

        

            

                

            

        




	THERE’S SOMEONE IN THE WOODS.


	 


	 


	Holly leads her church's youth group, but many in the congregation believe she's too young to supervise the kids. When she finds out that she’s pregnant, the pressure is on, and her secret love affair will start to show.


	But that’s the least of her troubles.


	She organizes an overnight fellowship retreat on Pine Cliff Island off the coast of Maine, and six teenagers show up for a night of good clean fun. When the power abruptly goes out, no one notices … until one of the teenagers returns with a knife wound.


	Most of the resident island snowbirds have flown south, phone service is nonexistent, and a madman stalks the night. Holly is the only one who stands between terrified teens and a lurking maniac. 


	The race to survive long enough to escape may depend solely on teamwork … and knowing who to trust.
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	When you put out someone’s candle, you’re both left in the dark.


	New England proverb
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	PART ONE


	Saturday


	 


	CHAPTER ONE


	 


	Holly clutched a plastic shopping basket and headed for the shelves at the back of the drug store, scoping down the aisles she walked past to make sure no one from church was there. She’d taken precautions not to run into anyone she knew by driving out to Wiscasset for her errand. Everything was ready at her uncle’s house for the youth group, but she needed to get one last thing.


	Blister packs of moleskin patches caught her eye, and she paused to decide if she should add them to her basket. They’d be hiking tomorrow, and she didn’t know if her uncle kept foot care products in the medicine cabinet. She swept her gaze over the different brands and stopped. No, she could overdo it if she stopped to look at everything in the store. The retreat had been her idea, and so she was the main chaperone. But that didn’t mean it was up to her to outfit the place on her own dime. 


	She moved on to the back aisle and quickly spotted what she came in for. She scooped it into her basket and placed a large bundle of feminine pads on top as a cloak. And she did it just in time.


	“Holly, how nice to see you.”


	Adrenaline shot through her and she whipped around. Mrs. Tuttle stood in the center aisle wearing her signature pearl necklace and Lands’ End sweater. She had pulled her kids from attending the retreat because she thought it was inappropriate for the youth group to hold a co-ed sleepover.


	Holly braced herself. “Hi there. What a small world.”


	Mrs. Tuttle smiled with closed lips. “Isn’t your little gathering happening tonight? Wiscasset traffic will make you late.”


	Holly scrambled to explain herself. She thought of a dozen excuses beforehand, but they escaped her in this moment. The disapproval coming off this woman was palpable, and she wanted to win her over. “Yeah, I’m getting some last minute stuff. I was just in Big Al’s, and you can’t beat his prices.” It wasn’t a lie. She had been to Big Al’s on her way down to cover herself. “But you’re right, I really should get going.”


	“Have a nice time tonight. Will we see you in church tomorrow?”


	Have a nice time. The words felt artificial since Holly believed this woman and the rest of the recusant parents did not want the group to have a nice time. The retreat was meant to foster fellowship, but she’d been unable to convince all the parents of that. “No, we’re doing a sunrise service at the beach. Your boys are welcome to join us if you like, 6:45 a.m.”


	Another closed-mouth smile. “We prefer to attend church the regular way.”


	Ugh. She needed to extract herself from this conversation. “We’ll miss the choir, but Pastor Rick’s bringing his guitar. It’s going to be fun.”


	“There was no guitar at the Last Supper.”


	Yeah? There was no organ, either. “We’ll be praying for the Holy Spirit to be with us.” And with you, you uptight hag. “Hey, I’m sorry to do this, but I gotta run. Say hi to the boys.”


	Without waiting for a response, Holly bee-lined to the checkout counter.


	She held her breath as the clerk rang her up, and time crawled. One thing she was grateful for, Mrs. Tuttle didn’t ask what she was doing in a drug store when she could easily shop at the one where she worked over in Newagen.


	 


	⁂


	 


	It’s not a good idea to keep secrets. Holly would have to tell someone if the test came out positive. In time everyone would know. October sunlight crept through the window and warmed her back as she bent over the bathroom counter. She stared at the white plastic device and waited for the answer to appear. Standing still, she held her breath, and jumped when a fog horn sounded off the wharf. 


	A wave of blood brought rouge to her face when the faint plus sign appeared. Positive. She held the device in one hand and slid the other over her belly and closed her eyes. Three weeks ago, her boyfriend leaned over her and pressed his forehead to hers. He said she was a treasure, and that he wanted nothing other than to be with her for the rest of his life. She told him she wanted the same, and sealed those vows in her heart. 


	If he had a phone, she would have called him. Outside the bathroom window, afternoon sun dappled the lawn through yellowing chestnut leaves wafting off their branches. Beyond the lawn the tide was coming in, blanketing the dark expanse of mud that flanked the family dock her great-grandfather built long before she was born. 


	Maybe they could get an apartment together. Her parents would approve of that. She liked the thought of moving out. Twenty-five was rather old to still live with Mom and Dad.


	She patted the hidden coin pocket in her jeans and withdrew the ring Adam made for her. She put it on her left ring finger and held her hand to her heart, then slipped it off and replaced it in the pocket.


	No one knew she had a boyfriend. 


	He was a tattooed combat veteran, and she worried her folks wouldn’t be eager to accept him right away. His time in both Afghanistan and Iraq broke some bones, and left him with scars not visible. Besides, it would be nearly impossible to bring him home to meet them — she couldn’t even get him to come up to spend a weekend with her at her uncle’s beach house on Pine Cliff Island. It was too far away from Portland, too far from the home he was accustomed to. She understood it would cause him great anxiety to venture outside of the city.


	The beach house was another ancestral fixture, built across Newagen Island by the same great-grandfather who built the dock at her parents’ place. Set back from the shore, her uncle’s house gave boaters a pastoral view of its gables and old-fashioned widow’s watch when they came around the cliffs to the open beach before it. Her uncle left early for his annual relocation to Florida, complaining of the cold temperatures in Maine, and thus freed up the house for her to use tonight to host a weekend retreat with the Congregationalist youth group she volunteered for.


	She hoped nothing bad would happen at the retreat. The smallest mishap would be reported to the congregation, be it a scraped knee or a joke told in poor taste by one of the kids. Holly had a casual style in looking after the teenagers, but she took her role as their leader seriously. She chastised seldom, and made efforts to be as soft as possible with them, knowing all they wanted was to be good. Memories of trying to be good as a teen were still fresh in her heart, and she honored that magical phase in the kids’ lives.


	 Half the parents pulled their kids out of the event, objecting to a co-ed sleepover for their teens. They didn’t like how young Holly was, either, so close in age to their own kids. She didn’t have the proper seniority a leader should have. If something went wrong, if a child were injured, they’d definitely kick her out. If that happened, her conscience wouldn’t allow her to show her face at church anyhow, let alone continue volunteering.


	But it wasn’t every day she had a chance to bring kids together in fellowship at a big old beach house. Some of her fondest memories came from that house. It was worth it to share an overnight of fun, despite the censure from the other parents. If the kids could grow closer to each other and to God this weekend, immeasurable an outcome as that was, the event would be a success. She only needed to speak the right words and stay silent at the right times for the Holy Spirit to do His work.


	And then there was the baby inside her, a harbinger of joy, yet she had to keep the whole thing secret. For her, there was nothing improper about her relationship with Adam, yet she feared others wouldn’t understand, especially the objector-parents. Out of sensitivity to their sensibilities, she’d keep the matter private. It was still early on, and she could think of a way to broach the subject when the time came. She prayed the time wouldn’t come tonight, though. Let it be a time for the kids, not for her.


	She looked at the lawn and whispered, “Give me wisdom and strength.” The landscape outside the window framed itself in the bathroom mirror as the tide rolled in, the waves swallowing up the shore like an eyelid slowly folding closed.


	 


	⁂


	 


	At 5 o’clock in the afternoon, Holly pulled into the King Philip Road Congregational Church parking lot and waved to the Webster twins, who waited for her at the side entrance. Classic rock played on her car’s radio. It was the youth group’s idea to begin the retreat on Saturday night, because they all wanted enough time to do their homework on Friday. High school had its demands, and no one would want to hunker down Sunday to slog through homework.


	She parked beside the granite stoop of the white wooden church. Lee was supposed to be there as well. Holly figured his mother was running late as usual. Of all the parents who forbade their kids from attending the retreat, Lee’s mother would be the last to protest. To Holly, that woman was of a new class of super-hero. It must have taken Herculean fortitude to manage a home without help from a husband. She couldn’t imagine getting herself ready in the mornings, engineering tooth-brushing and homework-packing for a son who tried hard not to show that he needed a man to father him. 


	Holly wanted to offer Lee a safe and healthy retreat that would expose him to the joy of drug-free fellowship. He had difficulties to face, and she hoped he could bear them on a straight path without straying toward a bottle or pipe. 


	She stepped out of the car and walked to the edge of the parking lot to get a look down the road for any sign of Lee. A car zoomed by a hitchhiker walking backwards in the distance, and she immediately thought of Adam. Lately when she brought up the possibility of him coming up the coast to visit, he hinted that if he felt right, he might hitch a series of rides as far as anyone would take him. But such plans seemed far into the future, and there was no way the lone walker down the road could be him.


	She looked down the road again, but it was empty. No sign of the boy. It wouldn’t be impossible for him to bail on the weekend, trick his mother into thinking he walked to the church, and then spend the night with other friends. 


	The twins walked to the driver’s window and Michaela, an inch taller than her sister Paige and ever the spokeswoman for the two, asked, “Is it okay if we wait in the car? It’s kind of cold out here.”


	Holly noticed their attire — jeans and long-sleeved shirts. “I hope you girls brought something warmer with you — we’re going to have a bonfire on the beach later tonight.”


	Michaela pulled open the passenger door behind Holly and tossed her overnight bag inside. She took her sister’s bag and did the same. “Oh, we packed enough, and Mum gave us a bag of marshmallows for the fire.” 


	Paige gave a small jump of delight and smiled brightly, bouncing softly on the balls of her feet. Holly wanted to reach out and squeeze her shoulder, but knew the shy girl would be alarmed by the attention.


	Michaela ducked into the car to arrange the bags, then popped her head back out. “Who else is coming? Do I need to make a lot of room in here?”


	Holly didn’t know how much the teens knew about the last-minute cancellations. The King Philip Road Congregationalist Youth Group had eleven members, not including the volunteers, and the weekend plans were meant for a larger crowd.


	 “Lee’s getting a ride with us,” said Holly. “Owen and Murphy have a soccer game and will meet us at the house, and Bernard’s getting a ride over from his father.”


	Holly scrutinized the girls’ faces to see how they’d react to learning of the anemic guest list, but they didn’t appear to be phased. They probably knew more about the overblown drama than she guessed. Their parents might have even discussed it with the girls, taking it as a teaching moment to share their philosophies on judgment and condemnation, and the ever-optimistic faith in other people required to be a Good Christian. By going to the retreat (a co-ed sleepover, as the recusant parents called it), they were showing their openness to fellowship and the spirit in which it was intended.


	Michaela backed her head out of the car and stood on tiptoes. “Hey, I can see Lee coming down the road. There’s something sticking out of his backpack — is that a bong?”


	Holly whipped around and heard a muffled giggle come from Paige. She turned back to the girls. “Don’t joke about that, dear.” Holly pronounced the word deah, like everyone else from that part of Maine. It was a common term, said so frequently the syllables merged into a single diphthong. “The last thing we need this weekend is trouble.”


	 


	⁂


	 


	With the three kids bantering merrily in the car, Holly crossed the bridge from Newagen Island to Pine Cliff Island, and continued down narrow streets till she came to the western shore. 


	Flanked by pines, the stretch of road looked the same every season except in winter when snowbanks lined the shoulders. But it was October, with no threat of snow in sight.


	She pulled into the gravel driveway of her uncle’s home, a large yellow house with a gabled roof on the south end. The other side, closest to the driveway, held a flat fenced rooftop terrace. Everyone spilled out of the car, grabbed their belongings, and Holly led them around the hostas and white hydrangea bushes framing the foundation.


	She ushered the twins and Lee upstairs to the north wing of the house. The floorboards creaked and a fresh scent of bar soap permeated the air. They came to a medium-sized room with two twin beds facing the ocean. The girls tossed their bags on the beds and spun around, admiring the nautical memorabilia on the dressers and bookshelves. Holly left them to explore as they huddled over a mirrored tray of old perfume bottles on one of the dressers. Lee mimicked the girls dabbing invisible perfume on their necks while Holly took him down the hall to the boys’ wing at the other end of the house. 


	Holly noticed he didn’t have much with him and wondered how thoroughly he prepared for the overnight. They crossed a hallway and she turned to him. “Do you need anything, like a toothbrush?”


	“I’m good. I got a toothbrush at home.”


	Holly wriggled her eyebrows. “Let’s see if we can’t get you one for tonight.”


	They zigzagged through an oddly constructed room that led to the master bedroom, and continued past two smaller rooms with a loft on its own at the end. 


	Lee swung his head in each of the bedrooms and crossed to the back where a ladder pointed to the loft. On his way over he stretched his neck to look up a white spiral staircase, as if making a mental note to check it out later. The air in the boys’ wing smelled of talcum powder and the pungent bouquet of Camay soap. He climbed the ladder to the loft, which was big enough only for a small mattress and ten inches of floor around it. “Hey, Holly, tell the others that I called this bed.”


	“I had a feeling you were going to claim it.” The loft was private, perfect for a boy trying to find his place in the universe. 


	A crunch of gravel sounded from the driveway and Holly went to the window across from the master bedroom to get a view of who arrived. Lee followed her past the slender white spiral staircase leading to the roof.


	They looked down to see a sky blue SUV with its back doors open. Two boys disembarked, Murphy, tall and stiff, and Owen, much shorter and smaller.


	Murphy’s mother held out a transparent Tupperware container with something red in it. She called after her son, “Don’t forget the strawberries. And don’t hog them, they are for everyone.” Murphy had a look of abject embarrassment, and rushed to retrieve the box. Then he tucked it next to his armpit as if to hide it.


	Lee smiled. “Mumbo and Jumbo are here.” He slid the screen up and hung his torso out the window and called out, “Hey guys, I call the loft! How was the game? Did you win anything?”


	Holly couldn’t tell if Lee’s enthusiasm was sarcastic but didn’t press the matter. She grabbed a bunch of his tee shirt at the small of his back and pulled him back inside. “Lee, dearheart, we’re guests in this house. We can’t go fooling with the hardware like that. Besides, we need to play safe.”


	Lee turned to her and smoothed his shirt. “I’m just fooling around. But I get what you’re saying. Won’t happen again, Holl.” His posture of charm was charismatic enough to show he had the makings of a smooth politician. 


	Holly winked at him. “Okay, bub. You’re all right.”


	Holly rounded up the girls, and together with Lee they went downstairs to meet the soccer players at the back door. She waved to Mrs. Ricker, mother of the tall boy, as the SUV pulled away. The boy craned his neck to see the roof and asked quietly, “Miss Barter, is that a real widow’s watch?”


	Holly was startled to hear his voice. Murphy was shy, but sometimes he surprised the group with his quest for knowledge.


	Lee, the oldest in the group and given to teasing, said, “Wait Murph, before she answers, why don’t you get out your diary so you can take notes.”


	This brought out a rumble of laughs from the others, but Holly swept her ‘watch yourselves’ face over them and the chortling died out. She put a hand on Murphy’s shoulder. “You don’t need to address me as Miss Barter. I feel like your older sister, not some stuffy librarian.”


	“I know, but I prefer to do it my way. So what’s the etymology of this place?”


	“Why don’t you tell me what your guess is.”


	Murphy stepped back to get a better view of the boxed porch on top of the roof. “Can we go up there?”


	“Yes, but only with a buddy. We can all go up together as soon as Bernard gets here.” She pronounced Bernard’s name with the Downeast accent on the first syllable, ending with a faint clip so it came out Bern-uhd. “The stairs need to be restored and I don’t want anyone getting stuck with no one around to help. So tread lightly.”


	As if on cue, a horn honked and Mrs. Ricker’s SUV pulled in again.


	Murphy stared at his family vehicle and feigned shock. “Thanks for a great weekend, Miss Barter. It went by wicked fast.” He walked over to the driver’s window as the front passenger door swung open.


	Bernard tumbled out of the SUV and walked over to the rest of the crowd at the back door, hands in his pockets. Mrs. Ricker called out to Holly, “I found a straggler on the road, he looks hungry and in need of a place to stay the weekend.”


	Murphy gave his mother a nod and walked back to join the group as she departed for a second time, then the vehicle stopped abruptly. Mrs. Ricker held out a backpack through the window.


	Bernard was studying a seagull perched on a compost bin at the edge of the lawn, oblivious to the offering. Holly walked over to him and put her hands on his shoulders from behind and steered him in the direction of Mrs. Ricker. “Leave something behind?”


	Bernard shook his head like a dog emerging from a saltwater bath at the beach. “Oh yeah, my backpack.” He jogged to the SUV and jogged back with his backpack in hand as Mrs. Ricker drove away, honking lightly and waving out the window.


	“I thought your father was giving you a ride,” said Holly.


	Before Bernard could respond, Lee said, “He was too distracted to remember he has a father.”


	Bernard drew his lower lip into his mouth. “Actually I forgot today is Friday. I dubbed around too long, and Father was going to be late for work, so he dropped me at Palumbo’s Corner Store and I walked the rest of the way.”


	Murphy said, “There are two problems with your story, Bern. First, today is Saturday, and second, you didn’t walk the rest of the way.”


	“Oh yeah, that’s right. Your mother saw me walking and gave me a ride.”


	“Heh heh. Your mother,” said Lee.


	Holly gave Lee a warning glance and he wiped a hand over his mouth to show he was finished smirking. 


	She called to the girls and led the group to the front lawn.


	The house, like most houses built near a body of water, faced the ocean. To view the front of the house, people had to walk past the gravel driveway, or arrive by boat. Visitors arriving by car were greeted by wide green hostas and sinuous rhododendrons bordering the mowed grass of the back lawn. The front lawn held a much larger expanse of grass with a tree swing hanging from an old oak off the edge of the beach. The grass led to a dock where Holly’s uncle kept his boat for years until he traded it for a condo in Florida. An old dinghy lay upside down on the sand, tied to a beam of the dock. 


	Behind the house and across the road was a forest the town kept sacrosanct, disallowing the develop-ment of new properties on or near it. A hiking trail bisected the woods, and several paths trailed off the main one, leading to meadows and patches of lady slippers and ferns. Their minister, Pastor Rick, would join them that evening for a cookout, and they planned to hike the woods the following day after a sunrise service. 


	Every sunrise service Holly ever attended was worth getting up early for, but she suspected the kids might not need to wake up before dawn. They’d likely stay up all night giggling and talking, and she was fine with that. More than fine, really. She wanted them to have a night to remember.
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