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Praise for Goblin


“Goblin is a mesmerizing, terrifying tightrope walk.”


—Clive Barker, author of The Hellbound Heart


“Malerman has created a Derry for a new generation.”


—Sarah Pinborough, author of Behind Her Eyes


“Goblin is another triumph from Josh Malerman.”


—Christopher Golden, author of Road of Bones


“Malerman tantalizes readers with this enigmatic linked collection of horror novellas … The dark, fantastic tone will put readers in mind of Ray Bradbury’s Something Wicked This Way Comes. This is must-read horror.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Malerman has created a town which may even be darker than King’s, Grant’s, and Bradbury’s nightmares. Goblin is all Malerman and should be listed on every horror reader’s itinerary of places to visit, with the lights turned low and the night breeze creeping into the room.”


—Monster Librarian


“Goblin seems like any other ordinary small town. But with the master storyteller Josh Malerman as your tour guide, you’ll discover the secrets that hide behind its closed doors. These six novellas tell the story of a place where the rain is always falling, nighttime is always near, and your darkest fears and desires await. Welcome to Goblin.”


—Tor online




From East Lansing to New York, a wedding, a New Year’s Eve, and an acid test come to mind. But those are only landmarks on a gorgeous drive. And when the person you’re traveling with points left as often as right, you start to realize it’s the actual act of seeing, not the sights.


This is for Matt Sekedat.
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PROLOGUE: WELCOME
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If Tom hadn’t left his sweater in his locker, if he hadn’t gone back to get it, and if he hadn’t passed the main office on the way, the whole dark night might’ve been avoided.


“Hold up a minute, Tommy. Got one more run for you.”


Dammit. Tom had a fun night planned ahead. A great one. Pizza, beer, old movies, feet on the table, and the open prairie of the living room to himself.


“Where to, Jerry?”


Before his boss even said the city name, Tom knew he’d scratch his evening plans. He never said no to Jerry.


“Goblin.”


Goblin?


“Jeez, Jerry. Goblin’s what … an hour away? I haven’t been to Goblin in something close to … thirty years.”


To Goblin might’ve been an hour’s drive, but there and back would make it two.


“I know it,” Jerry said, making his most sympathetic face. Cigar smoke rose from the ashtray on his desk and curled about his big belly. “And I’m gonna give you triple for the run. The recipient gave us some extra. Wants it done his way. Very specific.”


“Triple? Wow. What is it, Jerry?”


Jerry shrugged and looked to a stack of papers.


“It’s a pain in the ass is what it is. Obsessive instructions. And he wants it delivered at midnight. No kidding. Maybe there’s a party going on or who knows … but I’d send you with a carload of uncuffed prisoners for this kind of money. There’s a whole list of demands attached to the crate.”


“Crate?”


“Box.”


Tom removed his yellow ball cap and ran greasy fingers through his greasy hair. Triple. That added up to $1.20 a mile. What with Goblin hanging at least seventy miles north (and maybe even more, Tom would certainly check), not to mention the seventy back, he stood to make a cool hundred sixty-eight dollars on a last-minute run. Tom could drop the box off at midnight and be in front of his TV by two in the morning. Hell, he could drink all day from there.


“Just follow the directions to a T, Tommy. The fella already made good on his money. Now it’s just up to us not to mess it up.”


The union had the drivers going at eighteen an hour or taking forty cents on the mile. Most of the guys opted for the hourly because most of the guys factored in the dreaded long wait upon delivery. But Tom had been driving for sixteen years and he knew this guy there and that guy here and by the time the option was granted he’d had his routes down pat. And if there was an unexpected delay? Well, that was okay, too. Tom loved to count the miles. He wasn’t about to give that small distraction up.


“You know, Jerry,” Tom said, smiling, “I kissed my first girl up in Goblin. Alice Pratt. She bit clean through my lower lip.”


Tom pulled his lip out for Jerry to see.


“Jeez. That’s something, Tommy. Maybe you could look her up.”


Tommy once knew Goblin. His mother had taken him there three summers in a row. His eleventh, his twelfth, and his thirteenth birthdays. Three summers spent swimming in Goblin’s deep lakes, not to mention the ice-cold Blackwater River, on whose banks Tom’s mouth was ambushed by Alice after she fooled him into thinking he was getting a kiss without a bite. He’d played games in the West Fields, walked through Perish Park. Still standing in Jerry’s office, he had detailed memories of passing The Hedges on the east side and driving between the two giant topiaries framing the highway coming in from the south. He recalled the savage tour of the slaughterhouse and the pleasant one of the Hardy Carroll Goblin Zoo. He recalled the owls, too; postcards and photos of the owls, keepsakes his mother had purchased downtown.


Tom smiled. A hundred sixty-eight dollars was a lot of money to revisit his youth. A place he remembered enjoying, if he remembered it right.


“It’s already ten fifteen,” Jerry said. “You better get moving if you’re gonna reach Goblin by midnight.”


Goblin.


“Thanks, Jerry. I’m on it. Thanks for the gig.”


“Thank you, Tommy. I was planning on making the run myself before you showed up.” He took a long pull on the cigar, then pointed at Tom with it. “The box is already on the lift. You’re gonna need that. It’s heavy as hell. And remember”—he held up his hands like it’s my job to say it more than once—“make sure you follow those directions.”
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The box was easy to see from across the warehouse. It was tall, taller than Tom. When he climbed the lift and tried to move it, the resistance told him he didn’t have much of a chance without some help.


“Delivering lead?” He removed his cap again and wiped his hairline dry.


He wasn’t even sure how Jerry got the thing where it was.


Crossing the warehouse again, he started the smaller truck and backed it up. Then he got out and started the lift.


It made a nasty squawking sound Tom had never heard it make before.


“Sucker’s testing the lift.”


By the time the machine got it level with the truck, it looked to Tom like the gears were going to fold in on themselves. He climbed up into the truck, took the power dolly, and rolled its lip under the box.


Before trying to move it, Tom spotted the instructions, nailed to the wood.


DELIVER TO:


DEAN CRAWFORD


726 ROLLING HILLS DRIVE, ROLLING HILLS


GOBLIN, MI


48929


CONTENT: ONE BOX, 8 FT. X 3 FT. 110 LBS.


“You’re more than a hundred and ten pounds, buddy.”


He read on:


SPECIAL: DO NOT DELIVER BEFORE MIDNIGHT (12 AM)—


RECIPIENT WILL NOT BE HOME TO RECEIVE BEFORE MIDNIGHT—


DO NOT DELIVER PAST 12:30 AM—RECIPIENT WILL NOT BE HOME TO RECEIVE AFTER 12:30 AM. IF RECIPIENT IS NOT HOME (OR DOES NOT ANSWER THE DOOR) BETWEEN 12 AND 12:30 OR IF DRIVER MISSES THIS WINDOW OF TIME, DESTROY CONTENTS OF BOX.


“Wait. What the fuck?”


Here Jerry wrote in pen:


Customer is real serious about this … no typo. Destroy box if you can’t reach him.


There was more:


DO NOT ATTEMPT TO OPEN BOX BEFORE DELIVERY—MAKE SURE BOX IS SECURE—CUSTOMER WILL NOT RECEIVE BOX IF ATTEMPT TO OPEN IS EVIDENT.


Tom shook his head. Triple the money or not, this was a weird gig.


DELIVER BOX ALONE—DO NOT LOAD ON TRUCK WITH OTHER ITEMS—MAKE SURE BOX IS ALONE IN TRUCK—DO NOT GET IN THE REAR OF TRUCK WITH BOX AND TRUCK DOOR CLOSED.


“Okay,” Tom said. “Now you’re telling me shit I learned sixteen years ago, buddy. Think I’m gonna lock myself in?”


DO NOT STOP TO CHECK ON BOX—ONCE BACK DOOR IS SECURE DO NOT OPEN UNTIL YOU HAVE ARRIVED AT 726 ROLLING HILLS DR., ROLLING HILLS, GOBLIN, MI.


And this:


IF BOX SHOULD FALL OR ANY NOISE THAT INDICATES AS MUCH SHOULD OCCUR, DO NOT ATTEMPT TO CHECK ON BOX—KEEP DRIVING TO DESTINATION.


Tom grunted.


“Well, I ain’t gonna let it fall, buddy.”


There was one more instruction, followed by another note from Jerry in pen:


DO NOT COMMUNICATE TO OTHER DRIVERS WHERE YOU ARE DELIVERING BOX TO—RECIPIENT WANTS STRICT ANONYMITY AND INSISTS ON DISCRETION.


So don’t go yapping on the CB!


Tom let out a long dull whistle. He’d been given some pretty far-out orders before but never—not once—had he been instructed to destroy a package if no one was there to get it. He’d had to bring a few back, of course, and sometimes they had you drop it off somewhere else, but never this.


“Goblin and back,” he said. “Come on.”


He tried to move the box by way of the dolly, but it simply wouldn’t budge.


“One hundred and ten pounds, my ass.”


He found that if he sort of knelt and put his shoulder into it, if he put all his weight into the middle and lower part … the box slid. And he was sweating when he finally got it against the wall. He had to take a second before wrapping the straps around the box and securing them to the truck wall. Then he secured the power dolly to the opposite wall.


“I won’t be seeing you until Goblin. And we’re both better for it!”


He got down from the truck and pulled the rope, slamming the door closed. After locking it, he walked to the cabin and stopped at the driver’s-side mirror.


He looked at himself.


“You haven’t been to Goblin in thirty years.” Then he smiled. “Think you’ll recognize the city? Think the city will recognize you?”


He heard a sound like a hammer falling a short distance to the ground. He looked over his shoulder, deep into the warehouse, then climbed into the cabin at last.


“Don’t let mysterious boxes freak you out, Tommy,” he told himself. “And don’t follow directions from people who don’t know any better than you do.”
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He started the drive on edge but didn’t really know it.


He’d made it out of the lot by ten fifty-two and the map told him Goblin was actually seventy-two miles away. Cool: $172.80. And sixteen years of driving trucks had given him an excellent sense of timing, if nothing else. He popped in a cassette tape, smoked the butt end of a cigarette he’d hidden in the ashtray, and figured he’d reach Goblin by eleven forty-five. At an average of eighty miles an hour for seventy-two miles, with some give or take here and there, he ought to pass between the topiaries at exactly eleven forty-five … giving him some time to drive the additional twelve miles from the city gates to 726 Rolling Hills Drive.


Destroy contents of box.


Tom rolled the window down partway and thought he could smell a storm coming. What was with the loony-tunes instructions? Seriously. Was he delivering something illegal? Sounded like it. He knew a bunch of drivers who sniffed cocaine to stay awake—hell, there were even guys blowing lines for full three-hour runs—but he ran a pretty clean ship himself. After sixteen years of successfully avoiding all the seedy shit, he wasn’t interested in transporting drugs no matter how good the money. It wasn’t that good.


He knew a guy back when he started driving, a grizzly sort named Wernor Mount, who got ten years for driving a hundred and something pounds of—


110 lbs.


Come on. Could the unfathomably heavy box be a hundred and ten pounds of … drugs? Tom didn’t think so. He didn’t want to think so and he actually didn’t believe that was the case. Jerry must have gone over all that with this Dean Crawford of 726 Rolling Hills Drive … right? Jerry didn’t want that happening any more than Tom did. And Jerry certainly didn’t want a driver-in-the-dark saying,


I had no idea what was in it. Jerry just told me to get it to Goblin by midnight.


Not even for triple the money. No way.


But Tom was getting triple. How much was Jerry making on this delivery? Would it be beneath Jerry to pocket a few grand for a sideshow like this? Maybe. Maybe Jerry and this guy Crawford worked it out that they’d get an innocent bystander (a patsy) to move the goods. Get the illegal stuff into the hands of someone who honestly knew nothing and couldn’t point any fingers.


Destroy contents of box? Truthfully? This was nuts.


He turned the radio up. Rolled the window down. Definitely smelled a storm.


4


At eleven seventeen Tom thought he heard something like a giggle come from directly behind his seat.


He turned quick to check on it but the driver’s seat was flush against the cabin wall and Tom knew nothing could fit behind him.


Maybe it was the tires. Maybe it was the radio.


The CB suddenly piped up static and Tom jumped in his seat.


“Is Tomcat out there?”


Someone was trying to reach him. Someone had seen him out on the road and was phoning in.


He reached for the CB and stopped.


The instructions told him not to tell anybody where he was going. What would he say? Should he lie?


“Tomcat … it’s Beartrap here … thought I saw you out there … was I wrong?”


Tom felt a sudden surge of shame, as if he’d been spotted transporting something illegal.


Answer the CB, Tom thought. The instructions just said not to mention 726 Rolling Hills … Goblin …


Beartrap was an old friend. A fellow road dog.


Answer the CB. Come on.


“Tomcat?”


He picked it up.


“Hey, old Bear … Tomcat indeed. You saw me right.”


There was no response from Beartrap. Only static. Tom turned the volume up, but all it did was give him more static.


“Hey, old Bear … repeat … that was handsome Tomcat you saw on the road.”


Still no response. Only static.


Tom hung it back up.


“Well, Beartrap,” he said to nobody. “Let’s hope it isn’t drugs. Let’s hope it’s a shitty piece of art that couldn’t hurt a fly if it fell on it.”
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If there was a fly in the back, the box might’ve fallen on it.


At eleven twenty-nine Tom heard a thud so loud he was sure it had to be the tires. He gripped the wheel and braced himself, already accepting the fact that he might not get the package to Goblin on time.


But it wasn’t a wheel. And he hadn’t hit anything. And nothing had hit him.


So, what then? What then other than the box falling on its side in the truck?
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Once back door is secure do not open until you have arrived at 726 Rolling Hills …


Call it habit or professionalism or just plain interest but Tom didn’t care about this particular instruction. If the box fell, the box fell. And it was his job to see that what he delivered was in the same shape coming as going.


“And how will Dean Crawford know the difference?”


He looked at himself in the driver’s-side mirror and saw he looked a little wiry, gaunt, crazy.


The box was getting to him. The instructions were driving him nuts.


He pulled the truck to the side of the highway, let her idle in park, and got out. He hadn’t had to use his wipers on the drive so he was surprised to feel drops of rain upon his face and hands.


He walked to the truck back with the key out and ready.


Then he did something he hadn’t planned on doing at all.


Rather than opening the back, he put his ear to the closed door and listened. And the silence inside was somehow convincing enough for him to head back to the cabin.


“Sounds like it’s upright,” he said, turning on the wipers and putting the truck in drive.


Then he drove.
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“Jerry?”


“Yeah, Tommy. You in Goblin already?”


Tom liked the feel of the CB in his hand. Like he was still connected to Jerry, to his job, to his life.


“Not yet.”


“Everything all right?”


“Sure. It’s just—”


“Just what, Tommy?”


“Just nothing. Just wanted to thank you again for the gig. Hell of a gig.”


“You getting emotional on me?”


“Suppose I sort of am.”


“Don’t mention it. You deserve all the big runs anyway. You’re the best driver we got and you know it. You gonna look up that Alice girl?”


“Who?”


“First kiss. The biter.”


“Oh … Alice Pratt.” Tom laughed. It felt really good to laugh. How could he be transporting something illegal and laughing at the same time? Didn’t seem possible. “I think I’ll leave her be.”


“All right, well. CB me after the delivery.”
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With every mile the truck swallowed, Tom felt like the box was getting lighter. Not that the truck was easier to handle, no, but like the pressure of following those instructions was lessening.


Less time spent with a rule was less time to break it.


He thought he might ask Mr. Crawford what it was when he got there. Maybe it was like a riddle.


What’s sealed and heavy and might smell like a storm and might giggle and you can’t approach it under any circumstances?


The sort of brainteaser that pins you down before it tells you the answer and all at once you understand it so clearly that it’s shameful you didn’t figure it out on your own.


“He’d better be home,” Tom said.


Then he had a vision of himself in a stranger’s driveway, busting up the contents of a mystery box. Because of Alice Pratt he imagined this driveway on the banks of the Blackwater River, the pieces taken by the cold flowing water.


“He’d better be home.”


Was it a gift for a mistress? The secrecy, the small window to deliver, the hush money.


A Pontiac Sunbird pulled up next to him, and through its window Tom saw two young men pointing to the back of the truck.


“What?” Tom mouthed.


Through the falling rain, the men became more animated.


“The back of your truck!” Tom heard, before the faces with their open mouths vanished into the rain ahead.


“Did the back open up?”


Tom looked in the driver’s-side mirror. He saw no swinging door. He took his foot off the gas, then pressed it hard. No swinging door.


He didn’t want to admit what was so obvious about the sudden road encounter:


They looked scared.


Scared for themselves.


“What’s on my truck?” Tom asked the otherwise empty cabin.


Keep driving to destination—Do not stop to check on box—


He looked at the clock.


Eleven thirty-eight.


He was seven miles from Goblin.


He had time to stop. He had time to do his job.
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Tom pulled the truck to the side of the road, the front tires in matching puddles of rain. He grabbed the flashlight from the glove compartment. The short walk from the door to the rear of the truck went too quickly, it seemed, and he was facing the closed door before he wanted to.


What am I delivering to Goblin?


But the hollering from the Sunbird turned out to be just what Tom expected it was: a lot of fuss over nothing. What else but a burned-out taillight?


Tom smiled. He looked up to the back door.


“He’s not gonna know if you open the damn door, buddy.”


He placed his hand on the lock. Would this be the first time he ever willingly defied instructions on a delivery? Tom wanted to say no, of course not, but he couldn’t think of another time he had.


He unlocked the door.


“You see?” he said. “No fireworks. No bomb going off. No sudden police lights, either.”


The door screeched unoiled when he pushed it up.


And there it was! Lying on its side! The big box did tip over!


But … no.


Tom turned the flashlight on it and saw it was just the power dolly. He must’ve done a poor job securing it. The box itself stood exactly as he’d last seen it. Strapped in five times over.


He climbed up into the back of the truck. The rain came down hard against the metal roof and echoed in the rectangular chamber.


Tom stepped on something gooey and slipped and fell on his ass.


WHUMP!


On the floor now, he saw movement, a thousand insects, crawling at the base of the box. But when he trained his light on it, there were none.


“Fuckin’ hell,” Tom said. “I’ve got the heebie jeeb—”


“Drive.”


A voice. Unquestionably a voice. The echo of its one word lingered, round and round in Tom’s ear.


Then movement indeed. A shadow, a shape, just beyond the box, someone crouched behind it.


“Hey!” Tom yelled. “Is someone in there?”


He couldn’t believe the words that came out of his mouth.


“Driiiiiiiive.”


Headlights from the road painted just enough of the inside of the truck for Tom to see the shoulder of a silhouette, a pair of white eyes.


He felt tears swell up in his own. He thought he was going to piss himself. He wanted badly to be home, on that couch, eating pizza, pounding beers. He wanted help. He wanted someone to pull him out of this situation.


But it was his own feet … his own legs … that took him to the edge of the truck bed. The rain didn’t “wake him up.” He wasn’t asleep. It crashed against him like it would a windowpane. A flowerpot. A stone.


Numb in this way, Tom leapt from the back and pulled the door down quickly.


The box was still strapped in, wasn’t it? It hadn’t been opened. Had it?


So why did it feel like the owner of that voice had not sneaked into the truck at all? That, rather, Tom had dollied him inside himself?


He hurried back to the cabin and got behind the wheel.


He merged.


He drove.


At eleven forty-five he reached the Goblin city limits. Both hands were trembling white piles of dust on the wheel.


Tom didn’t know who the two leviathan topiaries were that greeted him, but they were George Carroll, Goblin’s founding father, and Jonathan Trachtenbroit, the man who brought all the owls so many years ago and who was later strangled on Pride Hill, strangled by the ancestor of the very man who trimmed these bushes. Lit from below with giant floodlights, the pair were as intimidating a welcoming committee as Tom had ever seen.


Why did you drive? Why didn’t you run? Why did you listen to that voice?


As he entered the city, he couldn’t answer these questions other than to imagine himself abandoning the truck and being tracked forever by whatever was inside it.


“I got a better question than why,” Tom said, wide-eyed and shaking as the traffic increased, as the landmarks and cityscape came into view through the rain-obscured windshield of the truck. “What have I brought to Goblin tonight, Tommy my man? What?”


But whatever it was, its white eyes must still shine in the back and the echo of its timeless voice must still be back there, too.


Tom was too late. He knew that, whatever was back there, he was too late in keeping it from Goblin.


He wondered when it began, this unforeseen route, hidden in the bigger route of delivering a package. Was it when Jerry called him into his office? When he agreed to make the run?


Or was it long before then, sixteen years ago, when he applied for the driver’s job in the first place?


Or maybe it went even further back than that. To the day Goblin itself was discovered, growing ever since, until one rainy evening Tom forgot his sweater and passed the office on his way to retrieving it.


“Too late,” Tom said, too afraid to turn back, too afraid to defy whatever was back there. “You’ve already delivered it.”


He felt shameful. Like he’d delivered something illegal after all. Something dark enough to eclipse the legends of the city and to cast shadows over the stories of the people who lived there.


He’d made $86.40 so far but was no longer sure of his chances to spend it.





A MAN IN SLICES
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Richard stood outside Charles’s house with a heavy rain crashing against his face. A rain so thick that, earlier tonight, Charles appeared to vanish, after exiting Richard’s car, like he’d stepped through a wet curtain. The pair had had a decidedly weird night, or rather Richard was the one who suffered the strange; Charles’s night must have been something more … liberating.


They’d spent many hours parked downtown, at the corner of Lily and Neptune, as all that Goblin rain came furious against the windshield. The wipers of Richard’s Dodge Dart remained asleep, and the water poured down the glass like at the car wash on Samhattan Street. Charles unloaded some things he didn’t feel like keeping secret anymore. Richard, the good friend, had listened. And now, long after Charles stepped through that curtain (and Richard was left with the story), Richard stood under that very rain, staring into the eyes of the life-sized topiary of Charles himself. It was one of Wayne Sherman’s finest, most Gobliners agreed. But Richard wasn’t thinking of the fabled proprietor of The Hedges. Rather, he weighed whether or not he had to turn his old friend in to the Goblin Police. He could phone Mayor Blackwater directly. That felt right, somehow. The mayor’s tie to this city went further back than any bond between its citizens ever could.


Charles, he thought. Oh boy, Charles.


Richard could defend Charles all he wanted (and how he had!). He could argue that everybody, even a monster, needed a friend (and how he was!). He could preach that Charles had never meant anybody any harm. That his friend lived without a governor, outside the social constructs that crippled so many. And yet being free was not necessarily being happy. And Richard would never be able to hide the fact that he knew his friend was troubled.


He’d always known it.


Tonight Richard wore his green slicker, the rain coming down so heavy it molded the plastic to his upper body, making him look something like a topiary himself. He looked into the eyes of that Sherman work of art and saw the same vacancy that he noted in the eyes of the actual man he’d just been with. Did Wayne Sherman recognize this in Charles? When he lifted his shears to clip the leaves, did Charles’s vacancy burn in his mind like it burned in Richard’s now? Perhaps every topiary, marble statue, and plaster casting ever rendered had something of that same void.


The void that Charles was.


Richard closed his eyes and when he opened them, the bush statue remained. Charles in nature. Charles’s nature.


Richard thought back.


Charles wasn’t the only kid Richard’s mom advised her son to steer clear of, but it struck him as extra meaningful when, after seeing Charles the eleven-year-old for the first time, she leaned in and said,


“You must try to avoid that one, Richard.”


It was clear to everyone who met him that Charles was something problematic. Not the manic, destructive hell-raiser or the conniving and enervated bully that unnerved so many adults, but the sort that even those types of kids stayed away from. From the start, Charles was different in a different way.


And Richard became his only friend.


You’ve put me in a spot, Charles, Richard thought, staring into the deep-green eyes of that Sherman topiary.


Even by Goblin standards the rain was fantastic, punishing, and Richard thought back, attempting to isolate Charles’s history in a jar, the history he’d witnessed himself, growing up in Goblin, through the years.


There were scenes …


High school parties where girls pulled Richard aside to ask him what was wrong with his friend.


Times at Charles’s house when Richard saw real and raw fear in the eyes of Charles’s own parents.


Times when Richard was just as afraid.


Was there a singular moment, a beat or a bump, that could act as a finger and point to the story Charles had just unloaded in the car? Should Richard have seen this story coming?


Staring into the dark-green, leafy eyes of the false man before him, Richard thought hard about the real one.


Yes, he knew, there were scenes. …
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The day Charles moved to Goblin, Richard’s doorbell rang and his mom, looking through the living room window, flashed Richard a concerned expression.


But Richard was curious. A new friend? Richard, a shy bookworm, could use all the friends he could get.


Richard answered the door himself.


“I’m here to introduce myself,” Charles said.


“Okay, so who are you?”


“I’m Charles Ridnour. I live in the green house … there.”


He pointed up the street. Richard knew the house.


“I’m Richard Robin,” Richard said.


“Well,” Charles said, “our names should keep us close together even if our interests don’t. Roll call. Lockers. You know.”


Richard liked him right away. Charles was nothing like the other boys from Goblin: the kids who tried so hard to stay cool. The kids who made more jokes than they did observations. The world felt youthful, open, and Richard noted a spark of inner electricity. Maybe the odd new neighbor could show him odd new things.


“I’m interested in the Blackwater River,” Charles said, without a qualifier. But Richard understood it was an invitation.


“Hang on.”


After closing the door, Richard asked his mom if he could show Charles the river.


“Be back in two hours,” she said. Then she pointed at him, her way of underscoring a rule.


Though he was far from high school, Richard grabbed his Goblin Marauders sweatshirt and joined Charles outside.


“I’ll show you around.”


“You’ll show me the Blackwater River?”


“No,” Richard said, already heading up the street. “I’ll show you Goblin.”


And so he did. And how fresh Goblin looked to Richard then! Through the eyes of a new friend! How new the very street he lived on! Even the STOP sign shone bright red in the afternoon sun.


This is Goblin, Charles! My hometown. And now your hometown, too. Isn’t it something? Isn’t it magic?


“Coach Snow used to live there,” Richard said, pointing to the last house in the neighborhood before reaching Christmas Road.


“What does he coach?”


“What did he coach. Track and field. But the guy met a nasty end, they say. Found in pieces in a well.”


So many legends, so many yarns. Richard could feel the swell of the city building within him. Its history, its characters, its soul.


And much of that soul could be found in the rain.


“It’s a fact that there’s sixty percent more rain in Goblin than any city within a hundred miles. Some people say it’s the original sixty settlers, crying from up there.” Richard pointed to the blue sky.


“What happened to the settlers that they would cry?” Charles had asked.


Richard could feel Goblin working its magic on the newcomer already.


“Ambushed by natives. Dad says they had it coming. I don’t doubt it.”


As the boys walked up Christmas, as the very tops of the buildings of downtown came into view, Richard told Charles about how the sun set a full minute before all the neighboring towns because Hardy Carroll (the legendary unruly son of Goblin’s founder) lost a bet and, too afraid to ask his father for the money, agreed to pay in daylight. How the paved roads were all so bumpy because the city’s construction crews decided not to wait for the protestors to get out of the way. How the North Woods harbored Great Owls, Goblin’s very own endangered species.


“Off limits,” Richard said. “Protected by the police. And you don’t want to mess around with the Goblin Police. They’re … spooky.”


“It sounds like a lot of Goblin is spooky.”


“See the cemetery over that way?” Richard pointed to a crowded lot. Stones very close together.


“Yes.”


“In Goblin the dead are buried standing up.”


Charles’s eyes grew wide. The image associated with this information was crystal clear, Richard knew, as it was for him when he learned it, too.


What pride Richard felt, painting this detailed picture of his hometown for a new friend to view!


“You see that great brown building, Charles? With the white windows?”


“Yes.”


“That’s Goblin General. Where I was born.”


Richard told Charles how the hospital was once quarantined when it was discovered that an RN had contracted leprosy. How no one was allowed to leave, for fear of contaminating the city at large, and how all two hundred and twelve people inside gradually deteriorated, peeling to pieces, before all of them died and Goblin sanitation removed what remained with mops.


“And the one with the sort of crisscross design is where my mom works.”


Richard told Charles how there used to be a drive-in theater. How the theater got shut down because too many kids were sneaking up on hilltops or climbing trees to watch R-rated movies.


“That’s how I saw movies for years. From Pride Hill in Perish Park.”


Perish Park, what a place! Where every winter people reenacted the death of Jonathan Trachtenbroit, who was strangled by a political rival, Henry Sherman.


“One time,” Richard said, “some bad people set fire to many trees in Perish Park. People were worried the whole square would go up. But that’s crazy … what with all the rain.”


Charles stopped walking. He pointed to the city’s modest skyline. “Are you taking me there?”


“You mean downtown? Yes.”


Charles smiled. “Take me, Richard. Tell me everything.”


With a heart full of happiness, Richard did. He’d never met anybody exactly like Charles. Nobody who spoke like him, moved like him, stared at the skyline like he just had. And yet, even that day, that first day, Richard detected something swimming deeper within his new friend. Something dark and formless that could be seen only under certain conditions, under certain light.


But that first day Richard didn’t care. Like the kid who hears that smoking the plants found in the North Woods can lead to a life of debauchery and trouble with the Goblin Police, Richard decided that, whatever was swimming in Charles, whatever would eventually surface and show itself, Richard would chance seeing it for a day like this.
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For all his newfound extroversion, Richard was nervous about being downtown once they got there. How overwhelming it all seemed without Mom! And he hadn’t told her he was coming here. But Charles seemed to drink it all in. The grown-up men and women walking the streets in their suits and dresses. The bums, buses, street vendors, and storefronts. The magic shop, the zoo, the stores with souvenirs, all of which featured mini-Shermans, topiaries in the shape of every known name a tourist might have.


And the Goblin Police, in their pale-gray uniforms, patrolling the city streets in that sluggish way that marked them.


“They move like … the dead,” Charles said.


Richard opted not to talk about them at all. They passed a sign that read KEEP GOBLIN PRISTINE! TOSS YOUR TRASH HERE! Richard pointed out dog walkers, coffee stands, the proprietors who invited you in with a few words, and the people handing out flyers concerning shows coming to town.


“A circus!” Charles said. “Wow!”


But both boys were more interested in other things.


“What’s that?” Charles asked, indicating a purple-painted theater ahead.


Richard followed Charles’s finger to The Milky Way.


“It’s the adult theater,” Richard said. “Mom gets mad at me for just looking at it.”


The way his mom put it, Richard imagined a horde of drooling, hairy men within, their pants at their ankles. The marquee read (to the point):


XXX


“Let’s sneak inside,” Richard said suddenly. His stomach dropped at his own suggestion. But the thrill of a new friend, and one who seemed so strangely open, overwhelmed him.


“Do you mean it?”


“I do.”


The obedience to youth took hold of them and the pair started through the theater’s gravel lot before they had any real courage or conviction behind them. Their hesitant steps became an excited trot and they raced to the purple brick side, out of view of the foggy glass ticket booth where an ancient woman smoked long cigarettes.


There was a small side door.


“Open it,” Richard said.


“Me?”


“Come on.”


“It must be locked.”


“Oh, Charles. I’ll do it.”


Then Charles pointed to something in the bushes. “Look,” he said. “A key.”


The two crouched and Richard pulled the bushes apart, and they saw, yes, a wooden key in the dirt.


“That looks two hundred years old,” Richard said. Neither touched it.


“It’s a toy,” Charles said. “It’s—”


But Richard was already up and pushing the door.


It opened without resistance.


“Holy crap,” Richard said.


“Holy crap, indeed.”


Charles left the key in the bushes, got up, and met Richard at the open door.


They stared down a long and dark hallway. And from deep within they heard the sounds of women moaning.


The far-off look that would dominate Charles’s face as an adult appeared for the first time for Richard to see. It was as if that deeper thing within Charles had swum to the top after all, and had taken charge of things.


Charles stepped into the hall first. Richard followed.


Their eyes adjusted quickly and the red EXIT sign illuminated just enough footing to lead them deeper. They crept silently, their shoes soft on the carpet, holding their breath. They both paused at the sound of slapping. A palm against a skin.


“This is weird,” Richard whispered. “Maybe we should scram.”


But that deeper Charles, the dark formless swimmer, remained.


“I wanna see this,” he said. “And so do you.”


When they reached the end of the hall (the moaning now as loud as the tanks in the war movies), Richard saw that they had been walking along the other side of the wall where the movie was projected. Peeking around the corner he saw it glowed, but the light of the projector blinded him for all else.


“We’re going to have to crawl in,” Charles whispered. “Or they’ll see us.”


“They?”


“The men in here.”


Crouched now, they could see the faces seated in the dark, smoky theater. Half a dozen men, well spaced out, stared intently at the screen.


Richard spotted a woman out there, too.


Charles crawled deeper into the room and Richard followed. The screen was behind them now. And it wasn’t until they reached the curtains at the theater’s entrance that they turned to see what all the sound was about.


They sat, cross-legged, and watched. Two new friends, strangers only hours ago.


A woman lay on her stomach on a bed while a man did what looked like push-ups above her.


“Oh,” Charles said. “I know what this is.”


“What is it?”


“This is love. My mother told me that when a man attaches himself to a woman it’s called ‘love.’ ”


Richard considered this. “It looks more like exercise to me.”


Charles laughed and, years later, standing before a Wayne Sherman topiary of Charles himself, as a Goblin rain soaked him to his marrow, Richard couldn’t remember another time Charles had laughed again.


You seemed so normal to me then. I know we were young, but … should I have been able to see it then? Would a different boy … a different guide to Goblin … have noticed and maybe known what to do with you? Did I fail you as a friend? That’s impossible … right? I was the only friend you had. We both know that.


After the two sneaked out of the theater, they explored the rest of Goblin as Richard knew it. They walked across the stone bridge over the Blackwater River, drank from the fountain in the Nash Museum, peed in the toilets in the lobby of the Woodruff, played pinball in Goblin Games, rolled dice at Master of the Multiverse, fed found pizza crust to the pigeons, tossed dimes in the pond at Perish Park, and rode the bus. They got off near The Milky Way and took Christmas back home, walking the smaller streets Charles now knew one time over and Richard now knew one time better. The streets that would get them to their homes, where they would tell their respective mothers what a terribly dull time they’d had down at the Blackwater River. They’d eat dinner at their separate homes, too, and crawl into their warm, made beds.


And almost immediately after the lights were turned off in his room, Richard thought of Charles.


He needs me.


Unsure exactly what it meant, he fell asleep and dreamed of what he’d seen on that giant screen. Dreamed that the woman enjoyed the love the man gave her.


It would be four months before young Richard would see the side of Charles that older Richard was now, in the rain, trying so hard to piece together. And still, now, the thought


he needs me


was as confusing as it was when it first came, unbidden and frightening, too big for a young boy to make sense of. Only the need Charles had for Richard would change, like the extreme seasons of the city they called home, the city they explored together.


It used to be you needed a friend, Richard thought, his slicker pasted to his body. But now you need an alibi. And if I provide for you like I once did … if I give you what you need … what will you need next from me, Charles? What will you need next?
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That first summer the two were sent together to swim camp. Camp Tanawanna was a big step for Richard’s mother, but by then the boys were playing every day and there was no doubting their bond. She agreed, at Richard’s behest, with less convincing than he’d anticipated.


And yet Mom continued to give her son a cautionary glance whenever Charles came up.


Camp Tanawanna was built on a massive black lake the campers called Lake Goodbye because it looked like anyone who entered it might vanish. Big pines lined the cove used as the swimming area, and the shadows these woods cast rendered the water tar-like to look at. Lake Goodbye.


Big, sharp rocks littered the small semicircle of sand the counselors called a beach, and the path to get there wasn’t much smoother. The water was invaded by a series of battered wooden docks in the shape of an H. The younger kids would use the bottom half of that H. Even in such shallow water it looked like a tar pit, and every time Richard walked past it he imagined the eight-and nine-year-olds stuck in it, trying desperately to free their arms and legs. The older kids (at eleven, Richard and Charles were considered such) would use the top half, where the bottom really dropped off and, if you wanted to, it looked like you could swim forever and out … leaving Camp Tanawanna behind. But the camp was already seventeen miles from Goblin, and part of Richard wanted to hug these docks forever. Who knew what swam beneath the dark surface? Who knew what called these depths home?


But the only real monster on Lake Goodbye was the trouble brewing in young Charles’s mind.


How dark the waters were!


On the first day, before jumping in, the campers were instructed to pair off. The counselors explained that every twenty minutes a whistle would blow and the “buddies” would team up. Richard, aware of the counselors’ indifference to the campers, imagined them shoving him and the others in … one by one. He nearly expected to feel the clammy hand of a counselor on his back as he was tossed, then submerged, then stuck in all that dark water.


As Charles knelt on the dock and touched the surface with a finger, Richard could hear the counselors yelling at him.


It’s okay, Richard! It’s natural! Keep your head up … don’t panic! until he felt something bloated and puffed beneath his feet … something like a rubbery limb.


It’s all the children that didn’t make it … that’s all … the ones that couldn’t swim. They’re all below you now, Richard … in piles … a thousand kids who couldn’t handle it … a thousand kids who got too tired …


But of course the counselors didn’t shove him in. And at the first command to jump, Charles dove first … alone.


And even the counselors could see how good a swimmer he was.


Richard frowned. He’d been hoping the two could struggle together. But while Richard was still psyching himself up to leap in, Charles was already swimming laps. And by the time Richard was in the water, cold and shivering, his view of his “buddy”’ was obscured by the others, treading water beside him.


More playing. More splashing. By then the counselors were talking and flirting, stoned on the dock. Birds called to one another from the big woods. Boats passed farther out on the lake, bringing small waves like toys for the kids to play with.


Richard joined a breath-holding contest with two strangers. He was a little anxious, a little out of step, a little alone. It seemed like everyone else had a friend. And all the chaos concerned him. Hadn’t his mom told him that “an anxious swimmer is a swimmer in danger”? Hadn’t she said worry could cause the muscles to tighten? And that, if you weren’t careful, you could end up sinking to the bottom of a lake?


Cracking these thoughts in half, severing the screams from the cheers, the sound of water crashing, and the distant motors, too (a discordant symphony of frenzied youth set free) … in the center of all that noise, from the docks, the whistle blew.


The activity subsided slowly and, tasting the lake on his lips, Richard looked to the height of that rickety H, then to the base of the pines, as far as the water could go.


And he had no idea where Charles was.


“Buuuuuuuddy call!”


But this was impossible because it had to be. Charles couldn’t rightly go missing in a lake. Not the way he swam. And yet, as kids locked hands and headed for the dock, Charles simply wasn’t there. He really wasn’t there.


And with every pair who reached the dock, there was that much more empty water surrounding Richard.


Still treading, alone now, he thought of the counselors calling Charles’s mom.


We’re sorry, Mrs. Ridnour … we know you thought this whole camp thing a good idea but, as it turned out, your little Charles up and vanished and we couldn’t find him. Not for a few hours anyway. The county deputy came and rolled up his pant legs and went after him personally. Yes … found him at the bottom of the lake … seems he got a little tangled up in all that seaweed. Turned his skin green. It’s a wonder Deputy Johns could even differentiate. Oh, and one more thing: Your neighbor’s kid, Richard? He was supposed to be watching him.


“Charles!”


Richard’s voice traveled, unimpeded, to the pines.


“Where’s your buddy, kid?”


A counselor stood on the edge of the dock, looking down at him.


This was really happening.


“Come on, kid. Don’t fuck around. Where’s your buddy?”


But Richard didn’t know where his buddy was.


“This isn’t funny,” the counselor said. “You know that, right? You know this isn’t a freakin’ joke, right?”


Richard started crying. He couldn’t help it. And his tears fell to the surface of the lake.


Then Richard saw the moment of comprehension, when it registered with the counselors that this was real.


They all jumped in at once.


None of the campers spoke as the counselors dove deep, came up, and dove deep again.


Some of them watched Richard.


That kid lost track of his buddy.


The counselors started to panic.


They started to yell at one another.


“Where’s that kid? WHERE THE FUCK IS THAT KID?”


They went under for long stretches. Too long. Richard saw their feet swallowed by the dark water. When two came up, three more went down. They were getting tired. Those who treaded at the surface breathed heavy. Waiting.


A girl counselor started to cry.


“Where is he? Dan? Did we do something wrong? Dan?”


Dan didn’t have any answers. None of them did. Seventeen years old … camp counselors … supposed to be watching these kids …


“Dan? What’s happening? Have we done something wrong? Where is he?” Her voice shook. The campers began trembling on the dock.


Richard, still in the water, clung to the side of that dock and watched the desperate counselors in a daze.


Time was ticking. Two then three minutes is a long time to be expected to hold your breath. And survive …


Under again. Up.


The counselors were obviously exhausted. Richard could tell.


Three and a half minutes passed. Richard climbed out.


A counselor came up and turned to Richard, praying the whereabouts of the missing kid might be there somewhere in his buddy’s face.


Under again. Up.


“You … you … you can’t go this long,” the girl cried. “You can’t do it. A human being needs to—”


Under again Up.


“You’d die. You can’t … a person has to …”


Under again. Up.


“Dan?”


Four minutes had passed.


“Dan?”


“What?”


“People have to breathe, Dan. He—he’s dead.”


It was a long time before the counselors quit. One by one they gave in. One by one they lifted themselves onto the dock.


Nobody spoke. Lips trembled, but nobody said a word.


And then …


The sound of something emerging from water, and out from the left tip of that great H, Charles pulled himself onto the dock.


“Oh!” the girl shrieked. “Oh my God you’re okay!” She was smiling, hysterical, but most of the counselors remained on their knees. Stone-faced.


It was clear Charles had been hiding.


“Where were you?” one asked. He rose to his full height, dwarfing Charles beneath him.


Charles was as blank-faced as ever.


“Hey kid, where the fuck were you?”


And then it broke.


Noise. Yelling. Crying.


“I’m gonna break your fucking skull.”


The counselor raised a fist.


Another reached out and stopped him.


“The kid is a motherfucking psycho!”


“Then bring him to the office, man,” the second counselor said. “But don’t do this.”


Charles started to cry. He cried the same way Richard would see him cry nineteen years later, in Richard’s Dodge Dart, at the corner of Lily and Neptune in downtown Goblin.


“Get this piece of shit out of here,” the first counselor said. Then, to Charles, “You’re a piece of shit and we’re sending you home.”


The second counselor led him quietly through the other campers. Richard, dripping on the battered dock, watched Charles pass with confusion.


In that moment, watching Charles pass, understanding what Charles had done, Richard understood clearly every suspicion his mother held.


The campers were ushered solemnly back to shore. The day couldn’t go on. They took the path back to their cabins and were instructed to play games.


Later that night, just when Richard heard the first heavy breathing of his bunkmates falling asleep, Charles returned.


He knelt by Richard’s bed.


“It was fascinating,” he said. Like he knew Richard was awake. Despite the dark. Like he knew Richard was up, worrying about him.


“What was?” Richard asked, still so confused.


“Watching people try so hard to save your life.”


Richard was quiet.


“They’re making me leave, of course. Sending me home.”


Richard was quiet.


Then Charles was up and noiselessly shuffling to his own bed.


Richard heard him snoring before long, and he understood that, despite the horrific energy, the fear, surrounding the incident, Charles had seen it differently. While everyone else was scared, weighing life and death, Charles was simply clutching a wooden dock, watching.


It was fascinating.


A silent handshake occurred deep within Richard’s mind. One hand belonged to himself, clearheaded, young. The other belonged to someone he might become, someone who understood that, if he were to walk away from Charles now, Charles would never find another friend to look out for him.


Falling asleep, Richard shook hands. And in doing so, agreed to stay.
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“Are you inside the house?” Richard asked the green statue. “Did you come home after leaving my car? I thought you might come home.”


Earlier this night, the night Charles unloaded, Richard was at home, reading a psychology magazine on the couch. Charles called. He sounded anxious. He was stuttering … muttering … mumbling. Richard was alarmed. He’d never heard his old friend quite so … emotive. It sounded like Charles was going to open up, emotionally, really for the first time, and Richard wasn’t sure he was prepared to hear it.


Suddenly, holding the phone, he wished there was no swimmer in Charles at all, no depth to be plunged. No explanation.


But Richard, always the lone friend, always shaking hands, agreed to meet up.


They agreed upon downtown (Charles said, “I really need to talk to you, Richard. In person. I’ll take the bus. Lily and Neptune?”) and both arrived at the intersection just as the real rain dropped.


Richard didn’t know what to expect. With Charles it could have been anything. And he hadn’t given him any hints to go on. (“I’ll tell you everything when you get there, okay?”) But in the backest of his heart, Richard knew that whatever it was, it wasn’t good. The truth was, the tone of voice he’d heard over the phone was brand new to him. He hadn’t recognized it.


This was somehow the most fearful part.


Charles, huddled up in his jacket beneath the small pink awning over the front door of Goblin Games, came out of the shadows the second Richard pulled up. For a moment Charles the man was beside Charles the shadow, cast by the lamppost, distorted by rain, and Richard had difficulty telling the difference. Which was coming to get in his car?


“Thank you,” Charles said. He ran a wet hand through his wet hair. “Let’s just stay here. In the car.”


“What’s this about, Charles?”


Charles faced his friend, wide-eyed. Richard tried to locate him in there, but struggled.


“I think I’m in trouble, Richard. I think I’ve done something wrong. Something very very wrong.”


6


Later, standing before the topiary, outside Charles’s house, Richard thought back some more. Just a little more. Sifting through the shadows of their history, looking in the corners for clues.


By the time the pair were sixteen years old, Charles had folded enough sheets at Soap’s Hope (a Goblin staple; a Laundromat well known for criminal break-ins and poetry meetings, too) to cover the city’s jarring green skyline. He’d saved up money, too, enough to buy himself a dented brown Oldsmobile. On that very day, the Ridnours invited Richard to join them for dinner in the lobby of the Woodruff. They took Richard out to eat annually by then, a thank-you, Richard imagined, for his service, for being their son’s only friend. Charles suggested they ride downtown in his new car.


Charles was in good spirits on the drive.


“I’m thinking of going into statistics,” he said.


They took Christmas south, the same road they’d walked five years ago, the day Richard introduced Charles to Goblin. Showed him the landmarks. The hot spots. The municipal buildings, too.


Gravel kicked up from the tires into the border of thick trees lining the road. The North Woods were north of them, but the rogue evergreens could be found this way, too.


“Statistics,” Richard echoed. “That sounds like the perfect thing for you.”


He imagined his odd friend occupied by crunching numbers. Perhaps there was a match in there.


A yellow Lab trotted out of the woods, onto the road ahead.


Richard turned to Charles, to point it out, but the look on his friend’s face stopped him.


Charles had seen it, no doubt, but rather than show any concern his eyes lit up.


Richard thought of the things people whispered in the halls of Goblin High. They were juniors now and Charles had long become the butt end of a hundred thousand weirdo-jokes. And yet not many told them to his face.


“Hey,” Charles said. “I think we can get him.”


Richard looked to the dog.


“Get him, Charles?”


Charles slammed his foot down on the gas. The Oldsmobile roared to joyful life, as if it’d been waiting for just this moment since its last owner left it dented and alone so many years ago.


The dog stopped in the middle of Christmas. It looked up at the coming car.


Richard wanted to think his friend was joking. But the idea wasn’t going down easy.


He’s going to do this, Richard. He’s going to do this!


“Charles. Come on.”


“We’re gonna get him, Richard.”


In the shadows of the trees, his eyes went black.


Richard estimated they were fifty yards from the dog. He could see it was old now. But wise or not, the dog remained, sniffing at pebbles, its tail lolling in the sun’s slanted, cracked rays.


At twenty-five yards Richard lifted a hand. As if he might grab the wheel and turn it.


“Charles!”


He thought he was too late. He had to be. Either the dog moved now or they were going to get him, indeed.


Richard’s stomach dropped. His throat tightened. He placed a hand on the wheel.


“Charles!”


But they were on top of him now. There wasn’t enough time for him to move. Charles let out a deep, almost orgasmic, breath of air as the car lifted.


Richard heard the crunch beneath them.


“Oh my God, Charles … Charles, what the fuck did you do?”


The car glided, slowly, with Charles’s foot off the gas.


“Death,” Charles said. “Is so striking.”


As the Oldsmobile came to a natural stop at the foot of a gravel hill, Richard felt sick. The violence of it … the reality of it … the fact that he’d only put his hand on the wheel but had not turned it. It felt as if he’d assisted Charles somehow, helped aim the car.


Charles put the car in park and turned the engine off. Dust from Christmas settled like small storm clouds by the doors.


Birds sang in the trees. Richard imagined one of Goblin’s Great Owls. An endangered species.
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