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  For my family, my best work.


  


  
Prologue


  The great beast slid through tall, dead grass. The wind had led him here. It had things to show him.


  His once-paws sensed broken asphalt and the hardened earth of early April in the northlands, the damp soil still mixed with particles of ice. His crystalline coat moved as the evening breeze greeted it.


  The wind was getting reacquainted with him, here. He had not visited the north during the long years of ice, when the storms scoured the surface of the glacier, and the land beneath was remade. When the ice drew back, the fresh place attracted him. He had spent many days here, of late.


  The humans brought newness as well, of course, but that interested him less. It had come so quickly. Surely it was ephemeral.


  I would know this beast as Ghosteater, though that was not his name. I can’t say his name. No living thing in this world remembers it, though he’s far from the oldest of creatures.


  He gazed at gray clouds, watched as they pressed and crowded one another across the sky. There would be a full moon tonight, but its light would be dim.


  He lowered his eyes to the broken place that stood before him. In days past, the humans had used it. Now other creatures came and went — bats, owls, mice, coyote.


  But tonight, something here would change, the wind whispered in his ear. No, that wasn’t quite right, he thought, sifting through the wind’s strange language, seeking understanding. Tonight something would change, and it would begin here.


  The wind suggested it concerned him. He could not imagine how. Nevertheless, change was interesting. He settled down to wait.


  


  Chapter 1


  I kept my face turned to the window, so Matt wouldn’t see I was still crying. The streets of Dorf were largely dark — only a few folks around here stayed up this late, even on a Friday night. I watched the houses slide by, picking out the ones with the bluish glow of a TV on in the living room or a warm yellow light upstairs. One in five, maybe.


  The silence from the driver’s side was oppressive. Matt was really pissed. And probably embarrassed. I wiped quickly at my face. Everything was damp — my neck, even the top of my shirt. It was like I’d sprung a permanent leak.


  Finally Matt shifted and took a deep breath, performing his patience for me.


  “I just don’t see,” he said in a gritted-teeth voice, “what could possibly be so scary at T.G.I. Friday’s.”


  “I know.”


  My voice sounded rough and choked.


  “So what happened?”


  I shook my head. I couldn’t explain it.


  I’d been having panic attacks all my life, and I’d never understood them. They tended to happen more often when I was in a crowded place, but sometimes they happened when I was sitting alone in my house. Sometimes they even woke me out of a deep sleep. There was no consistency, no predictability. It was some unknown thing that lurked just under the surface, and when it got hungry, it sank its teeth in and dragged me down.


  “I don’t know, Matt. I don’t get it either. I’m sorry.”


  He didn’t say anything. I guess “I’m sorry” doesn’t make up for having your date start shaking and crying, clutch her chest, and then fall out of her chair and barf in the middle of a busy restaurant.


  We pulled up in front of my house, and I got out of the car.


  “Bye, Matt. Thanks …”


  I couldn’t very well add “for a lovely evening,” so the sentence just petered out.


  “Bye, Beth.”


  I knew finality when I heard it.


  He pulled away, leaving me standing on the terrace. I sighed and tried to push back the tears. Matt Kelsey had lasted longer than most. I’d been going out with him for about three months.


  I’d been really excited about him at first. It wasn’t all that often that someone moved to Dorf, Wisconsin. Only about three thousand people lived there, so everyone pretty much knew everyone, or at least knew about everyone. What they knew about me was that I had fits. That didn’t exactly put me at the top of Dorf’s datable-women list.


  But Matt had just moved to town — he’d been hired as a gym teacher at the high school in Frederick, the next town to the west. So he didn’t know about the list, and he didn’t know about me. And he was a hottie. With a steady job and no kids, even though he was twenty-seven. Quite a combo.


  But with the excitement came worry. No one I’d gone out with had been able to put up with the panic disorder. Standing there on the terrace, I felt the last tendrils of hope withdraw. Three months had been enough time to have four attacks in his presence. I guess he’d reached his limit.


  I turned toward my house. The porch light should’ve been welcoming and cheery, but instead it seemed white and harsh.


  I let myself in and saw my camera bag sitting on the entryway table. I immediately felt a little calmer. What I needed was a good photo session. Tomorrow. It would make me feel better.


  For now, my bed was waiting for me. I climbed the creaky stairs and dropped my vomit-splattered clothes on the bathroom floor. I showered briefly, then got in bed, tucking Sniggles the bear under my arm. He reminded me of happier times.


  Things hadn’t been perfect back when Sniggles was a young bear. There’d never been enough money, and I’d always been the kid with the weird problem. But I hadn’t been alone. Not like now.


  Now I could hear the emptiness all around me. The quiet house was full of it. I lay in my cold sheets and listened. Emptiness sounded like the hum of the furnace and the soft brush of air. It sounded like people turning away and thinking of other things.


  


  Chapter 2


  I stamped my boots on the concrete stoop. Clumps of gray slush fell off, speckled with crystals of rapidly softening ice.


  “Betty! How you doing, sweetie?”


  Fixing a smile on my face, I turned and waved to Suzanne Dreisbach, my next-door neighbor. Looked like she was just getting home from the store. She always shopped on Saturday afternoon. You could set your clock by Suzanne, she was so organized.


  She waved back and gave me a bright smile, shifting the paper bag she was carrying from one ample hip to the other. Suzanne was a good neighbor. She’d come to my rescue with my spare key about a dozen times. I was good at locking myself out.


  That said, I really hated being called “Betty.”


  “I’m fine, Suzanne. How’re you today?”


  “Can’t complain, can’t complain.”


  Actually, Suzanne could complain like a champ. Her complaining was one of my guilty pleasures: she was a big gossip and always seemed to know something new about everybody in town. But I just wasn’t up for it at the moment. My toes were cold, and my nose had a big drip forming. If she got going, I’d be standing out here for half an hour.


  “Good, good. Hey, sorry, gotta get my camera inside pronto — think it got damp out there in all this muck.”


  Suzanne nodded obligingly and said we should get coffee tomorrow after church. That was nice — sometimes my weekends got lonely. I told her I’d come find her after the service.


  I hung my coat up on the porch and left my boots out there too. Northern winters are tough on carpets. Grit, salt — once that stuff gets inside, you never really get rid of it.


  I dumped my camera bag on the floor and padded through my little-used living room to the kitchen, where I turned the flame on under the kettle. Not ten minutes later, I was warmly settled in the den, feet curled under me, with a hot cup of tea and a cheese sandwich. I turned on the TV and channel-surfed a little. A very little — I couldn’t afford cable, so I only got a few stations.


  I think my mind drifted.


  I can’t really remember what I thought about. Probably it was on the gloomy side, what with the Matt thing weighing on me. No doubt I was grumpy about the weather. I might have worried about seeing my bitchy sister-in-law at church the next day. Maybe I wondered if I’d be able to cover my credit card balance that month, or if I was going to end up paying interest.


  It sort of bothers me that I can’t really remember what I thought about. Those were the last moments of my old life. Of the old me, actually. I can almost think of that young woman on the couch as someone else. So let me just pause for a moment and mark her there, thinking about something of no consequence, living her boring, lonely, frustrating life — a life that had perks she didn’t recognize until they were gone.


  * * *


  Dorf is in north-central Wisconsin. That part of the state is farm country, and it’s sprinkled with towns like mine — little places where farmers can shop, drink, worship, and get a haircut. I’d grown up there and never left. I worked as a receptionist in a doctor’s office.


  Well, to be more accurate, I lived in the same house I grew up in, and the doctor I worked for was the one who’d been listening to my heart and tapping on my knees since my mother brought me home from the hospital.


  If you’re from a bigger city, this probably sounds too cute to be true. But that’s what life is like in plenty of small places like Dorf: there are only so many people, only so many houses, only so many jobs. Spend a few decades there, and you’ll be able to call the whole place up in your mind — not just the landscape and streets and buildings, but all the people, for better or worse. You’ll see their connections to one another in your mind’s eye. You’ll know their histories, stretching back like long, knotted tails. And you’ll be able to see their futures stretching ahead of them with nearly as much certainty.


  When I was growing up, I hated that sense of having a rigid place in the scheme of things. That’s why I was going to leave. I was going to live in the bigger world. I was going to do interesting things. I was going to be someone interesting. So I worked hard in school, got good grades, made friends with the teachers. I was class valedictorian, believe it or not. All so I could get out of Dorf.


  But when I went to college, the panic disorder flared. I’d always had attacks a couple times a week, but in Madison, I started having them every day, sometimes three or four times a day. Sometimes in the middle of class. I felt like I was floating in dark water, and terrifying things were sweeping by me at random, brushing my legs. The sense of terror was constant, overwhelming — crippling. I didn’t last a semester. I didn’t even last two months.


  After I got back to Dorf, I figured I’d get an apartment of my own, but then my mother passed. My brother and I inherited her house on Fourth Street. I wasn’t quite nineteen, and Mom’s death hit me pretty hard, so Ben thought I should just stay in the house.


  “What am I going to do with this old place, anyway?” Ben had asked. “Try to find some stranger to rent it? You know Justine’d hate it if I took that on.”


  Of course Justine would hate it — she hated just about everything.


  So there I was, more than four years later, holding down the old fort. I paid Ben a little rent, since he owned the place too, and he had four kids and a stay-at-home wife to support.


  One part of me hated living in Dorf. It was claustrophobic. Everyone was in everyone else’s business, and nothing ever really changed.


  Then again, Dorf had its up-sides: I could afford it. It was easy. And people here knew about my problem. If I had an attack in public, or if I went running off when I felt one coming on, people around here knew what was happening. If they didn’t, there’d be someone standing next to them who could lean over and explain in a stage whisper about “poor Betty Ryder.” Embarrassing, yeah, but better than waking up in an ambulance and getting the bill a few months later.


  Most importantly, being here seemed to calm me a bit — I didn’t have nearly as many attacks as I’d had in Madison. And being in Mom’s house reminded me of her. If I couldn’t have her, at least I could be in the place she’d made a home.


  Nevertheless, the more time passed, the more uncomfortable I felt. The year before, it had gotten particularly bad. It’s hard to describe the feeling — itchy and antsy, like someone was always watching and judging me, and I could never get any real privacy.


  That was new. Sure, I’d had the panic disorder for ages, but except when I was in Madison, I’d always felt reasonably good between attacks. Of course I worried about when the next attack was going to happen. But being intensely anxious all the time? No, that wasn’t me.


  I figured my growing sense of my own limited future was getting to me, but there wasn’t much I could do about the future. I couldn’t leave Dorf — my six weeks of college had taught me that much.


  What I needed was a diversion. So I’d taken up photography. It was simple chance, really: I came across an old camera at a church flea market. It was silver and black and took pictures on good old-fashioned film. I paid $10 for it and a couple lenses. I bought a few other things used — tripod, flash, that kind of stuff — and found a scanned copy of the camera’s hokey 1970s instruction manual online. I printed it up on the sly at work and studied it.


  Turned out I wasn’t half bad at taking pictures. My subjects weren’t adventurous — landscapes, animals, street scenes, shots of people I knew — but I ended up with some pictures that really appealed to me. Sometimes they seemed to capture some essence of the subject that I couldn’t have described in words.


  Taking those pictures made me feel better. I’m not sure why.


  At any rate, after a few months, I realized I’d need to do my own developing and printing. I just couldn’t afford it, otherwise. So I switched to black-and-white film and set up a darkroom in the old canning closet in the basement.


  It wasn’t hard. I got used versions of the small things online. I stretched a hose into the closet from the sink next to the washing machine and ran another out to the drain in the center of the basement floor. Voilà: running water. The chemicals and paper weren’t expensive, so long as I limited the number of prints I made. The only pricey item was the enlarger, and I found a used one for a couple hundred bucks. It was a little beat-up, but it worked. Ben got it for me for Christmas.


  So there you go. It wasn’t the spiffiest darkroom out there, but it saved me a lot of money. And I enjoyed it, too. All the exacting little steps appealed to me — checking temperatures and timing things. I liked how precise and orderly it all was.


  On this particular evening, I went down to the darkroom after I’d warmed up on the couch for a couple hours. I unloaded the film I’d shot that afternoon — just a single roll of pictures I’d taken up and down the street of stores, bars, and eateries that Dorf calls its downtown. I developed the film. That created negatives, which I could use to make prints. I let them dry for an hour, then went back to see what might be worth printing.


  The weather had been dismal, so I didn’t really expect to find many keepers — I always had better luck when I had sunlight and strong shadows to work with. But two frames caught my attention when I held them up to the light.


  They were shots of J.T.’s, one of the three watering holes on Center Street. I’d gone across the street to photograph the bar and had gotten a good shot lined up, but just as I was pressing the shutter button, Jim Foley had walked out of the bar. I’d wanted a picture of just the building, with no people, so I’d waited a few seconds until Jim was clear and had taken a second shot.


  I remembered this very clearly, but the negatives didn’t match my memory. In the first shot, I could see Jim coming out of the bar, but I could also see a second person just entering the field of view from the right. In the second picture, the one I’d been certain showed just the bar, this unknown person was in full view, walking along the sidewalk.


  It was a short, slight person — probably a man, given the flat chest. He walked with a pronounced slump. After a few seconds, I realized what I wasn’t seeing — clothes. Weird. It’d be pretty remarkable to walk through downtown Dorf naked any time of the year, but in early April it was particularly bizarre. It had been no warmer than the mid-40s that afternoon. It’s one thing to get arrested. It’s another to get arrested and freeze off your naughty bits at the same time.


  Speaking of which … I looked more closely, but the guy’s leg obscured his groin.


  Feeling a little embarrassed at my own prurient interest, I sat back and tried to figure out who he was.


  I knew he wasn’t from Dorf because the negative showed hardly any coloration on his skin. Since negatives are reverse-colored, that meant he was actually very dark. Dorf had to be one of the least diverse places in the world. Only a few African Americans lived in town, and none looked like this guy. And I didn’t think any of them would go for a walk in their birthday suit, either.


  Well, an unknown African American wandering around in the buff was sort of noteworthy, in the way any little thing is noteworthy when you live someplace where nothing happens.


  I turned the lights back off and made prints of the J.T.’s shots. After they were dry, I brought them up to the kitchen to examine under good light. The stranger was very slender, but sinewy — I could see ropey muscles in his arms and legs. His posture was oddly stooped, as though he’d been trying to bend over and pick something up while he walked. He had a long neck with a pronounced Adam’s apple and was quite small, less than five feet tall, I thought. He had a tiny nose, a prominent mouth, and a weak chin. He seemed to be bald.


  Who could he be? Dorf wasn’t on the tourist map. What through-traffic we got tended to be Wisconsinites traveling between Wausau and Eau Claire.


  Maybe he was a hunter up here for turkey season. But no, a hunter wouldn’t streak in downtown Dorf. More likely a college kid on spring break making good on a dare from his buddies. That made sense.


  But the more I looked at the photo, the weirder it seemed. The back of my neck started to feel prickly. After I few more seconds, I actually broke out in a nervous sweat.


  I didn’t understand my own reaction. Okay, he was a stranger, and he was naked, but he’d been walking right through the downtown, not skulking in alleys and peeking in windows. If he was a nut, the police had probably already picked him up.


  I felt myself flush — maybe I was anxious just because an unknown black male had shown up in town. God, was I really that much of a racist?


  Then again, he had walked right through the picture I was taking, and I hadn’t seen him. That was weird, right? Yep, downright spooky — it’d give anyone the creeps. I decided to stick with that explanation. Better to be kooky than a bigot, right?


  * * *


  The next morning, I slid into an empty seat next to my sister-in-law just as the processional was finishing. I was usually late to church, which annoyed Justine to no end. She expressed her irritation this time by pointedly not looking at me, though Ben did shoot me a quick smile from the far end of the pew.


  Ben was eight years older than me. We actually didn’t have the same father, but Ben still looked a lot like me — we both had Mom’s pale skin, dark brown hair, and gray eyes. Ben and Justine had been married twelve years. They had four daughters, ranging from Tiffany, who was on the verge of teenhood, to Madisyn, a squirmy three-year-old.


  Ben and I got together sometimes for lunch, but I was rarely invited to his home because Justine didn’t like me. I came to church largely because that way I saw my brother and nieces at least once a week.


  I resented having to do it, though. I wasn’t much of a believer, and it rubbed me the wrong way to have to pretend otherwise just to see my own family. In contrast, Justine took her faith seriously. She must have known I was faking it. It probably made her dislike me even more.


  It had been different before Mom died. When she was around, the Fourth Street house had been our gathering place. Justine hadn’t liked me much better then, but she hadn’t been willing to snub her mother-in-law, so the whole family got together for dinner a couple times a week. With Mom’s death, things fell apart pretty quickly. Mom had been what made things work in a lot of ways.


  My eyes wandered down the row toward the kids, and Justine finally glanced my way. The anemic sunlight coming through the windows showed the lines around her eyes and mouth. She looked angry. Angry and mean.


  I never could see what Ben saw in her. Maybe what he’d seen was that she’d gotten pregnant with Tiffany by accident, and he’d just had to make the best of it ever since.


  The nasty thought was satisfying and left only the slightest aftertaste of guilt. When it came to Justine, I’d long since given up on policing my thoughts. Just policing what I actually said was enough of an effort.


  After the service, everyone trickled down to the community room for coffee. I got hugs from Ben and the girls and an oops-I-just-got-distracted-by-someone-who’s-not-you from Justine.


  “Aunt Beth! Guess what?”


  This from little Madisyn, who was twisting around and hopping from one foot to the other. Either she was excited to tell me something, or she had to pee. Maybe both.


  “What, baby?”


  I reached out to tousle her hair, but she ducked away.


  “I’m not a baby,” she said crossly.


  “’Course not. What’d you want to tell me?”


  “I forgot,” she said with a pout.


  “Then tell me something else.”


  “Okay, but it’s a secret,” she said in a semi-whisper, looking around. Our fellow churchgoers were standing about, chatting and drinking their coffee. No one was paying attention. Madisyn took a big breath.


  “Nanny Hansen’s doggie has glass fur.”


  I really wasn’t sure what to do with that.


  “Really? Wow.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Madisyn was grinning up at me excitedly. I wracked my brain for a follow-up.


  “Does he talk?”


  Madisyn looked surprised.


  “How’d you know?”


  “Well, lots of dogs can, you know. But they only talk to the very nicest people.”


  “I don’t think most of them can talk,” Madisyn said doubtfully.


  “Tell the truth, Madisyn,” Justine cut in. “Dogs can’t talk at all.”


  Her tone seemed unnecessarily severe to me. Then again, it often did.


  Madisyn looked up at her mother with a strange expression. Then she looked at her feet, pushing at the floor tiles with one toe, then the other.


  “The doggie says Mommy’s leaving us.”


  Shocked, I glanced up at Ben. He just looked back at me, equally surprised. But Justine reacted with fury.


  “Madisyn, shame on you! No lying! Go stand in that corner. Not a sound ’til I come get you.”


  Madisyn burst into tears and ran to the corner. Practically everyone in the room turned to look. Justine flushed in embarrassment. So did Tiff and Jazzy, the older girls. Lia, who was five, just looked confused and scared. Her lower lip quivered.


  I got mad. Justine was overreacting, as usual. Madisyn was a really sweet kid, and she wasn’t a liar. She just had a weird imagination and the impulse control of, well, a three-year-old. I took a breath to give Justine a piece of my mind, but she beat me to the punch.


  “This is what comes of having your influence around,” she hissed. “Stay away from us!”


  “Me?” I was totally taken aback. “What could I possibly have to do with it?”


  Justine didn’t respond, but she stared at me with such unmistakable hatred that I backed away a few steps. I’d always known she didn’t care for me, but were her feelings that strong?


  “Okay, okay, let’s all calm down,” my brother soothed. “That was a real humdinger, but it’s just attention-getting behavior. Let’s not make too much of it.”


  Justine got a crazy look on her face.


  “Oh, ‘attention-getting behavior,’ is it? What, you been watching Dr. Phil in your spare time?”


  This was the point where their arguments always devolved into the “why are you so jealous?” and “why do you always take her side?” stuff, only with more cussing. And a lot of screaming.


  That’s probably where Madisyn’s comment came from, actually. I bet she’d heard Justine threaten to leave a dozen times. That’s got to make a kid anxious.


  Ben and Justine were looking daggers at each other. Justine was too proper to have any more of the fight here in church, but she’d certainly be dragging the family out the door ASAP to get her licks in.


  There was nothing left for me here this week. Feeling sad and angry, I murmured an excuse about having coffee with Suzanne and stalked off.


  * * *


  My hands were still shaking as I stirred a fourth sugar into my coffee. I wasn’t sure why Justine’s outburst had thrown me so badly. It’s not like I wasn’t used to her craziness. I’d been on the receiving end of it since I was a kid. I guess this time it had taken me by surprise. I’d thought we were in strained-but-cordial mode, and I got blindsided.


  I looked up to see Suzanne studying me a bit too attentively as she stroked her pretty silver hair. I smiled sweetly and asked her what she’d thought of Pastor Ezra’s focus on the metaphor of rebirth in that morning’s sermon. Suzanne blinked at me, jolted out of the gossipy tidbit she’d probably been cooking up about how upset I looked after my fight with my sister-in-law.


  Gossip about me generally dredged up my mental illness, dead mother, pathetic dating life, or failed try at college — or all four — so diverting Suzanne during her moments of creation was pretty important. It wasn’t that she didn’t like me — care about me, even. But for Suzanne, all things bowed before the god of gossip.


  I reached for the creamer. Dorf wasn’t sophisticated enough to have an actual coffee shop, but the ownership of Pete’s Eats didn’t mind if you sat and talked over a beverage. Unfortunately, Pete’s coffee wasn’t good — especially the decaf. At home I drank my coffee black. At Pete’s I added enough cream and sugar to make it taste like coffee-flavored ice cream. Otherwise, it was too bitter to get down.


  Suzanne and I chatted about the weather, which is where Wisconsin small talk almost always starts. From there we moved to the exploits of her son, Tommie, who was a forty-something Milwaukee lawyer and who probably hadn’t wanted to be called “Tommie” in several decades. We talked a bit about my work, but since I was always careful not to spread gossip about Dr. Nielsen or my best friend, Janie, who was his accounts manager, that part of the conversation didn’t last long.


  Suzanne then filled me in on the latest goings-on about town. Samantha Werthauser had left her husband over his affair with Sandy Foley. Josh Smith was thinking of becoming a Catholic. Johnny Cooper, who read meters for the electric co-op, had been caught red-handed trying to steal Godfrey Dingle’s best hunting dog. Its collar had gotten caught on the fence Johnny was trying to stuff it over.


  “That poor dog set up a yammering you could hear a mile away,” Suzanne said. “Even Godfrey could hear it, and you know how deaf he is. Came busting out his back door and nearly filled that boy’s ass up with buckshot!”


  Suzanne blushed a bit as she laughed. I could tell she was a little proud of herself for saying “ass.”


  The litany continued. Callie McCallister was trying to organize a boycott of Big Screen Video because they stocked a few NC-17 movies. At the same time, her boyfriend had moved in with her, which was pretty hypocritical. Someone had knocked down fourteen mailboxes over on Marsh Road. Tess Kreugger was in trouble with Animal Control again for putting out peanut butter for raccoons in her back yard.


  “She said it was for woodpeckers,” Suzanne said, “but how could woodpeckers eat six pounds of peanut butter? That gal’s gonna get rabies if she’s not careful.”


  Dorf was going to levy an assessment on downtown property owners for new sidewalks. The Lakeshore Supper Club had a rat infestation. Sara Goshen was expecting twins. It went on and on.


  Some of it was old news. For instance, everyone knew the old mill at Bilford Crossing was still burning — the column of smoke off to the northwest had been visible since Saturday morning. Everyone also knew that Kingston Brown, last year’s Frederick High homecoming king, was about to undergo a shotgun marriage to Carly Knavel. But some of Suzanne’s items were pretty surprising — the thing about Callie living with some guy amazed me. Others were infuriating. Some were surely untrue.


  I rolled my eyes a few times and generally laughed along with her. Suzanne was a pretty good storyteller. Just so long as none of her stories were about me.


  When she finally ran out of steam, there was an awkward silence. I could tell she was disappointed I wasn’t providing any new tidbits. The economy of gossip worked on a barter system, after all. But that was how I justified my bad habit of listening to gossip — I never provided any and never passed on what I’d heard. Fortunately, Suzanne enjoyed the act of giving too much to let my stingy ways put a hitch in our relationship.


  But then it occurred to me that, just this once, I did have something to offer. I didn’t know the person involved, so I didn’t feel honor-bound to silence. And maybe I could get some info that would set my mind at ease.


  “So, I saw someone new downtown yesterday when I was taking pictures. Short, balding African American guy with a slender build. You know who he is?”


  Suzanne shook her head, looking intrigued.


  “No, I haven’t run into him yet. Where’s he from, Chicago?”


  Folks here always seemed to think any black person they encountered was probably “up from Chicago.” It was one of those things that gave me Dorf-claustrophobia.


  Then I remembered how the picture had creeped me out the night before. Maybe I wasn’t any better myself.


  “I don’t know. I didn’t actually talk to him. I just saw him walking in front of J.T.’s.”


  “Sure it wasn’t Grange Consecki or Bob Garter?”


  Bob and Grange were the only African American men who lived in Dorf.


  “No, he was way shorter than them, and he was really thin. And his skin was super dark.”


  “Like a Hershey bar?”


  “No, more like licorice.”


  I did not just say that. Oh my god, what was wrong with me?


  “Huh. Well I’ll ask around and see who he is,” Suzanne said. “You know Twanda will want to hear if there’s a new man in town,” she said, giving me a wink.


  Twanda Sullivan was the only single African American woman in town.


  Great. Now Suzanne would talk to Twanda, and Twanda would think I thought she wanted to jump every black man who walked through town, no matter who he was.


  Why did I bring this up? I needed a fire alarm, so I could escape in the chaos. Or maybe a fistfight. Suzanne would forget all about the mystery man if that happened.


  Unfortunately, no one chose that moment to faint or moon us or do anything else the slightest bit distracting.


  “Well, we’ll just see,” Suzanne said, looking like I’d put her on the hunt.


  Thank god I hadn’t included the nudity thing — that would’ve had her asking every person in town about him, for sure, and probably calling the cops, too.


  It took another twenty minutes to get out of Pete’s. I drove home feeling especially shitty for reasons I couldn’t exactly put my finger on — some combination of acute racial embarrassment, Justine’s outburst, and a nebulous sense of anxiety.


  Since the light was better that afternoon than it had been the day before, I picked up my camera and drove out to the old cemetery behind St. Mary’s. I shot a whole roll of film. It made me feel better. After that I did the week’s grocery shopping. Then I went home, ate dinner, and hit the darkroom.


  * * *


  I stood there holding a photo of a nineteenth-century grave marker. The eroded carving wasn’t legible in the picture, but I’d looked at the stone many times and remembered what it said:  “Daught. Died Dec. 25, 1859. Aged 2 yrs. 9 ds.” It was such a strange, sad monument. It offered no name for the dead child, yet told us exactly how long she had lived and that she had passed on Christmas Day.


  This time, I hadn’t noticed the problem on the negative and had printed the picture, expecting nothing unusual. But holding the print, I could see that someone had again walked right by as I took the shot. He’d passed no more than a couple yards in front of me, leaving the frame just as I opened the shutter. His foot, ankle, and a little bit of calf were plainly visible, flexed like he was pushing off for his next step.


  There had been no one besides me in the cemetery, certainly not that close to me.


  The foot was huge and bare. Its skin was patterned with darker-colored, donut-shaped blotches. It had jagged, horny toenails.


  It was a monster foot. Strike that. It was a cliché of a monster foot. If someone had asked me to imagine a monster foot, that’s what it would’ve looked like.


  It had to be some kind of joke. But how? I couldn’t think of any way someone could’ve gotten the foot into the picture.


  I looked again at the print. I could see the tendons and muscles of the lower leg flexing. It wasn’t just some rubber Halloween-costume foot someone had dangled from a tree.


  The darkroom’s walls started pressing in on me, and my breathing sped up. I backed up to the wall and sat down on the floor. I gave the rubber band on my wrist a hard snap and started focusing on breathing more methodically. In, out, pause. In, out, pause. Slowly the room stabilized.


  I groped for an explanation. There had to be one.


  A double exposure.


  But this had been a new roll of film. I’d opened it that afternoon. The empty box was still in my camera bag.


  Still, someone could’ve played a trick on me. They could’ve stolen the film, opened the box, loaded the film in their own camera, shot an image of a fake foot in middle of the roll, taken the film out of their camera, returned the roll to the box, glued the box shut, and put it back with my film stash. Elaborate, maybe, but possible. April Fools’ Day had been, what, a week ago?


  But how had they gotten into my house? And who would do something like that? I didn’t think anyone I knew would go to the trouble of such an elaborate prank. I didn’t have the kind of friends who would enjoy making me freak out and then laughing about it with me later, and I didn’t have enemies committed enough to go to so much trouble.


  There was Justine.


  I remembered that look she’d given me at church.


  I’d never thought of her as an enemy, per se. She’d been more in the category of “family you can’t stand, but they’re still family.” Maybe I’d been wrong, though. Ben did keep a key to the house. She could’ve gotten in. She didn’t work during the day, so there’d have been plenty of opportunity.


  But could she have set me up to double-expose a shot like this? Did she even know what a double exposure was or how to use a real camera?


  Someone could’ve helped her.


  I studied the print again. The grass the foot was stepping in was of a piece with all the rest of the grass in the picture: dead, wet, and a bit too long to look well kept. The foot was wet and had little bits of sodden grass stuck to it. How could two separate exposures have integrated so perfectly, just by chance? Plus, it just didn’t look like a double exposure. The images weren’t ghostly and overlapping. It looked real.


  Maybe I was hallucinating. The naked guy had also apparently walked right in front of me, and I hadn’t seen him. That image looked real, too, but maybe it wasn’t.


  Serious mental illness often emerged in your early twenties, right? And I already had one — panic disorder. Maybe that put me at risk for others.


  But if I really was hallucinating, wouldn’t I believe I wasn’t?


  I slid the photo up on the counter, out of sight, and sat there rubbing my hands on my jeans. I couldn’t get rid of the clamminess. I tried to come up with another plausible explanation for the monster foot, but the more I thought about it, the more my chest tightened up.


  Finally I pushed the whole issue away, and my mind settled into a fragile state of blankness. Then I could stand up, so I did. Carefully not thinking about the photo, I went upstairs, went to bed, and slept until morning.


  * * *


  I woke up with a plan. It was so simple I should’ve thought of it the night before. I would show the weird pictures to someone else and see if they saw what I saw. If they did, then I wasn’t going crazy, and it was just a matter of finding out who was messing with me, and why. And how.


  


  Chapter 3


  “What is that?” Janie said, scrunching up her nose adorably. She was holding half of her BLT in one hand and the cemetery picture in the other.


  Since it was just the three of us in the office, Dr. Nielsen always closed up for an hour at lunchtime. Janie and I usually ate at our desks to save money, but every other Monday, we came to Pete’s. I’d put my possibly hallucinatory photos in a folder and brought them along.


  Clearly, she could see the monster foot. Some clenched-up thing inside me loosened. I quietly slid the other two photos — the ones of J.T.’s with the mystery man — back into the folder. If the foot wasn’t a hallucination, surely Mr. Streaker wasn’t either.


  “I’m not sure. Someone must be pulling my chain, but I can’t figure out how. Any ideas?”


  “Dunno … this isn’t from a digital camera, is it?”


  “No, I took it on film, and I developed and printed it myself. No computers involved.”


  “Huh. Someone must’ve been there, and you didn’t see them.”


  “But they would’ve been so close to me. How could I not have seen them?”


  “Huh.” Janie turned the print this way and that. “What do you think, Jackie?”


  I hadn’t realized our waitress was standing behind me. Jackie, a tall, spare redhead, came around to look at the picture. She rolled her eyes.


  “Gimme a break. It’s some guy wearing a costume.” Jackie looked me up and down, not very flatteringly. “You must’ve been zoning out, and he snuck up on you.”


  I blushed at the implication that I was spacey. Then I got embarrassed at blushing so easily, which made me blush more. Jesus, I was such a dork sometimes.


  “I only knelt there for a few seconds to get the shot. I don’t see how someone could’ve snuck up on me that fast without making noise.”


  “Well, if you’re not paying attention, you don’t hear stuff going on around you, do you?” Jackie said, arching an eyebrow as if I were denying the obvious.


  Maybe I was. But my memory of the moment seemed so clear. I hadn’t zoned out when I was taking those pictures. I’d felt pretty focused. Photography usually made me feel that way: sharp and observant and detail-oriented. It was one reason I liked it so much.


  “Sure, that can happen, but if he snuck up on me while I was lining up the shot, where was he when I stood back up a second after I took it?”


  “Behind a tree, maybe?”


  “What’re you gals arguing about?” Doyle Schumaker asked.


  Doyle was having lunch with Billy Wozowski at the next table. Billy and Doyle were police officers. Doyle’s K-9 partner, a German shepherd named Abby, was snoozing under their table.


  “Someone’s trying to put one over on Beth. She took this picture at St. Mary’s yesterday afternoon, and it has a weird foot in it.”


  Janie gave him a flirty smile and tossed her hair a little as she handed him the photo.


  I spent a little bit of each work day envying Janie. It’s not that she’d dated some guy I wanted. I just wished in general I could be more like her, at least in some ways. She was pretty, yeah, but more than that, she just seemed comfortable in her own skin. She was never anxious, never restless. She seemed grounded, like she knew what was important to her and was sure she was going to get it eventually. For lack of a better word, she seemed satisfied. I’d never felt that way.


  Maybe it came from growing up in a big farming family. I used to love hanging out at her place when we were kids. There was always a lot of noise and bustle, and plenty of arguments, but it was clearly a happy, loving group of people. Not that my mother hadn’t loved me plenty, but for much of my life, it had just been the two of us. Janie’s family was different. With a family like that, you’d never be lonely.


  Doyle took the print from Janie and looked at it. His expression turned serious. He looked up at me searchingly.


  “What time did you take this, exactly?” he asked, casting a meaningful glance across the table at Billy, then handing him the picture.


  “Um … about 2:00 in the afternoon, I think. Is something wrong?”


  “I might have to take this in as evidence, Betty.”


  I felt a little breathless.


  “Really? Why?”


  “About that time yesterday, there was an APB out for a seven-foot-tall bagel monster,” he said, waggling his eyebrows at me.


  Jackie, Janie, and Billy laughed, and I blushed all over again. Even worse, people at the tables around us started asking what was so funny. Soon the picture was being passed around Pete’s Eats to a mixture of guffaws and speculations about Photoshopping.


  If Justine had somehow engineered this to make me look stupid in front of the whole town, she’d sure as hell succeeded.


  I went back to my meal, watching out of the corner of my eye as Jackie circulated among the tables, laughing with folks — no doubt at my expense. Someone’s gaze caught mine. It was Callie McCallister, Dorf’s most committed moral crusader. She was holding the photo and looking right at me, fear and revulsion plain on her face. Great. My picture was in the hands of the one person in town most likely to think I’d actually photographed a monster.


  Sure enough, on her way out of Pete’s ten minutes later, Callie stopped to drop the picture on our table. Her tiny hands were shaking. When she spoke, so was her voice.


  “Elizabeth, you have to stop spreading this image. Glorifying hellspawn this way — it’s unlawful.”


  “Callie, come on,” I said. “It’s just someone’s idea of a prank. I’d like to know who, so I can smack ’em.”


  Callie’s expression didn’t change one bit. She was a little wisp of a thing, but when she’d made up her mind, she didn’t back down. The whole town knew it from experience. Janie rolled her eyes.


  A man reached down to our table and picked up the folder containing the other two photos, the ones of the mystery man in front of J.T.’s. I looked up at him in surprise. He was standing right beside Callie, but I hadn’t noticed him. Maybe this was the new live-in boyfriend Suzanne had told me about.


  He was looking at my pictures without permission, so I didn’t hesitate to give him the once-over. He was a white guy of average height with brown hair and eyes and bland, even features. He was wearing jeans and a blue sweatshirt. Thoroughly uninteresting. And really rude.


  “Excuse me, you didn’t ask to see those,” I said, reaching for the folder.


  He ignored me except to turn slightly, so that the folder would be out of my reach. Just as I took a breath to object, Janie cut in.


  “So,” she said, drawing out the word in a way that made me cringe, “you’re the one who’s living with Our Lady of Christian Virtue, here? Living together outside the bonds of matrimony? Are you sure that’s proper?”


  Oh god. This was the part of Janie I didn’t admire so much: she had the subtlety of a sledgehammer.


  The man ignored Janie, but Callie sucked in a scandalized breath and turned tomato-red. That heavy, quiet feeling instantly surrounded us, the one that means every person within earshot is holding very still and listening. Two short-order cooks and a busboy stuck their heads out of the kitchen to watch. Jackie paused with her water pitcher cocked over someone’s glass. Pete himself stood up from behind the counter, hands full of the straws and napkins he’d been stocking.


  “He’s not … I mean, we’re not … he’s just a houseguest!”


  “Oh, right, he’s a houseguest,” Janie echoed in a knowing tone, added a wink and air-quotes for good measure. “Got it, got it.”


  “He is! I’d never … you know.”


  “No, no, of course you wouldn’t,” Janie said in a soothing tone, which she immediately undercut by snorting loudly.


  “Oh,” she said, “excuse me.” And snorted again.


  The man slid the photos back into the folder and reached over to put it back on table. A thick, red scar ran across the back of his wrist. I hadn’t noticed it earlier. Yuck. No wonder he wore long sleeves.


  Callie stood there another few seconds, stammering out protests. Then the man put his arm around her thin shoulders and guided her out of the restaurant. I could hear her talking as they walked down the sidewalk. I couldn’t understand what she was saying, but I could tell from her voice that she was crying.


  After another few seconds, conversation and the sounds of eating picked back up. Janie leaned over to me with a grin.


  “Whatcha say we tee-pee her house tonight?”


  Doyle said “I heard that!” in mock outrage.


  “Did you get a load of that guy with her?” Janie said. “Blandy McBlandsville, if you ask me.”


  “Yeah, I’ve forgotten him already,” Doyle said.


  A few people around us laughed.


  It was bad. I mean, of course I couldn’t let Callie go around claiming I was consorting with demons, or something. Dorf was a fairly religious town, and if people heard that kind of accusation enough, some of them might start believing it. But Janie’s way of defending me had been over the top. I had profited from it — before Callie came to our table, I’d been the laughing stock, and now the laughing stock was her. But I felt like a shit.


  Janie got busy chatting up Doyle and didn’t notice how quiet I’d gotten.


  We finished up and headed back to the office. Once there, I set about returning the calls on the answering machine, but I didn’t give the task much attention. My mind alternated between feeling guilty over Callie and thinking about the photo.


  It was good to know I hadn’t hallucinated the foot — for Christ’s sake, practically half the town had seen the thing.


  But there still wasn’t a good explanation for how someone’d managed to create the effect. That was a problem: having been humiliated, Callie would probably be out for blood. She’d be spreading all kinds of crazy ideas about me.


  I needed a logical explanation for the photo, and I needed it soon.


  * * *


  What with all the commotion, Janie and I had taken more than an hour’s lunch, which annoyed Dr. Nielsen. I stayed late to make up for it, then headed over to Ben’s house. It was something I hadn’t done in years — just drop by unannounced. Justine had made it clear she didn’t appreciate it.


  But this time I actually wanted to see her, not Ben. Maybe if I surprised her with the photo, she’d admit to engineering the prank. Or at least I’d see a hint of guilt or embarrassment on her face.


  The late afternoon sun was casting deep shadows across the front yard when I got out of my car. It made Justine’s decorative lawn tableau of deer and garden gnomes around a wishing well look sort of sinister.


  I rang the doorbell. In my hand I held the folder containing the three photos, now stained by a greasy fry I’d dropped on it during lunch.


  Lia, my five-year-old niece, answered.


  “Aunt Beth!”


  “Hi, sweetie.”


  “Mommy! Aunt Beth is here! Are you here for dinner? Daddy said Susie could eat with us, so I guess you can too.”


  “No, honey, I just need to talk to your Mommy for a minute. Who’s Susie?”


  “She’s my dolly, duh!”


  Good lord. Glad to see my nieces were learning good manners.


  Justine appeared behind Lia and shooed the girl away.


  “What do you want?”


  She didn’t open the screened door. I bent the folder open to the cemetery picture and held it up against the screen.


  “What do you know about this?” I asked.


  She glanced at it and shrugged.


  “It’s a picture. Looks bad, so I guess it’s one of yours.”


  “Look at it.”


  She sighed elaborately.


  “That what I have to do to get rid of you? Fine.”


  She opened the door, took the folder, and thumbed through the three pictures with an obvious lack of interest. Then she stiffened. I could see her knuckles turn white, hear her stop breathing. Slowly she looked up at me. Long seconds passed. She just stared.


  It wasn’t guilt I saw on her face. It was confusion and fear. No, not fear — terror.


  Finally she snapped back to life, as though someone had hit her play button. Without saying a word, she threw the folder at me and slammed the door in my face. The pictures scattered across the front porch. One of them landed in a puddle where the porch roof had leaked.


  For a few seconds, I stood there amazed. It hadn’t been the reaction I was expecting. At all. I rang the bell again, then knocked on the door when no one answered.


  “Justine? Justine?”


  I couldn’t hear anything at all from inside the house. No voices, no footsteps, no TV. It was as though the whole place had gone to sleep. Strange. I knew at least two people were in there. I went from knocking to something closer to pounding.


  “Justine! Ben? Ben! Lia?”


  This was weird. Why had Justine freaked out like that? Was she afraid I’d get her in trouble for the prank? Surely not — playing a joke on someone wasn’t illegal. I gathered the photos up and walked around the side of the house. The lights were on, but the shades were drawn. I stopped to listen.


  It wasn’t just quiet. It was still. Utterly still.


  The hair prickled on my arms and my pulse sky-rocketed. My mouth went dry and a wave of dizziness sent me staggering against the house. Terror engulfed me. Without even thinking about it, I turned and lurched back to my car, piled in, and locked the doors. Then I sat there, gasping for breath, chest aching. Snapping my rubber band didn’t help. I couldn’t get enough air. I grabbed the little wastebasket I kept on the passenger side floor and threw up. Then I clawed at my shirt collar, trying to loosen it.


  I must’ve passed out. I came to sprawled awkwardly to the side, clumps of hair sticking to my sweaty face. I sat up, dazed and sick, and did what I always did after an attack — looked around to see who’d witnessed it. In this case, no one. A small favor.


  I thought briefly of just going back and knocking on the door like a normal person, but even considering it made my pulse shoot up. I profoundly did not want to get out of the car. I couldn’t shake the sense that if I got out, something terrible would happen.


  I started the car up and headed home. It was either that or have back-to-back attacks.


  My hands trembled on the steering wheel the whole way.


  What had been so scary about that situation?


  I sighed. I always asked myself that after an attack, and it was almost always a pointless question — there was hardly ever a rational explanation. Hardly ever an irrational explanation, for that matter. They came out of the blue.


  Just thinking about Justine and Ben’s place made my heart speed up again. I tried to put it out of my mind and focus on my driving.


  By the time I parked and got inside my house, the adrenaline rush was fading. It left me exhausted.


  I should call Justine.


  That thought made the panic begin to rise.


  The phone’s all the way upstairs, I told myself, and I’ll have to look up the number. I never called Ben at home, anymore, and didn’t remember it. I’ll call her later, I thought. Tomorrow was soon enough, especially after she’d been so rude.


  Plus, if I went upstairs, I’d check the answering machine to see if Matt had called, and that would be pathetic. I knew he wasn’t going to call.


  Besides, I had stuff to do. I needed to clean up the darkroom and make some dinner. Then I’d watch TV and go to bed early — tomorrow was a workday. I tried to push the memory of Ben’s house and the attack into the background.


  After getting a drink of water, I headed down to the basement to neaten up. I’d left the darkroom a mess the night before, when I’d freaked out about the monster-foot trick. Looked like I’d even left the basement lights on.


  I was most of the way down the stairs when I looked up and saw a man standing in the darkroom, going through a sheaf of prints. I froze, not really processing what I was seeing.


  After what seemed like ages, he looked up at me. He didn’t look at all like a burglar caught in the act — there was nothing surreptitious or guilty in his manner. He just stared at me, then set the prints down on the counter.


  That motion jogged me out of my paralysis. I turned and ran back up the stairs, trying to remember where I’d set down my keys.


  I’d only made it a few steps when my left foot was jerked out from under me and I fell, banging my forehead on a step hard enough to make me dizzy. I lay there, feeling confused and tangled up in my own limbs.


  As though from a distance, I felt the man step over me and heard him close the door at the top of the stairs. Then he dragged me back down the steps and into the darkroom. He leaned me up against the back wall. I promptly slid over onto my side, feeling sick. He closed the darkroom door and went back to what he was doing — looking through stacks of prints. I closed my eyes for a while and just listened to the slippery rustle of photographic paper.


  Slowly, the spins and nausea receded. I collected my thoughts a little. It occurred to me that he was probably going to kill me. I’d gotten a good look at him. I’d be able to ID him in a line-up.


  My head ached fiercely. It was like I could actually hear it hurting. I thought about pretending to be unconscious, but that didn’t seem useful. If he was for sure going to kill me, he’d do it whether I was awake or not. If I talked to him, maybe I could help myself.


  I opened my eyes. The man was now going through my shoebox of negatives, holding each strip up to the light and studying it carefully. All my prints were out on the counter in piles — not only those I’d made myself but also those I’d had done professionally before I set up the darkroom.
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