulking thing made of scales slithered in front of the closet.  The head rose and sniffed at him.

Don’t deny me, pretend I don’t exist.  Don’t make it harder for yourself.  

Sadie pulled the covers up to his chin.  

More grisly scenes appeared in his mind: Rudy lying dismembered—each appendage quivering—in a cold, wet field.  Blood painted the grass.  A four-legged monster with red skin chewed on one leg, teeth tearing into the meat off his thigh.  His mother huddled in the corner of a dark room, screaming.  His father lay with his throat cut from ear to ear. 

No, my family is alive, Sadie thought and clenched his eyes shut.

This is the path of the beast, the creature told him.  Do the darkness proud, boy.

He saw himself cowering in a dark room like his mother.  A creature slavered on the floor, smacking its lips.

Sadie let himself go, falling into the path of the beast.  It had traveled through time and space to find him . . .

It’s the bogeyman, he thought.  

Dark shapes moved across the floor, then slowly rose into view.

It’s worse than the bogeyman.  It’s worse than the bogeyman could ever be . . .  

The monster was only toying with him, but it didn’t seem to matter.  

Sadie threw the covers off.  He sat up and walked toward the window.  He lifted the pane.  

Wind rushed in, but it was cold.  The houses were dark along Chestnut Street.  The lamps were lit.  Branches bent and creaked in the wind. 

Baseball is over, Sadie.  You’re not a little boy anymore.  You’ll never play baseball again, not with Mommy and Daddy, not with big brother.  Certainly not with Sammy Sosa.

His chin trembled, and tears spilled down his cheeks.  

He had to get his brother!  Rudy could make it go away!  Rudy could do anything!  He just had to pull himself away from the window . . . 

But he couldn’t.  The thing told him to go outside.  He had to go outside . . . into the dark . . .  

Shadows shifted in the room.  

The wind blew fierce, throwing the curtains inward.  Lightning flashed.  Thunder boomed, and rain hammered the roof.  

His room was unbearably cold suddenly.  The figure stood behind him, wearing a long black cape and hat.  He looked and saw thousands of spiders patching the walls and ceiling. 

He rubbed his hands across his arms.  The wind was like ice. 

“It’s just trying to scare you,” he told himself.  “It’s just a bad dream.”

Saying it out loud didn’t make him feel any better.  It didn’t feel like a dream.

He had to go outside.  His dreams were waiting for him in the dark.  He would be able to pitch against Sammy Sosa if he hurried . . .  

Just don’t take my family, he thought.  Okay?

Chuckling sounded.

Sadie turned.  He left his room and walked into the living room.  He opened the front door and stepped into the rainy night.  Hadn’t it been warm earlier?  Hadn’t it felt like summer?  

It didn’t matter.  This was something else altogether.  What child didn’t long for such miracles?

Sadie ran down the sidewalk.  He was barefoot, wearing his racecar pajamas, the ones his dad had gotten him last year for Christmas.

Do the darkness proud, the creature said, and laughed again.  

Yes, he wanted to do the darkness proud.  He wanted to be obedient to everything it had to say.

Sadie ran faster.  

––––––––
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ii

Gavin Lolly couldn’t sleep.  It was already past midnight.  The rain was loud on the roof, keeping him awake.  Not that he minded.  These were nights to savor.  As warm as the day had been, he couldn’t believe it was raining at all.

He’d just finished watching Sorority House Slaughter, a nighttime thriller on The Big Chill Theater.  A ubiquitous killer had chased and butchered a dozen college co-eds for almost two hours with only thirty-thousand commercial breaks. Half an hour into it, he was already yawning from boredom.  

Gavin Lolly prided himself on tales of terror.  He loved them, read them, watched them, and informed himself on every maddening, dark story he could find.  These directors, though, hadn’t a clue as to what real terror was, and that made Gavin ill.  

“Gore is not good taste,” he said to the television.  “Anyone can create this kind of stuff.  Gore doesn’t take any thought.  I can’t believe people eat this up!”

He watched the films for their comedy.  Gavin thought horror movies were funny.  Even at eleven, with all the ones he’d seen, it grew tiresome.  The directors cared more about blood, gore, and scantily clad girls than character development and story.  For a while, he thought it was pretty cool, but it got old fast—late-night horror porn.

Not that Gavin minded the scantily clad girls, but still . . .  

“Take The Haunting of Julia, based on the Peter Straub novel,” he pontificated to himself.  “Or called Perfect Circle in the UK.  The movie has all the fits to keep you trembling.  Why, if you think about it, it could be a psychological roller coaster instead of an actual ghost story, and maybe that’s the point.  Maybe Julia was a wacko.  That’s what the ghost wants you to believe.  But Julia knows she’s being haunted by her daughter.  The viewer knows she’s being haunted by her daughter.  The effect is really quite astounding.  The film delivers the same appeal as the novel, but I’m not going to glamorize the movie over the book.  I’m just using it as an example compared to today’s plotless slasher films.  Like Sorority House Slaughter.  Skimpy outfits and blood. I don’t mind the skimpy outfits.  But why don’t the directors just make porn?  Two hours wasted watching something a five-year-old could create.  Or I could spend time with The Haunting of Julia, filled with all the shivers, chills and emotions a lover of dark tales could hope for, and delivering an impact powerful enough to leave you trembling.  Horror done in bad taste, or horror done in good taste?  Ladies and gentlemen, I believe there is a difference.”

The Haunting of Julia was a rare movie to find these days, at least on DVD.  He’d never met anyone who’d actually seen it.  Gavin stumbled upon it late one night while watching television and had been eerily creeped out.  He liked the music, the grainy film, the elegance it portrayed.  He looked for it every day now, flipping through the channels, hoping, praying, wishing he had a VCR, so he could record it.  That was the only time he’d actually seen it.  He’d read the book and loved it, too, finding it at Time 2 Read, the used bookstore in town.  

Gavin had conversations with himself on a regular basis.  He was a lonely child.  Already, he was a critic, though he didn’t think of himself as one.  His dream was to create dark, cinematic masterpieces without all the Hollywood propaganda and tropes.  He thought it was time to move on from that.  It bothered him that every movie he saw consisted of men cut from Gentleman’s Quarterly magazines and models from Victoria’s Secret.  Didn’t horror happen to average, unattractive people?  Everyone looked the same, wore the same outfits, had the same hairstyles.  That alone made them unbelievable.  It just wasn’t the real world.  

He defended the books above the movies.  Not that he was well-read, but he’d managed to gather a few good books over the last few years, most of them ghost stories.  He had a fetish for the atmospheric haunting, movies and books before his time.  The Haunting of Julia, Ghost Story, and The Changeling starring George C. Scott had branded him. 

Julia had been a single purchase with money he’d found on the street.  If he were a filmmaker, he’d adhere to the books as strictly as he could, down to the exact clothes the author described.  Gavin believed in loyalty.  It wasn’t the same when you took liberties and changed the plot.  If it weren’t for books, how many good movies would there be?  

“The Haunting of Hill House is the same,” Gavin continued his pretend interview.  “You have the book, the 1960 version of the movie, and then the remake with Liam Neeson.  I’m not dissin’ Neeson, but I am dissin’ the movie.  They go throwing Shirley Jackson’s name all over it when it has nothing to do with Shirley Jackson at all.  I think it’s funny people remake films only to make them worse than the original.  If you can’t make it better, then don’t make it at all.  

“Obviously, nothing compares to the book, but the 1960 film is a good representation.  It begins and ends the same.  The newer movie called, The Haunting, is nothing like the book at all.  It’s an assault with too many special effects and not enough Shirley Jackson.  The reason Hill House is so terrifying is that it’s been standing for ninety years, and those who walk there, damnit, walk alone.”

“Thank you for your insights, Mr. Lolly,” he said, pretending to be the interviewer.  “It’s been a real pleasure talking with you.  Your insights are quite avant-garde.”

“Thank you for having me, Sid,” he said.  “And I appreciate the compliment.”  

He understood the concept of horror as much as his young mind could grasp it.  He’d make it his mission to represent traditional horror in the modernized world of poor productions and bad remakes.  When he got older, he wanted to create the best horror movies he could, adapted from the best stories he could find, not the glamorized sex, gore, and teenage romp he saw on The Big Chill Theater every night, movies that left lingering impressions on your imagination.  He didn’t have the skill to pen, but he studied the movies and books, and he imagined what it would be like to adapt great horror fiction to the big screen.  Sorority House Slaughter was the perfect example of the kind of director Gavin did not want to be.

He knew horror firsthand.  He experienced it every day, giving him deeper insight into making it authentic when his directorial debut premiered.  Nothing was as terrifying as life at home.  The movies he saw paled in comparison to the woman upstairs.  She crept about the house like a violent ghost in a Peter Straub novel, more terrifying than the most tasteful (and dreadful) of films.  It was the reason he stayed downstairs in his room all the time.

He’d found the television in a pile of junk in the basement.  Several channels had come in rather well after fixing aluminum foil to a busted antenna.  If he could get a popcorn machine and some fountain drinks, he’d never have reason to leave.

Note, the smell of stale skin and cigarette smoke, the ageless copulation, he thought.  And if you dig further, you can detect the stench of vomit.  Yes.  Here.  Here.  And here.  Take a big whiff.  Can you smell it?

Something would slither out of the darkness and swallow her.  The times she’d pulled him out of school so his bruises could heal . . .  

Change would come, he told himself.  He could feel it.  It was in the air—the rainy night. 

Pictures filled his mind lately, too, panoramic landscapes on a movie screen.  The dreams had been happening for a while, but he hadn’t told anyone about them . . . a white palatial structure, spires towering into the sky—everything his love for horror was not. 

He had friends again in these dreams, too, boys his own age, a battle between two worlds . . .  

Or maybe the change was simpler, like reading The Tell-Tale Heart in class, or watching The Haunting of Julia.  

The dreams promised a new life . . .  

Thunder cracked above the house.  Rain poured loud and steadily.  

Gavin basked in the white glow of the television, waiting for the next movie to start.  Hopefully, it would be better than Sorority House Slaughter.  Raising his eyebrows, he saw it was Attack of the Spiders. 

“Oh boy,” he said.

Gavin sighed and shook his head.  

“Who chooses this stuff?”  

Not the worst movie in the world but better than Sorority House Slaughter.  Instead of gore, he’d have to endure the cheesy melodrama.

Gavin got comfortable.  As he did, a scream split the rainy night.  It came from outside.  

For a second, he thought it had come from the television. 

Again, a wail of unholy terror, muted by the rain . . .  

Gavin looked at the small window above his bed.  He couldn’t see anything but the tall grass.

Gooseflesh rippled across his arms.  He wrapped the blanket around himself, and the scream came again—like that of a little boy.

––––––––
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Know my pain.  

Sadie McCall couldn’t comprehend pain, not yet.  He was a stranger to himself, harvested for slaughter.  All he could do was follow the trail into the dark.  

See, the majesty of the universe . . .  

Yes.  That’s all he wanted.  Majesty . . . 

Sadie ran.  

The rain hit him hard, pelting him.  He was already soaking wet.

It made dark promises, and wasn’t that better than no promise?  

He ran barefoot, past the dark houses along Chestnut Street.  Soon, he made it to the edge of the neighborhood where the meadow began.  

It was visible twenty yards away, sitting on a horse.  It motioned toward him with one hand.

Sadie stopped and looked at the stranger.  His racecar pajamas were drenched, hair plastered to his face.  What had once been a summer day was now a cold, rainy night.  His breath plumed in front of him.

See me for what I am.  I swallow children whole.

The meadow was foggy, its face masked by clouds.

Sadie stepped into the meadow, mud squelching between his toes.

The creature loomed over him an arm’s length away.  He looked into its face.  It gained proportion, as if vast stretches of the night were reaching out with shadowy hands and teeth.  A grin spread wide under the mask of bones and top hat, the cape unfurling—a more stylish Reaper was all.  

The phantom reached down, grabbed the collar of his pajamas, and lifted him onto the saddle.  

Thunder cracked.  

But I’m supposed to strike out Sammy Sosa, he thought.

Not in this life.  But don’t worry, your pain is for a good cause. 

The creature steered the horse deeper into the meadow.  The darkness was alive.  So thick, it had fingers.

Home, Sadie thought, sniffing back tears.  Rudy?  Dad?  I just wanna go home . . . 

The horse picked up speed, carrying him toward the mountains.  

He finally understood its pain.  He felt its horror.

That’s when the spiders came . . .     

––––––––
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Gavin looked at the window above his bed, a piece of glass a foot and a half wide by six inches tall.  

The scream hadn’t come from the television.  

He stood on his bed, making sure the window was locked.  Only the tall wet grass was visible in the glow from a streetlight.

Thunder boomed again.  

He should run outside and see what was going on, and for a second, he wanted to do just that, but another scream split the air.

Gavin grabbed the covers and threw them over his head.  He turned the television off.  Attack of the Spiders was suddenly all too real—like a million of them were crawling all over him.
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​​​​​CHAPTER IV
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The sun shined through the living room window when Seth woke up the next morning.  Masie was still asleep in her room, and their mother had already gone to work at Mayberry’s, the restaurant in town.  

His first thought, of course, was of Jeanie Masterson and the kiss he’d received the night before.  Seth smiled, thinking about it.  He remembered sitting up with Masie, watching Spider-Man 2, and how he must’ve fallen asleep shortly afterwards.

He sat up, pulling the afghan off.  It was cool in the house.  He looked out the front window, the lawn sprinkled with rain.  He didn’t remember it raining the night before.

He got up, walked through the kitchen, and onto the back porch.  He looked across the meadow.  Low, gray clouds buried the mountains, but the sun was bright and clear above the peaks.  

He stepped across the lawn, the grass wet and cold between his toes.

There was a wooden shed to his right with gardening tools and a lawnmower.  Seth’s silver and red BMX leaned against it with a flat tire.  Clothing, wet from the rain, hung on the clothesline.  On the other side of the lawn, the garden was bursting with cantaloupes, tomatoes, and cucumbers.  

He’d forgotten what had happened yesterday in the meadow until now.  Jeanie Masterson had more power than he realized.

Seth put his hand on the fence, slick with rain.  The mountain brome spread in a vast, yellow-green sea beyond the yard.  It was easier (and perhaps safer) to tell himself it had been his imagination.  Masie was right.  He spent too much time daydreaming.

Hello, Seth.

He widened his eyes.  Had he heard that?  He let go of the fence and stepped backwards.

The voice seemed to come from inside and outside his head at the same time.  How was that possible?  

Don’t be afraid.

Seth wanted to laugh.  Sure.  Whenever someone wanted to hurt you, they always told you not to be afraid.  

But he wasn’t.  That was the funny thing.  The voice wanted him to trust it.  He could tell by the way it spoke.  

The morning sun warmed his shoulders.  It didn’t seem possible that anything evil could be out here, not after last night.

“Hello?” he called.  

A breeze moved the mountain brome.  Quiet, jovial laughter sounded.  

Seth?

The intonation startled him.  

I have warred.  Light years through time and space.  It’s here now.  

It was a whisper just next to his ear, yet deep inside him.

He scanned the meadow, trying to see through the grass.  Something was out there; that was certain.  He’d smelled it the day before, imagined something with sharp claws and teeth.  But it didn’t want to harm him.

The grass parted ten yards in front of him.  A million questions raced through his mind, but he didn’t have an answer.

Except one: 

Magic.

Had the animal said that?  He couldn’t tell.  The word simply dropped into his brain.  

He was still sleeping.  This was a dream.  He was on the couch still.  It was the only explanation.

But the sun was too bright and warm, his senses alive in ways dreams couldn’t produce: the cold on the fence, his wet toes, the smell of the rain on the mountain brome.  

But why was it here?

A doorway from some distant, magical realm had opened, allowing this creature to walk through.  A different light shined on his tiny world of make-believe.  He was witnessing magic first-hand.  From rationality to wonder, Seth took a single step.  

“But . . . you can’t be real,” he said. 

The words sounded ridiculous.  

“It’s impossible,” he said.  “You can’t be here.”  

What a silly thing to say, the animal said.  How can it be impossible if you can see it?  Now that you have proof, you deny my existence?  I’m ashamed of you, Seth.

“But . . .”

How could he accept it?  It defied every natural law, every belief he had.  This was Spider-Man 2 kind of stuff.  

Shall I come closer?  Pull a rabbit out of my hat? 

How did he know it didn’t want to tear him to pieces?  Just because it could talk didn’t mean it was friendly.  

But he felt no threat.  He felt no fear.  A strange calm enveloped him.

“Do you have a name?” Seth asked.

There was a pause.  Then:

What do you want my name to be?

He expected the animal to laugh, but he just heard silence.  

He thought for a second . . . it deserved a bold name, something enigmatic.  Warlock, Thor, or Merlin, yet the simplest name came to mind:

“Ben,” he said.

You listen well.

Had the animal told him its name, or was he simply in tune with its enchantment?

You have nothing to fear.  Take a step of faith, if you will, into the meadow, my child . . .   

Seth lifted the latch and pushed the gate open.  

He could smell the animal now.  It wasn’t as unclean as he’d thought.  For a second, he thought he could smell flowers, but that was impossible, wasn’t it?  

The mountain brome parted.  The colors changed from pale yellow to orange and black, the animal’s eyes looming large.  

It wasn’t fear he felt then . . . but awe.  

Don’t be afraid . . .

Ben came into view completely . . . a full-grown Bengal tiger.

Seth had seen tigers at the zoo before, but never this close.  The sight mesmerized him, and he wanted to laugh.  Ben seemed ten feet long, the biggest cat he’d ever seen. 

An Amur Tiger, I believe you call it, Ben said, taking a step toward him.  He licked Seth’s hand with a sandpaper tongue.

Seth knelt and scratched the animal behind its ears.  The fur was slightly rough and thick.  Ben was taller than Seth imagined a tiger would be, eyes directly level with his chest.

Like any boy his age, he’d wanted to believe in magic.  The tiger’s presence mystified him.  How could it not?  He wished Masie and his mother were here to see it.  

Seth wrapped his arms around Ben’s neck.  He wanted to ask him a million questions: Why are you here?  How come you can talk?  How come you know my name?  Where are you from?

But the wonder made it difficult to speak.  How was this possible?

Ben seemed to read his thoughts:  

I told you.  I’m not a stranger.  

Ben moved forward, nudging Seth’s chest with his nose.  The animal began to purr, a deep, motor-like rumble under its fur.  Ben licked the side of Seth’s face, and he laughed again.

I have a task for you and favors to ask.  But not just yet.  I had to prove that you could trust me.  Call it a prelude, Seth Auburn.  Until the real fight begins.  Just know . . . all you have to do is look for me and listen, and I’ll be with you.  Know that I am real.  

Ben shook his head.  He licked Seth’s face again with such force, he fell backward and onto the ground.  The tiger turned and trotted through the grass.  Seth heard him chuckling in his mind. 

“Wait!” Seth said, getting up.  “Don’t go!”  

Ben stopped and looked back through the mountain brome.  

Don’t worry.  This is the first of many meetings, Seth Auburn.  We have time yet.  Don’t fear.  Think of me . . . and savor your youth.  

Ben turned and disappeared just as quickly as he’d come.

Just like that, Seth thought.  Just like that, and he’s gone. 

The fear he felt, the worry, the proof of what actually called to him . . . and Ben was gone.

Seth gazed over the meadow, watching the grass part where Ben moved toward the mountains.  He laughed, and it sounded funny.  Seth laughed for a long time.  

He wanted to tell Masie!  He wanted to tell everyone!  

But who would believe him? 

“That was no dream,” Seth said to himself.  “No dream at all.”

He looked toward the mountains and wondered what lay beyond those hills.  Not Utah, Nevada, or California.  Something more.  Something beyond this world . . .

“Goodbye!” he called, but Ben was already gone.  

ii

“Dad?”

Austin McCall sipped his coffee at the table, reading the morning paper before heading off to Outfitters Inc, a company stationed in Boulder specializing in the outdoorsman.  Austin was the sales manager.

“Is your brother up yet?” he said, looking at Rudy over the paper.  He wore black-framed glasses and a yellow tie over a light blue shirt.  A banana peel sat next to an empty cereal bowl.  

“Dad,” Rudy said, looking worried.  “I don’t know where Sadie is.”

Austin raised his eyebrows, peering over the top of the paper.  “What do you mean you don’t know where Sadie is?”

Rudy hadn’t showered yet.  His hair was in corkscrews, the same baggy pants and shirt from the day before.  “That’s what I’m telling you, Dad.  I went to get him for breakfast, but he’s not in his room.  I thought he was already up, so I checked the bathroom and downstairs.  I checked the whole house.  I thought he was watching cartoons or playing video games.”  Rudy paused.  “I can’t find him, Dad.  I can’t find Sadie anywhere.”  

Austin looked at his oldest boy, brows coming together.  “You checked the whole house?” he asked.  

“Yes,” Rudy said, alarm on his face.  

Austin dropped the paper, took off his reading glasses, and set them next to the banana peel.  He remembered Sadie looking out the living room window the night before, his bout of illness . . . something strange about that whole episode . . .  

“Mattie!” Austin called.

Don’t panic, he thought.  This isn’t cause for panic, not yet.  He just went outside to play is all.  It’s summer vacation.  A friend came by.  That’s all.

But if that was the case, why was his heart beating like a jackhammer?  Dread blossomed in his gut, and he knew the reason.  It was the look on Rudy’s face, the panic, truth, and yes . . . the fear.

Mattie came downstairs and into the dining room.  “Honey?”

“Did Sadie go to a friend’s house this morning?” Austin asked.

Mattie shook her head.  “No,” she said, eyes wide.  She looked at Rudy, then her husband.  “Austin, what’s wrong?”

He took a deep breath.  His mind was racing.  There was no reason to panic.  Not yet.  No need to jump to conclusions  

But something was happening.  The ground was slipping out from underneath him.  

“Will you check downstairs while Rudy and I check outside?” Austin asked.  

“Austin, what’s the matter?” Mattie asked.  “Is Sadie missing?”

He moved toward his wife and squeezed her shoulder.  “I’m sure he’s fine,” he said.  “Probably just playing a game.  Check the closets and the basement.”  

Mattie didn’t look convinced, but she checked the house again.

He’s playing a prank, Austin told himself.  Hiding in the closet.  Kids do that all the time.  He thinks he’s being funny is all—no big deal.  

Austin and Rudy walked outside, moving in opposite directions down Chestnut Street.

“Sadie!” he called.  “Sadie!  Joke’s over, little man!”  

Joe Newsome, Austin’s neighbor, emerged from his front door.  “Something the matter, Austin?” Joe said, wearing his bathrobe.  

“Misplaced our youngest,” Austin said, trying to make light of the situation.  

Joe Newsome stood for a moment, frowned, not quite comprehending, and called his wife.  

They searched for half an hour before Austin called the police.  

iii

Seth looked through the screen door, trying to catch one more glimpse of Ben.  

Where did he go, he wondered?  The mountains?  Funny how Ben had introduced himself only to vanish in the next second.  Odd behavior, he thought, even for a tiger.

“Goodbye,” he said, letting the screen door bang shut. 

How would he explain his summer vacation now?  Not only had he kissed the most beautiful girl in Ellishome, he’d befriended a magical beast.  

He pictured Mrs. Dunbar, one of the sixth-grade teachers, asking him about it:

And then this tiger came to me from the meadow—

Tiger?

Yes, ma’am.  A tiger.

There are no tigers in Ellishome, Seth Auburn.  There are no tigers in the entire state of Colorado, except maybe at the Denver Zoo.  You might want to look into it.  But you’ll see, just as surely as I’m telling you now . . . 

But there is a tiger, ma’am, and he lives in the meadow behind my backyard.  He talks to me.

Did you hear that, class?  A talking tiger. 

The classroom erupted in laughter.

Yes, ma’am.  His name’s Ben.  And he talks to me through here . . . 

Seth pointed to his head, indicating where the tiger spoke.

I’m sorry, class, but it seems Seth Auburn is a little off his rocker today.  We might have to send him on a little trip.  Not to the principal’s office, of course . . . Seth seems to be suffering from some very severe delusions.

The telephone rang.  

Seth went over and picked it up.  “Hello?”

“Hello.  Is this Seth?”

“Yes.”

“Seth.  This is Austin McCall, Sadie’s dad.”

Seth remembered . . . Sadie’s eighth birthday party last year.  He didn’t know Sadie very well, didn’t even consider him a friend, but his mother had insisted he go because Austin had seen her at work one day and told her about the party.  Reluctantly, Seth had agreed. 

Know my horror . . .  

Gooseflesh broke across his arms.  

“Seth?” Austin said.  “Seems Sadie is missing this morning.  I thought . . . well . . . He’s not over there playing with you by any chance, is he?”

“No, sir,” Seth told him.  An icy finger ran the length of his spine.  “I . . . I hope everything’s okay?”

“Well, not at the moment,” Austin said, forcing a chuckle.  “But if you see him or find out anything, will you give us a call over here, please?”

Seth thought about Ben, and another shiver ran down his spine.  

“Seth?”

“Yes.  Sorry.  Of course.  I’m . . . sorry, yes . . . I’ll call right away.”

Austin thanked Seth and hung up.  Seth put the phone down and looked out the screen door.

Feel my pain . . .

It couldn’t have been Ben.  It didn’t make sense.  If Ben had evil intentions, he would’ve devoured Seth instantly.  

What had the tiger said?  

He’s here now . . . 

Did that have to do with the favor he mentioned?  

Clouds gathered, blotting the sun.  The crags in the distance loomed closer.

I’m not a stranger . . . 
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Tanisha didn’t want Hailey drinking in the house anymore.  

Two-timing bitch, he thought.

Drinking just wasn’t as fun when she was around.  When she was gone, it was a different story.  He could drink all he wanted, have as much as he wanted, and forget the wrecking ball existed.  This was his house, and he wasn’t about to let some woman tell him what to do.  

He’d take the tractor into the meadow if he didn’t feel like walking, find a shady tree to recline under and repose with Johnny Walker Red.  He’d pull the straw hat over his eyes, chew on a blade of grass, and tip the bottle back.  

Not a bad way to spend a sunny afternoon, if he did say so himself.  Hailey was looking forward to it.  Let Tanisha do what she wanted, bed total strangers without shame, stay out all night.  Hailey didn’t care.  He had the bottle.  And like his daddy once said: a man needed something to call his own.  

On that Wednesday afternoon, Hailey set out to drink the entire bottle alone.  He’d slept most the day, and Tanisha hadn’t even come home the night before.  A few stiff drinks would ease that pulsing, shattered glass feeling behind his eyes.  What time was it anyway?  Past eleven o’clock already, noon?  He looked at the clock on the wall and saw it was 2:30 p.m.  His eyes widened.  He couldn’t believe it was that late.  

He could drink in the house, but if she came back, she’d ruin his buzz.  Better stick to the original plan.  If he found a shady tree to recline under, she’d never find him.  The meadow smelled better anyway, looked better, more relaxing and eye-catching than the house.  The place was a pigsty.  

Hailey rubbed his eyes and sat up on the couch.  His tongue tasted sour and stale.  Gargling with mouthwash would help.  He’d have to buff his tongue with a floor stripper.  

He looked out the living room window.  The grass was wet, the junk in the yard glistening with rain from the night before.  He’d been in such a drunken coma he hadn’t even noticed it had rained.  He was lucky to remember it was Wednesday.  

He would find some peace today if Tanisha didn’t come home.  Not even Godzilla tread with such thunder.  He wondered how the plaster stayed in the walls, let alone how the house was still standing.  The woman was a wrecking ball.  

Surprised there aren’t holes in the floor already, he thought.  Got us some pretty strong floorboards, yes sir! 

She’d be breathing fire before too long.  If Tanisha were to fight Godzilla in a wrestling match, Godzilla wouldn’t stand a chance.  

Hailey chuckled at the thought.

She was always sleeping around.  He was married to her, and the thought of lying next to her made him want to die.  There wasn’t enough Johnny Walker Red in the world to coerce him.  She was a six-ton steam engine with wrecking balls dangling from each arm.

“I think I’d rather go to bed with Godzilla,” Hailey said.  “Godzilla’s more ladylike.” 

He got up from the couch, grabbing his straw hat off the floor, and almost swooned.  He got up too fast and put a hand to his head.  Good golly, was he still drunk?  

He grabbed what was left of Johnny Walker, put his hat on, and walked out the back door.  Misty clouds were breaking apart.  The rain had cooled things down.  The afternoon might be enjoyable after all, not as muggy and hot as it had been.

Hailey stepped down the porch, boots clopping on the warped, weathered boards.  The entire house needed a makeover: cracked windows, peeling paint.  The lawn was a junkyard of dead cars, broken washing machines, refrigerators, and a single, rusted, claw-footed bathtub.

Thinking about his promiscuous wife, Hailey kicked empty air and almost fell over.  

“Careful, Hailey, don’t spill Johnny,” he said.  

Leaving him here alone, taking advantage of every willing participant in Ellishome.  Must be a lot of stupid, desperate men in town . . .  

Hailey pulled out a Marlboro and lit it, blowing smoke above his head.  

He was a cowboy at heart, trying to make a life for himself and the missus.  He used to love her, he had to admit.  At times, he tried to love her still, but the giant rolling pin made it impossible.  Tanisha had turned into a venomous reptile ten seconds after the “I dos.”  She’d been thinner then, too.  Once the vows had been exchanged, she’d let herself go.  The vows had been for her and her alone.  They gave her dominion.  

She’d go out again tonight, and the night after that, and the night after that.  It was the same routine.  Hailey didn’t care.  Maybe she’d catch—what did they call it: herpa-gonno-syphill-aids?

He lifted the bottle and took several gulps.  He winced, kept his eyes closed, and put a hand to his head.  He stepped onto the damp, patchy ground, weaving through the litter in the yard, making his way deeper into the meadow.  

A canal meandered somewhere up ahead through the willow trees.  He’d find a shady spot, lean back, and drink-drink-drink—the perfect way to spend an afternoon.  

“Damn woman,” he muttered, unable to keep Tanisha from his thoughts.  “Out there hoppin’ and boppin’ the entire town while I sit here by myself!”

He kicked a Coke bottle, barely nudging it.  Instead of sending it far into the grass, the bottle barely spun one time and came to a halt.  Cursing, Hailey kicked again.  His foot slipped out from under him, and he hit the ground on his rear.

“Ooommph!” he said.  Johnny Walker splashed his shirt.  He dropped the cigarette.  “Stupid boots!”  

Hailey pulled off his hat and threw it on the ground, ripping the brim.  He rubbed his backside, which was still stinging from the fall.

He’d be in Ellishome for the rest of his life.  He knew that.  He hated his wife, hated the farm, and everything in it.  The only reliable thing in town was Johnny Walker Red, Kentucky whiskey, good to the last punch.  At least the good Lord had made something for him.  Without it, he’d go insane.

“Stupid farm life!  Should’ve gone to the city!  Made a name for myself!”  

Hailey switched from one extreme to the other.  One minute he loved the farm.  The next, he wanted to burn it down.  That was the way with life.  

He got up and brushed mud off his pants.  He put the hat back on, the brim falling into his eyes because of the tear.  He’d ruined it.  Irritated, he threw it on the ground, grinding it into the mud with his boot.  He swore.  He retrieved his cigarette (still smoking), stuck it in his mouth, and continued into the meadow.  He muttered to himself about how stupid life was, how stupid and ugly his wife was, and how generally stupid everything was in the vast, stupid universe.  

“Huge cement truck,” he said, referring to Tanisha.  “Beepin’ every time she backs up, lights going crazy round-and-round—” Hailey imitated the sound of a truck in reverse, circling his hand over his head, making siren noises: “Wheeew—wheeew!  Watch out, fellas, gonna dump a big load!  Crazy like!  Wheeew—wheew!  Save the children!  Save the children!”  He took a drag off the cigarette, blew out smoke, took another drink, and kept walking.  

“Stupid cow!” he muttered.

They’d met at the bar and danced to a few songs.  He should’ve known—the way she’d flirted with every guy that night.  He thought she was just being friendly, but he knew otherwise now.  Unfortunately, it was too late.

Hailey shuddered.  He didn’t want to think about his wife or the people she went to bed with.  He took another pull off the whiskey, and his head swam. 

“Poisonous snake,” he said, wiping his lips.  “Nine hundred pounds of poison dumping cement.”

Maybe it was the drink.  She only looked like she weighed nine hundred pounds.  

“Take the farm.  Sell my bones.  You would!  I know it.  I don’t care!”

J.W. helped him tolerate it; otherwise, he’d kill her.  

“Take an elephant gun and fourteen gallons of gasoline to do it, too,” he said. 

The clouds parted, the sun warming the meadow.  Hailey was a ways from the house now, feeling the whiskey, his brain spiraling out of control.  He staggered, weaving through the meadow, even though it felt like he was walking in a straight line.  If he wasn’t careful, he’d pass out in the meadow while the afternoon sun cooked his brain.  It would end his domestic troubles, at least.  

Hailey Patterson didn’t care.  He welcomed the idea.  

Dying and frying and having a good time doing it, too. 

He had to get rid of this hostility.  His heart was beating fast—an onslaught of anger and high blood pressure.  

He was trying not to think about it, forcing himself not to think about it, yet all he could do was think about it.  

It drove him crazy . . . 

“Where’s the elephant gun?” he said.  “Need an elephant gun for a woman that size.  Bayonet, two army rifles, and a mortar shell!”  He took another pull off the bottle, blackness swimming in from the edge of his vision. 

His thoughts turned to Austin McCall.  He didn’t know why, maybe because Hailey saw the man driving through town in his fancy Audi all the time, snubbing his nose at the pagan lifeforms of Ellishome—people like Hailey Patterson.  Austin was too good to stop at Suds and have a round with the locals.  He worked at that famous outfitter’s company in Boulder, flashing off his nice home, fancy clothes, and gold Rolex, as if everybody were waiting to tell him how envious they were.

Hailey was thinking about Austin McCall because he was on a passionate roll of hatred, and Austin was the next in line.  

“Probably thinks everyone wants to wash his frickin’ golf balls,” he said.  “Two hundred dollar shoes, ninety dollar polo shirts, and fancy sunglasses.  Probably never had a drink in his whole stinking life.  Probably has a Star Trek telephone.  One that goes beep-beep-beep like the wife when she’s backin’ up!”

A forceful wind picked up, throwing Hailey off balance.  He was able to forget everything for a second: his overbearing wife, the bureaucratic Austin McCall, even his stupid life because an unpleasant odor suddenly hung in the air, fresh and . . . open.  He didn’t know how a smell could be described as open, but that was the word that came to mind.  

Flies buzzed in the air.  Wasps darted in front of his face.  

Hailey stopped and looked down, whiskey roiling in his gut.  

A single, milky eye stared at him from the dirt.  Racecar pajamas were wet from the rain.  The skin was white, bloodless marble.  The child looked like he’d been partially drained and eaten alive at the same time.  

Hailey put his hand over his mouth and dropped his cigarette.  His stomach roiled again.

Black widows swarmed en masse—more disturbing than the body itself.  Flies he understood, maggots but . . . spiders?   

Whiskey sloshed in Hailey’s stomach a third time.  He dropped the bottle and vomited all over the mountain brome.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stole another glance at the boy.  

It was a boy.  The racecar pajamas were a dead giveaway.  The hair was black and matted with mud. 

Hailey shuddered.  If he didn’t know any better, he’d say a tractor had done it, but the grass was high all around.  

He wiped his mouth again.  He couldn’t look away.  The kid’s ribcage was exposed, like pale fingers embedded in the earth.  

Hailey ran back toward the house to call the sheriff’s office.  

ii

The walls of the Dark World loomed high for Austin McCall.  His entire world began to unravel.  Defensively, he turned inward.  He was moving through a foreign landscape, like something in a Salvador Dali painting.  

Dead fingers circled his throat; he could smell rot from the grave.  What was he supposed to do?  Sadie was a ghost in his thoughts already—his little starting ace.  Everything felt like a bad dream, cruelty of the worst kind.  Just yesterday, it had been dreams of baseball, a beautiful summer day, and in that time, Sadie had disappeared.  

Austin’s sanity began to deteriorate.  

Take my boy, he thought.  Take the Cubs hat, the baseball cards, the comic books.  Take it all.  Nothing left but the ghost of a child, a void where his smiling face used to be.  

He shook his head.  He had to be stronger.  He knew that, but he didn’t have the strength for it.  Not now.  He was still reeling from the blow.

He couldn’t see the needs of his family beyond the walls of the Dark World.  He couldn’t see the role he was supposed to play—a responsibility he wasn’t ready for yet.  Sadie’s disappearance shouldn’t tear the family apart, but the seams were beginning to unravel.  

It was comfortable here.  The atmosphere and bleak promises.  He could get used to this.  

Pretend it never happened, he thought.  You’ll be safe here, away from the nightmare.  It’s the perfect remedy for everything that’s happened so far. 

He leaned back in the recliner, sipping a cocktail he’d made for himself: bourbon over ice.  Where was Rudy?  Mattie?  It felt like eons since he’d seen them.  

This wasn’t just darkness, he thought.  It was limbo.  

What time was it?  After six, seven p.m.?  Rudy would be home soon.  Maybe they could play a game of—

No more, he thought.  No more baseball.

Sadie had discovered Sammy Sosa four years ago.  The Cubs had been playing the Phillies on the WGN network.

Sammy had hit a three-run homer to deep center field.  Sadie surprised Austin by saying, “Shoulda thrown a knuckleball.”  Austin raised his eyebrows, not realizing his five-years-old son even knew the term.  Sadie had begged and pleaded for a baseball and glove (what father could refuse?) and began pitching into cardboard boxes shortly afterwards.  Sadie would ask religiously, “Is Sammy playing today, Dad?”  

When the Cubs were on, Sadie would sit on the couch with his mitt, tossing the ball into it.  His eyes would be glued to the television, imagining what it would be like to pitch against the Dominican slugger.  Sadie, of course, had no desire to bat in the majors.  He studied pitchers and how they approached Sosa.  The ones that struck him out, he always asked: “What kind of pitch was that, Dad?”

“Got ’em on a change-up.” 

He’d thought Sadie’s fascination with baseball would fade, but after three years, he was still going strong, pitching into cardboard boxes.  How he’d learned to throw a nasty curveball was still a mystery.

“One of these days, I’m gonna strike out Sammy Sosa,” Sadie had told him.  

Austin had raised his eyebrows.  “Is that so?”

“Yes.  I’m gonna strike him out at Wrigley Field in front of his fans.”

“If anyone can do it, Son, you can,” Austin told him.

Sadie went outside and began his relentless pursuit.  Austin could never bring himself to tell Sadie that Sammy was nearing the end of his career, and that by the time his boy was old enough, Sammy would long be retired.  But there were plenty of other sluggers he could still strikeout. 
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