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			To Tim Hartigan

		

	
		
			Man is wolf to man.

			—Latin proverb
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			CHAPTER ONE

			If there’s a time to visit my little corner of Massachusetts, Dr. Nat Thayer thought as he walked quickly along the darkened path, January isn’t it. When friends were thinking of journeying to his small city of Northam, he always told them: Come in May, when you can hear the knock of baseballs on aluminum bats from three blocks away. Or early fall, for the foliage and the hand-pressed apple cider. Half of New York City does. Northam was famous for that crap. Get your cider at Johnson’s stand, not from that fraud Matheson, who laces his stuff with brand-name stuff from Stop & Shop, and head back home with an image of the golden Berkshires to last you awhile.

			But get out by the end of November, by all means. That’s when the smart ones shutter their vacation homes and take their L.L.Bean duck boots and their mountain bikes back to Boston and points south, and the population settles back to around four thousand souls. The smart ones know. You don’t come here in winter, especially if you’re prone to black thoughts. Here the hills block whatever sun we get and soak it into the loam along with the dying leaves, the locals turn inward, and the alleyways between the quaintly named bars get splashed with blood. The thin church steeples rake the sky like a handful of knives held blade upward.

			No dementia caused by inbreeding up here, Nat thought as he walked briskly toward city hall. We’re not Southern Baptists or anything, just good old God-fearing Yankees. But plenty of doom-ridden landscape and seasonal depression. And just . . . darkness. Of every kind.

			The little valley Nat was coming up from was stripped of all colors except black and stone gray, the hills plunged off to his right into darkness and mist, the color in the trees now sunk back into the ground, replaced by its opposite, the bottomless night of rain-soaked birch trees against a darkening slate blue sky. He could see a half-moon low in the eastern sky as he walked, caught and sliced to bits by a dozen black fingers of branches.

			This was another city now from the one you saw in summer. This was the place Margaret Post had left, violently and unwillingly, only two nights earlier.

			

			Three hours later, Nat was sitting in the satellite office of the Northam Mental Health Clinic in the basement of city hall, rubbing his hands together like two dry sticks and cursing the town fathers. Jesus Christ, it was cold. It was like sitting in a puddle at the bottom of a stone quarry. The three-hundred-year-old granite walls conducted cold and wet like steel did for electricity.

			10:14 p.m. “What the hell am I doing here?” he whispered as he blew a breath into his hands.

			Getting money for Buenos Aires. He always got out of Northam every winter, at least for a few weeks. God knew how dark his mood would get without that dose of sunlight and rum cocktails. And no one else in his life was going to spring for a South American vacation. Nat had no family to speak of left in Northam, except for some distant cousins, and they didn’t speak at all. His friends were broke or married, which usually amounted to the same thing. He was the end of the line, old man. And he liked it that way.

			A sudden chattering noise nearly snapped him out of his chair. It was his cell phone on the desk, rattling like a skittering pebble, giving the low growl that meant an incoming text. Nat picked the phone off the imitation mahogany.

			Suicide: . . . the message said.

			Nat frowned. It was from John Bailey, his oldest friend, now a detective with the Northam Police Department. John was working a double shift on account of Margaret Post’s murder, the same reason Nat was here at the clinic. All part of an effort to calm the citizens of Northam into believing that her killer was far away, heading to Boston after his stopover in their sleepy little burg. Psychiatric outreach, they called Nat’s night job here. Personally, he believed the town fathers were hoping whoever did it would wander in to his little office and confess.

			The phone buzzed in his hand with the rest of the message.

			Boned Maggie Voorhees.

			Nat’s frown changed into a sly grin. He and John had invented this game in high school. It was called Northam Suicide Note, or Suicide for short. They’d been bored back then. Hell, maybe morbid, too, typical outsiders in jock-ruled Northam High.

			The aim of Northam Suicide Note was to re-create the last words of someone driven to kill himself for any particularly local reason. They’d write the note on a piece of paper—Suicide: Ran over Ma with snow blower, oh God, the blood or Suicide: Maggie Voorhees just smiled at me all sexy-like—and pass it to each other. Poor old Maggie got mentioned a lot, being the ugliest girl in school.

			But it had been years since he and John had played the game. What had made his friend think about it now, on a Friday night in the dead of winter?

			Nat typed out U dated her freshman year. Repent. and hit Send.

			Outside he could hear the wind start up with a low shriek, that shrill inhaling sound announcing one day it would rise and rise and you’d never hear the top of it because the stones would have fallen in on your head.

			Something began to ring in another part of the building.

			Nat checked the little TV screen by the side of his desk. It showed the locked outside door that led into the clinic. Nothing but freezing rain on its small black-and-white screen, plus a small cone of bright white light and beyond it the darkness of the back side of the hill, descending downward to the Raitliff Woods. Who the hell was going to come out on a night like this?

			Nat almost wished someone would show up, ring the bell under the bulb at the end of the wooden walkway that would sound in his office. Company would help pass the time. Still, only forty-five more minutes to go before he was done for the night.

			Buzz. He picked up the phone and read the screen. Exactly why I should KM. Kill myself, part of their old code they’d used in high school to avoid teachers freaking out over their notes. Now John had to watch what he said on department time.

			Strange. The messages didn’t sound like good, yeoman-solid John Bailey. He must be out of his mind, parked in an unmarked car in this horrible weather. John had mentioned he’d be staking out the college entrance where Margaret Post’s body had been found, in hopes the killer might return to the scene of the crime. Nat had walked by there himself yesterday on his way to the hospital and felt a chill zigzag up his back. The stakeout must have John reverting back to the old days. Next he’d be making a joke about seeing Margaret Post’s sliced throat . . .

			He caught himself. Too soon, old man. Nat wouldn’t be able to stop himself joking about it eventually, of course; it was his nature to make light of even the most horrendous events in life. But the girl’s murder was still too fresh. How goddamn awful it must have been. Walking home, alone, the comforting stone wall of the college to her right. Margaret had been twenty yards from the big Wartham College gate, with the words Terras Irradient inscribed in stone on an archway twenty feet above the ground. Just inside the gate sat a little security booth with a guard inside 24/7. But she’d never made it.

			Judging by the grip marks on Margaret’s left arm, the killer came up from behind, grabbed her, and dragged her into the bushes just short of the gate, then hung her on an ash tree next to the wall. But not before doing something to her so terrible that the newspapers could only hint at “disfiguring wounds.”

			Over in the psych wards at Mass Memorial, his day job, Nat wasn’t exactly known for his empathy. Sometimes he wondered if he’d gotten into the wrong profession. Your curiosity and your need to stay interested, his mentor, Dr. Francesci, had once written on an evaluation, overwhelms your recognition that this is a human being in need in front of you. Touché.

			But he could still feel for Margaret Post. All joking aside, they needed to catch the freak who had killed her.

			The phone rattled on the desk. John again. All OK? the message read. Any takers over there?

			Nat scooped up the phone and walked to get some blood flowing to his toes, which were quickly losing feeling. The disembodied messages out of the ether were starting to spook him. He felt like calling John. But Nat typed instead as he walked out into the dark hallway.

			Nope. Yankees hate psychs. Rather drink.

			Nat paced, walking up one flight into the tall arched hallway of the building. It boomed with a low, full-bodied echo; the place was old, built in 1729. In the gloom of the exit light, Nat passed the black-and-white archival photographs of famous Northamians: mostly sea captains or whalers (they were only forty miles from the ocean) or old codgers in top hats standing over some cornerstone or inaugurating the water mill. There were even a couple of public hangings in the town square depicted somewhere near the front entrance. Ghoulish fun for schoolboys.

			It was, if that was physically possible, even colder in the hallway.

			The phone buzzed in his hand.

			Ur not psych. Ur bait. Be careful.

			Nat caught his breath in surprise, then laughed. It could be true. The town was locked up, windswept, seemingly deserted. He’d been the only one out tonight in the ten minutes it took to walk from his condo to city hall.

			Well, send him in, Nat thought. As long as he has an extra blanket and a bottle of Jack.

			He thumbed the phone’s keys.

			Suicide: Found out best friend John secretly married to Maggie Voorhees. Shame too much.

			It took thirty seconds by Nat’s count for the little balloon to appear with his response.

			I’m serious, Nat. Watch urself. Had reports . . .

			Nat waited.

			But nothing appeared under his little text window. Nat frowned. Reports of what, John?

			He stared at the phone, then watched his breath disappear into the gloom. Damn it, what was John saying? He gave the phone a little shake, as if the extra letters were stuck somewhere in the circuitry and would tumble out with a little coaxing.

			Nothing but the boom of the wind outside.

			What was John up to? He felt a little fissure of concern. Maybe he should give the guy a—

			DDDDDRRROOOOMMMM.

			A huge metal tone boomed through the hall, then sank lower. Nat ducked and wildly looked up. He had forgotten how deep and melancholy the clinic bell was. Scared the hell out of him.

			Nat hurried back, taking the steps two at a time. He walked into the clinic office, leaned over the desk, and shot a look at the security monitor. There was a man standing there, waiting outside the door in a dark green slicker and narrow-brimmed hat.

			Nat’s heart froze. The man . . . he had no face. Beneath the dark cone of light was a completely featureless expanse of blank skin. A wave of repulsion swept over Nat as he stared, horrified, at the eyeless and mouthless oval.

			Then he looked again and let out a long breath. Jesus Christ, get a hold of yourself. The visitor was turned away from the camera and the sharp relief of darkness under the brim wasn’t his face but the back of his bald head.

			But somehow Nat kept thinking of it as a face—a no-face. He stared at the back of the man’s head, but the guy didn’t move. Rain splashed off the top of his hat and the shoulders of his slicker, danced briefly in the light, and then disappeared. Odd.

			Nat walked out of the office and turned left toward the outside door. As uncanny as it was, that image of the faceless man faded as he headed down the darkened hallway. It had been replaced by a thought that disturbed him even more:

			Why the hell is he watching the woods?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Nat hurried upstairs and turned left again at the corner. The heavy gray metal door was twenty yards in front of him, down a hallway with cupped lights set high in the wall. The man was still out there, the plunging gloom of the forest behind him. He didn’t seem to have moved.

			Maybe it really is about his face, Nat thought. Maybe he doesn’t want me to see it? Like he’s missing a nose or has a terrible deformity?

			Between Nat and his visitor was a fire door with metal-­threaded, double-paned security glass, nearly soundproof. No-face wasn’t going to get in unless Nat allowed it. Regulations. He walked quickly to the door and pressed the intercom button.

			“How can I help you?”

			The man didn’t move. Up close, he was about six foot two, a couple of inches taller than Nat, and his body seemed tense, as if he were on alert.

			Nat thumbed the button again. “Sir?” He could hear his voice boom out into the rainy night.

			No-face remained staring at the woods. Nat felt a wave of revulsion crawl over his skin. The man was spellbound.

			Slowly, Nat approached the safety glass. He felt he was approaching a captive lion at a zoo; he knew the lion couldn’t get to him, but he didn’t quite believe it.

			The raindrops danced off the man’s shoulders, sparking in the overhead light.

			Come on, Nat thought, and a surge of anger went through him. He knocked firmly on the glass.

			The man’s head now rose, and he turned crisply to face the window. Nat felt a shock, as if a wave of heat had passed through the metal-threaded glass and swept over him in the cold hallway.

			The visitor was in his sixties and had a long, angular face, dark skin with deep creases running from the edges of his cheekbones to the corners of his mouth, and thin red lips that seemed fixed in a sneer.

			Nat met his eyes. They were . . . He searched his brain for a description. Diseased, he finally thought. They pushed out slightly as if some internal pressure were forcing them slowly from the sockets. The whites were the color of an old tobacco stain—­yellowed, dingy. They were shot through with red veins, and the irises were a flinty blue and intense. He looked like some army colonel who’d gotten a gutful of viruses in the tropics and had come home to die right on this goddamn doorstep. But not from a wasting disease, not malaria or a dose of yellow jack.

			No, something that drove you crazy with fits. Lunatic energy.

			Nat’s eyes instinctively twitched down to the visitor’s right hand. No weapon there, he was relieved to see. Just a big bare hand dripping with rain.

			What had John said again? Reports of what?

			Nat went to the intercom. “Can I help you?” rang out on the other side of the door.

			The man just stared at him, studying the lines of his face. Then he met Nat’s gaze and mouthed something, two fast words, but through the glass Nat only heard a smear of an urgent bass voice.

			“What?” Nat asked.

			No-face said it again, baring his teeth on the second word. He looked enraged, or frantic that Nat wouldn’t let him in.

			Nat pointed to the left side of the door. “Use the intercom,” he said.

			The man’s pencil-thin lips—the only real color in the whole scene framed in the window—opened, and he stepped closer to the window, the dark eyebrows beetling over the sick eyes. Nat took a step back, then jerked his finger down toward the intercom. Finally the guy understood. He reached his right arm over to the bell.

			“SHE’S SLEEPING” boomed into the hallway and echoed past Nat into the area upstairs.

			Nat waited for more, but the man only drilled him with his gaze.

			“Okay . . . ,” Nat said, pressing the button. “What’s your name, sir, and how can I help you?”

			The guy looked angry now.

			“You can open the door for me,” he said through the intercom.

			Nat frowned. This is my rodeo, Sally. Protocol said the patient had to tell the psych what the problem was before entering. Especially when people were being murdered in the general vicinity.

			“State your name and business, Mr.—?”

			The raindrops danced off the man’s shoulders.

			“Prescott, Walter Prescott. And I need to talk to you about my daughter.”

			Satisfied, Nat reached over and hit the buzzer. Prescott reached out and grabbed the handle. The little rubber gasket around the metal door popped, and a gust of cold air rushed over Nat. As Prescott came forward, Nat stepped back to give him room. The man’s frame blocked out the light for a second in a blot of shadow, and then suddenly he was standing in the hallway, dripping.

			Walter Prescott smelled like old medication. Stale but sharp somehow, like a piece of old gauze with a spot of fresh ruby blood at the center.

			“Mr. Prescott, is your daughter in need of immediate medical attention?” Nat said. That one was state law.

			“Med—?” Prescott said, worry lines bunching on his forehead. “No, no, nothing like that.”

			“Okay then. My office is one floor down. After you.”

			Nat held his arm out, headwaiter-style, toward the stairs at the end of the hall. It was something you learned your first year of residency. Let the crazies go first. Self-preservation.

			Prescott frowned, then started toward the stairs.

			“I assure you, Doctor—?”

			“Thayer.”

			“Thayer?” Prescott stopped. “An old Northam name.”

			The voice was more formal, more cultured, than Nat had expected. He sounds like a historian giving a talk at the local women’s club. The voice doesn’t match the eyes.

			Prescott smiled, a hideous thing of yellow teeth.

			“I assure you, Dr. Thayer, it’s not me you have to fear.”

			“Well, that’s a relief. Straight ahead, please.”

			The two men walked single file down the stairs to the basement. Nat pointed right to the little glow outside his office. Prescott walked to it slowly, as if Nat were nosing him into a trap, then entered the office and set his dripping hat on the desk. Nat followed, walking around the desk and looking with distaste at the wool hat. A small puddle was forming around it.

			Nat pulled open a drawer and fished out some heavy paper napkins.

			“Let me get that,” he said. He wiped the desk clear of water, went back to soak up the last drops, then tossed the napkins in the wastebasket. Then he sat down.

			Prescott folded himself into the bare metal chair that sat in front of Nat’s desk but said nothing.

			Nat studied him for a moment. “You came out on a hell of a night, Mr. Prescott.”

			The old man pursed his lips. “Your family,” he said finally. “You’re one of James Thayer’s sons?”

			Nat took a breath, then gave Prescott a look and let it hang there for a second. Were they really going to play Old Yankee Social Call?

			“No. Nathaniel’s.”

			“Ah.” Prescott’s eyes sought the desktop. “A tragic story.”

			In the South, Nat had heard, they will offer condolences four decades after a “tragedy.” In New England, you get one year maximum, and then it becomes town history, and any stranger can discuss it in front of your face as casually as if he were talking about the fat dude on American Idol.

			Nat sat back in the cheap business chair that the town fathers had provided and gave the situation another couple of beats. He was an employee of the state of Massachusetts. He was contractually obligated to give Walter Prescott a hearing. He didn’t, however, have to exchange family histories.

			Prescott merely stared. Now that he was inside and had Nat’s attention, he seemed in no rush for psychiatric outreach. Finally Nat broke the silence.

			“But . . . not one we’re here to discuss, is it, Mr. Prescott? Let’s talk about what’s bothering you.”

			The look, sickness—and what else?—returned to his eyes.

			“It’s my daughter.”

			Nat nodded.

			“She’s sleeping now. I felt it was safe to come away.”

			Prescott talked like someone out of the books Nat had read in high school. The Scarlet Letter, maybe? It was interesting enough. He’d gotten his wish of company for the night.

			Prescott then stood and went to the window, just staring and saying nothing. The clock on the wall ticked away. Nat steepled his fingers in front of his face and waited.

			He was familiar with the problem. Something drives a man like Walter Prescott to Nat’s office. The man goes there full of hope, as if Nat has a cure sitting in the corner. Big old jar of Thayer’s Fear Killer. Lozenges specially formulated to melt away your childhood terrors. Jumbo shots of Thayer’s Anti-Bad-Mother Medicine. But when the patient arrives, he finds a six-foot dark-haired stranger waiting for him. A man not warm by nature who lets the patient do most of the talking. Then he has to admit the demon is inside him, and he is afraid to speak its name.

			Nat’s phone buzzed, startling them both. Nat reached over, gave the screen a quick look—another message from John—and flicked the side switch to silent mode before sticking it in his pocket.

			“Your daughter, you were saying?”

			“Becca. Yes.”

			Nat continued waiting. The ticking of the clock. The sound of rain. Prescott’s view out the office window was of the west corner of the Raitliff Woods where it met Main Street, and a street lamp whose yellow was, Nat saw, vibrating in a gust of wind.

			The radiator knocked.

			“Becca is the last of my children.”

			Nat mm-hmm-ed, glancing at the old man’s profile. Prescott’s right eye had a faraway look.

			“Perhaps you’ve heard part of the story,” he said, turning to look at Nat with a hint of disdain.

			Nat spread his hands wide. “No, Mr. Prescott, honestly I ­haven’t.”

			The man swiveled back to the window, too fast for Nat to see if he was disappointed or relieved.

			“My eldest boy was named William. He was in his junior year at Amherst when he came home for the summer six years ago. I could see that he was . . .”

			Something seemed to have gotten caught in Prescott’s throat.

			“Changed,” he said finally.

			Jesus Christ, were they going to do the whole family?

			“I thought you came here about Bec—”

			“Her story is their story,” Prescott said, and there was a note of steeled anguish in his voice.

			Nat frowned. Buenos Aires, he thought, Buenos Aires, Buenos Aires, Buenos . . .

			“Changed how?” he said.

			“His spirit was gone. He was a rower, rowed lightweight at Amherst. Debate club, treasurer at Chi Psi, he was a joiner.” Prescott dropped his head, as if he were reading off his son’s résumé. “Glee club even,” he said, his voice almost embarrassed.

			Is that his way of saying William was gay? Nat wondered.

			“But when he came back that summer, he seemed like he didn’t have an ounce of energy left in him. He walked around the house in a daze. He didn’t have to get a job, but I would have preferred it. Both summers previous he’d worked in a Boston law firm . . .”

			Something in his throat again.

			“He was losing weight. Wasn’t eating right, or eating at all, and he couldn’t sleep. I’d hear him roaming around the house late at night, just walking from room to room. I even heard him banging his head on the doorpost upstairs one night. Scared me to hell.”

			Prescott looked at Nat; then his gaze fell to the floor.

			“And then, one day in August, when he should have been getting his things together to go back to school, he came to me in the kitchen . . . and he told me . . .”

			Silence. Five more ticks of the clock.

			All you can do is wait them out.

			Prescott gave Nat a ghastly smile.

			“He told me that I wasn’t his father. And that his siblings were not what they appeared to be. We were all imposters.”

			A name flitted in the back of Nat’s mind, a French name from his postgrad course in psychoses. But he couldn’t quite remember it.

			Prescott paused. Oh, don’t stop now, Nat thought, suddenly interested. Every psychiatrist is a prospector. And what Prescott was describing was gold. Rare, extremely rare.

			Prescott continued. “He insisted we weren’t his real family, and what’s more is that he didn’t appear to be shamming. He truly believed that we were strangers to him. I’d catch him studying my face from the side, as if he was trying to recognize me, actually wanting me to be his father. You see, William was a dutiful boy, never gave me trouble.”

			“Did he get treatment?”

			“I made an appointment with a psychiatrist in Boston. A friend of the family. We were scheduled to drive up on Friday. On Thursday, William jumped off the Drammell Bridge.”

			Nat had expected something dramatic, but in that little office, it was like a blow to the chest.

			He stared for a moment. And then his mind rebelled. Really? The rain-swept night, the frightening text messages, the man facing the dark woods, and now the perfect little gothic ending. Was John Bailey outside the door, laughing? Was Walter Prescott just some cop buddy he’d sent in with this macabre story? He looked like an ex-cop. If that bastard John—

			But one look at the old man stopped Nat’s thoughts dead. Prescott wasn’t faking anything. In fact, at that moment he looked like he would gladly slip his neck into an executioner’s noose. His neck muscles were strained, and his thin lips were twisted into a false smile that expressed the opposite of mischievous pleasure.

			“I’m so sorry,” Nat said.

			“And then the same thing happened with Ch—” Prescott said mechanically, his voice falling away.

			Nat felt a small chill run through his blood.

			“Were you going to say Chase?”

			The old man met Nat’s gaze, and suddenly Nat understood. Nat could feel fear seep into his bloodstream and shoot straight to his heart. Jesus, he is the father of Chase Prescott.

			But he had to make sure.

			“This is the Chase Prescott who . . .”

			Prescott looked down. “Go ahead and say it out loud.”

			Nat’s face grew cold.

			“Who shot those men in Williamstown.”

			“And?”

			Prescott seemed to enjoy dragging the details out of Nat. His eyes were lit up. What pleasure could a man get from hearing about the people his son murdered? Nat wondered.

			“And then killed himself.”

			“That’s right. That was my Chase. I knew you’d have heard something.”

			Nat shrugged. His lack of empathy—his weakness at the comforting side of psychiatry, the bedside manner and all that—was showing. He knew it, and it didn’t bother him.

			“Hard to avoid. It was very sad. I’m sorry.”

			Eight more ticks of the clock.

			“Can we—” Nat said, but the old man suddenly raised his head, interrupting.

			“Do you know when the Prescotts first came to this area, Dr. Thayer?”

			Nat waited.

			“A few years before your family, I’d guess,” Prescott said.

			This was the second-oldest Massachusetts game, after Old Yankee Social Call: When Did Your People Get Here? It bored Nat to death.

			“I’m sure you’re right.”

			“If you look at that cornerstone in the northwest corner of the hall”—his voice boomed as he pointed, his finger ­shaking—“you’ll see the first one. Jacob Prescott. 1708.”

			Nat didn’t bother following Prescott’s finger. “What happened to Chase?” he said instead.

			The name stopped the old man’s rant. His hand dropped to the armchair as he swiveled back around, his body seeming to deflate.

			“The same as my eldest son.”

			“The insomnia, the night walking, banging his head?”

			“Yes.”

			“And the conviction you were not his father?”

			“Yes. That always came last. Which is why I’m here.”

			“And now Becca,” Nat said, the name strange on his lips. “She said the same thing to you?”

			Prescott seemed visibly paler.

			“This morning. It’s the final sign, Dr. Thayer.”

			“We can get to that later. Why don’t you tell me about Chase in the meantime?”

			Prescott came around to the front of the chair and sat. He closed his eyes. Four more ticks of the clock. He opened his eyes and began.

			“One night back in 2010, about this time of year, I was asleep in my bedroom. It’s on the top floor of our house, three stories up. And I clearly remember that I was dreaming about Korea. I’d been there after the war, ’61 and ’62, a place called Pusan. Cold like you’ve never experienced, Dr. Thayer, colder than the worst winter night you ever lived through around these parts. Once, this Korean peasant came running out of his little hovel carrying some metal thing. I thought it was a bomb. I trained my gun on him and was about to blow his head off—there were saboteurs everywhere, even on the southern side—when I saw that he was carrying a pot. It was hot soup. I nearly killed the son of a bitch.” His eyes were fogged and distant. “Anyway, that night, in my dream, I could even hear the choppers that ferried in those MREs to us out in the field, or carried the officers back to base camp.” His left hand made a little cutting motion into his right palm. “Chop. Chop. Chop.”

			The hand continued cutting, but Prescott was silent, still far away. Finally, he snapped back from wherever he’d been.

			“Anyway, when I woke up, I saw that the window in my room was open, the one facing back to the woods. The cold air was streaming in. The helicopter sounds were the snapping of the curtains. How the hell did that get open? I wondered, and I wrapped a blanket around me and got up to close it. I wasn’t three feet away when I saw the eyes.”

			He stopped.

			“Chase,” Nat said.

			“Yes. Chase. Standing behind the curtains.”

			“So, he’d opened the window.”

			Prescott dropped his gaze.

			Nat could put the rest together easily enough. So that he could push you out, dear old Dad, when you got close enough.

			“Yes.”

			“Did he say anything?”

			“He said, ‘Who are you in my father’s body?’ Chilling, I can tell you. Not just because of what he said, but because it was an echo of William’s words. The two boys had never sounded that much alike, but just then—”

			Prescott gave a visible shudder.

			“Chase was . . . stronger than William. A hellion to be honest. Drove a motorcycle that sounded like the coming of the Antichrist when he drove up the street. He raised Rottweilers in a little shed out back from our house. Now, we are not the kind of people who raise Rottweilers, Dr. Thayer. Setters, maybe, or Irish wolfhounds from a good northeastern breeder. But Chase was different. We butted heads, I can tell you. But that boy had grit! He was battling whatever was happening to him, and hard, too.”

			They were far beyond any diagnoses now, Nat thought, deep into Prescott’s grief-dimmed conception of psychiatry and madness. You don’t “battle” chemical imbalances or genetic tendencies.

			“Do you understand, Dr. Thayer? William let it take him over, but Chase fought.”

			“And then he went to Williamstown?”

			Prescott winced. “Yes. He said he was going to visit a friend. I didn’t know of any friends he had there. I don’t know what drove him at the end. I didn’t recognize my son. The”—Prescott’s eyes locked on Nat’s—“illness had taken him.” The ghastly smile returned.

			“You don’t think it was an illness, do you, Mr. Prescott?”

			The eyes bore into Nat’s. “No, I do not. I think it was something much more insidious, Dr. Thayer. Much, um, older.”

			“Like what?”

			Prescott looked away. “I couldn’t say.”

			Nat stood up and felt his back muscles ache. He hadn’t realized they’d tensed up until now. The wind seemed to attack the windowpane, and it rattled in its mortar.

			“And now you believe your daughter is suffering from the same condition?”

			“Yes. But with one difference.” Prescott leaned forward. “It . . . can’t . . . have . . . Becca.”

			Prescott sat there, leaning over in his chair. He seemed to be transfixed again. His sick old eyes focused on the eggshell-blue paint of the office, and his lips moved slightly, though he said nothing.

			“Mr. Prescott?” Nat said. “Mr. Prescott.”

			The old man started, his hand rising as if he were grasping at the lip of a cliff’s edge to pull himself up.

			“You need to bring Becca to Mass Memorial,” Nat said, enunciating clearly to cut through the man’s mental fog. “I have visiting hours there. I’ll speak with her, and we can get her the treatment she needs.”

			“No!” Prescott yelled, startling Nat. His voice boomed down the hallway, and Nat heard the echo from the big stone room outside. No, no, noooooooooo.

			Prescott breathed heavily, and his throat worked. “If I let her out of my sight, the same thing will happen to her. Don’t you understand that? I won’t let her leave the house.”

			Nat felt the time for gentleness had gone.

			“Your sons committed suicide because they went untreated. If you want her to get better—”

			“I’ve taken precautions, Dr. Thayer. Very careful precautions.”

			Nat stared at the man. He had a vision of a young girl strapped to some kind of medieval halter, up in the attic, being fed slop from her father’s unsteady hand. In his present condition, Prescott seemed capable of almost anything.

			“I hope you’re not telling me that you’re restraining her in any way. If you are—”

			“I do what I please in my—”

			“If you are,” Nat said, bearing down on the last word, “this becomes a police matter. Do you understand me?”

			The old man stared at Nat like a stubborn child. Nat stared back. Finally, Prescott nodded.

			“What do you want me to do for you and your daughter?” said Nat.

			“Come and see her. Speak to her. Find out what has taken hold of her mind. Before it’s too late.”

			Prescott was more cunning than he let on, Nat thought. Now that he’d hinted that Becca was locked up, Nat had to make sure the girl was okay.

			“Today’s, what, Thursday?” Nat said with a sigh. “Will you be home tomorrow?”

			Prescott stood up. “If I’m alive tomorrow, Dr. Thayer, I will be waiting for you at 96 Endicott Street.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Nat watched Prescott leave on the little TV screen. The old man stepped outside, pulled on his hat, and stared at the woods for a full twenty seconds before starting away left and out of frame. He was heading to Endicott Street on the other side of the Raitliff Woods, the area known as the Shan. Short for Shantytown, a leftover from the waves of Irish immigration in the 1800s. Ancient history—there were some beautiful houses there now.

			Nat glanced at the clock: 10:50 p.m. Just ten minutes to go.

			Prescott’s story had unnerved him, he admitted to himself. Slightly. As a psychiatrist, he’d lost count of the competing symptoms Prescott’s children—and their father—were presenting. But his son Chase was clearly psychotic at the end. There was no doubt about that.

			Nat remembered the murders two years before, the black-and-white photo of the bloodstained sidewalk on the front page of the Northam News. He even vaguely recalled the school photo of Chase that had accompanied the article. He had his face tilted back, like Marlon Brando in some ’50s motorcycle movie, with a thick, muscular neck the width of his head, a drift of dirty-blond hair over his face, a wash of stubble over a heavy jaw. Physically, he looked like any of the linemen Nat had shared the halls with at Northam High.

			The difference, though, was the eyes. That and the viciousness of the crime was what had kept the picture alive deep in the recesses of Nat’s brain, and he briefly tried to summon the eyes again. At first, he couldn’t bring Chase back. Couldn’t even remember what color the eyes had been. Then, with a rush of dread, the face came welling up from his memory like some sea creature surfacing from the depths. Chase Prescott had blue eyes like his father’s, but in his newspaper photo, they were filled with a kind of rapturous horror that had struck Nat as beyond strange even then, before he knew the full story. Chase looked like some nineteenth­-century opium addict caught by a slumming photographer deep in some sordid den, staring at a vision of complete, engulfing terror, a demon rising six stories high, invisible to ­everyone but him—and Chase looked as though he welcomed it. Embraced it.

			Can you be terrified and utterly joyful at the same time?

			Monster of Northam, read the headline, as Nat recalled.

			Madness is not contagious, he said to himself. Just because her brother was a psychotic didn’t mean that Becca had the same patterns. Maybe her father was a kind of Munchausen’s case, inducing madness in each of his children by turn. Maybe there was a good reason the children had stopped recognizing Prescott: because he had stopped acting like a father to them. But if Becca had one-quarter of what was in her brother Chase’s eyes, she might be doomed to life in one of the few remaining state institutions in Massachusetts.

			As eleven p.m. finally rolled around, Nat picked up his briefcase and locked the office. The freezing rain had turned to thick flakes of snow. The moon had now risen, and the clouds that scudded across it looked pale blue with a core of dark, smudged gray. Nat walked fast, eager to get home to his warm condo and his bed. He remembered John’s text and dug in his pocket for his phone. He looked at the message on the screen.

			Suicide: Too dark. Cold, cold, cold.

			Not funny, old man. Not funny at all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			On Friday morning, John Bailey drove along the twelve-foot red wall of Wartham College, its bricks glowing mellow in the midmorning light. John flicked the pages of his notebook while stealing glances at the road. Finding the right page, he noted something written there, then tossed the notebook onto the passenger seat. The name of the girl he was going to see was Ramona Best. She’d been BFFs with the dead girl, Margaret Post.

			He wondered if Ramona knew how Margaret had died. God, he hoped not. Even though, as a proud townie, he was supposed to disdain Wartham, resent its airs and the privileged assholes who sent their daughters to it, he still felt protective of the young women who came from all over the world to study there. To know about how Margaret went out . . . Well, that wasn’t something any twenty-one-year-old should be burdened with.

			The red wall sweeping by slowly on his right ran around the entire length of the campus, rising and falling with the hills like some Great Wall of Massachusetts. It had been built in the late 1800s, when industrialization hit the town and turned it from a stagecoach stop on the way to Boston or points west into a small, dirty, ambitious city. The Blackstone Canal that linked Worcester and Providence had provided the power, and the locals had remade themselves into entrepreneurs: making wire and manufacturing rifles. That’s what had transformed Northam from a little bumpkin town full of farmers and lawyers into a place of smokestacks and grime: wire and guns.

			Back before the wall, Irish immigrants had flocked to Northam to work its mills and its factories, crowding into old mansions in the Shan that had been divided up into tiny apartments. Wartham College had reacted with horror to the dumb unwashed micks who had propositioned its upper-class girls as they walked to town on a Saturday for an ice cream or sarsaparilla or whatever the hell you went into town for back then. But you couldn’t arrest the micks for talking to a girl. They just didn’t understand the social code; they thought they’d left all that behind in County Clare. Unbeknownst to them, in Northam, the rules were a little more mysterious but just as hard.

			So the college trustees decided to build a fence. Not an iron barrier like they had at Mills College, another all-girls university twenty miles away. That wasn’t good enough for the caretakers of Wartham because the Irish could see through it and leer at the bodies of the girls, put their dirty-ape mick faces between the bars and have themselves a good look. The men’s gazes polluted the atmosphere at Wartham. So the trustees had built a high brick wall.

			Maybe that was the start of the Mills girls’ rep for being wild. Mills to bed, Wartham to wed was the saying around town. Wartham girls were the ones you took home to California or New Jersey to meet your family at Thanksgiving, while you went to Mills to do drugs and have threesomes with budding lesbians. Who knew if that was true anymore, or if it had ever been true to begin with? It was something John had overheard in bars from loud frat boys visiting from colleges across the state.

			The saying about Mills and Wartham girls only applied if you were some rich kid down from Amherst or Williams for homecoming weekend. They were the ones who swarmed into the little red beehive of Wartham, plundered the freshmen, then wandered out drunk as dogs, engaged to some dentist’s daughter. If you’d grown up in Northam, like John Bailey had, you were local scenery, like the trees and the bell tower. A Wartham woman would rather marry a retarded midget than a local.

			All John knew for sure was that Mills College had built an iron fence around its campus, allowing for the girls to be seen, and Wartham had gone with brick twelve feet high.

			Little good it had done Margaret Post. John got the sense she wasn’t the kind of girl who showed herself much—a loner, wearing a long coat the night she was killed. No flesh visible. But something had attracted a vicious killer.

			

			John pulled up to the tree where he’d found Margaret Post hanging two nights earlier. He parked the car and looked at the tall spindly ash. The police tape was gone; the ground had been left as it was, muddy under where her feet had been dangling.

			He’d been the third man on the crime scene. Those moments, beginning at 1:14 a.m. Tuesday night when he got the call, seemed to have been traced in his memory with acid. Wartham College was the biggest taxpayer and second biggest employer in Northam, so when you got a call about one of its students, you blew red lights all the way to get there. That was understood. He’d arrived on scene at 1:22 a.m. and found Dunlop, a patrolman, standing by the tree, along with the college security guard, an old guy wearing a pea green cardigan and orthopedic shoes.

			“You call it in?” John said as he got out.

			“Yeah,” Dunlop had said. John was pulling on a pair of latex gloves. He could hear a branch creaking, as if it was under stress. There was a light crust of snow on the ground, but no ice on the branches. He reached back into the car and got his flashlight, clicked it on.

			“Anyone see anything on the street?”

			Dunlop seemed frozen.

			“Dunlop?”

			“Yeah?” the patrolman said faintly.

			The wind stirred the tree branches, and there was the creaking sound again.

			“Did anyone see anything?”

			Another headshake.

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure.” Dunlop’s voice had been so low John had to strain to hear it.

			Margaret Post had been hanging on the bottom branches of one of the ash trees that lined the border of the brick wall, her feet six inches from the ground. The college had planted the trees years ago to make the wall seem less forbidding, to make the fact that they’d built a barricade between themselves and the town seem less harsh. And Margaret was hung on one of the original ashes, her limp hands making a V above the branch.

			John had walked up, still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, not knowing what the security guard was pointing to so dully. He shone his flashlight up into the branches. And he’d seen the two hands above the tree limb, tied at the wrists with rough rope, the body hanging straight down, the head perched between the upraised shoulders. It didn’t look right. The head was too low. It made it look like the thing had been severed and then hurriedly stuck back on between the shoulders, as if it corrected things. Margaret’s mouth was open, her tongue black and sticking out of her mouth, and in the light of John’s flashlight her skin was one shade paler than the snow on the ground.

			John stopped, then moved toward her. Margaret, her name was Margaret Post. School ID in her pocket, the dispatcher had said. Clearly, the security guard had reached into her pocket and fished around for it. John hated when people messed up his crime scenes.

			He’d touched her face, and suddenly an electric shock had gone through him. Like you get when you walk across a carpet and touch something metal. He dropped his hand immediately, and the old duffer of a security guard looked at him strangely.

			“Something stick you?” he said.

			No. It was as if a sliver of Margaret’s fear had shot into his body. As if there were something still alive in her. Electrical charge. Leftover terror that hadn’t been fully spent when she died.

			But bodies don’t have leftover electricity, John knew. No way, no how. No training in such things. No entry in the detective’s manual, Beware of stray shocks from corpses.

			He’d given the latex gloves another tug and lifted up her chin. When he did, the neck wound opened and the two flaps let out a wet sound. Her eyes goggled at him and her mouth hung open.

			“Did you hear that?” he said to Dunlop.

			“Hear what?”

			John lowered his voice. “Did you check her pulse?”

			Dunlop gave him a look. “Check the pulse?”

			He was right to say it, John thought. Check the pulse when the woman’s head was cut half off? What goddamn sense would that make?

			Little bulbs of pink flesh were visible where the knife had gone through, washed in dark blood. And blood had fallen from the neck wound and soaked her kelly green blouse with the small white flowers, all the way down to the waist of her jeans. The smell of blood was in the air, like an aerosol that had been sprayed only minutes before.

			The face was so chalky white it looked like she’d applied talcum powder for a Halloween party.

			John sat in the car now, remembering that night. Trying not to look at the tree. Or think about what he’d seen on the tape from the Wartham security camera.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			After a late breakfast, Chuck Godwin walked out his back door, across his snow-covered yard, out the screechy gate in the fence, and into the Raitliff Woods. He liked to get out in the morning before heading in to work at his office on State Street. Divorce law wasn’t the kind of thing that got you out of bed, charged up with purpose and inner fire. He needed to hear the forest streams and the crunch of moldering oak branches beneath his feet before he plunged into the raw human misery of his work.

			The morning mist hadn’t yet been completely burned away by the pale sun. He was glad he’d stayed in the Shan, in his part of it, at least—“his” because Chuck’s family had been walking these trails since 1789, back when the Wampanoag tribes still came to the door asking for bread for their tawny little babies. It was wild, undeveloped land. Usually he loved wandering through the old paths that he imagined the Wampanoag had walked down two or three centuries ago. Sometimes in summer, he even took off his shoes and let his big pale feet toughen up on the trails. It connected him with the old place. He cherished that.

			But Chuck’s mind wasn’t on Indians today; he walked purposefully, slightly out of breath, rarely looking up at the jaybirds swooping through the old-growth trees. He was taking a secret back trail that would lead him on to the back of Mary Reddington’s house. The girl he should have married forty years ago instead of Stephanie. The girl he would have married, except he hadn’t expected to live so long.

			The land slanted away from him. Up ahead, Chuck saw a stand of birch trees—rare in this area—through the parting mist. Their thin white trunks caught in the mesh of fog always seemed to him like the bones of the Wampanoag dead, having been sucked from their burial grounds by the mist and now hanging in midair like an accusation. Haunts. Spectral, whiter than the gray gauze of the dew. They sent a chill up his spine, but he made as much noise as he could to dispel the spirits, snapping branches with his Timberland chukka boots, the branches’ severed spines sending shots crackling through the woods. Only when he approached the Reddington house would he grow quiet. Mary couldn’t know he was there. It would ruin things.

			Chuck Godwin had never crossed the lawn that separated the tree line from Mary’s house. He’d only stood at the forest’s edge and caught glimpses of Mary as she got ready for her day. She was a widow now, all alone in the big house, her shadow visible on the pale upstairs curtains, then her face in the downstairs ones as she made breakfast for herself. But he felt the need growing in him to stride across the lawn. He’d once even emerged, drawn to Mary’s profile in one of the upstairs windows covered with a strawberry-­dotted curtain. It wasn’t fear that made him turn and disappear back into the forest; it was that the thought of what he was about to do had been so exquisite that he’d grown weak with ­anticipation. Next time, he would be bolder. He’d march on over and tell Mary how he felt, that they had to be together again.

			Chuck could hear the sound of running water, the stream at the bottom of the hill. His boot steps echoed like muffled gunshots as he clumped down the path. The burbling sound of water fast with runoff from melting snow grew louder. He turned right at an enormous oak, and the stream was in front of him with a small homemade bridge that had been here for generations, set deep in the banks.

			Chuck was walking across the bridge, his bird-watching binoculars smacking firmly against his sternum, when something caused him to turn and look upstream. Suddenly he felt someone was out there, on the bank, watching.

			The sun was hidden behind a thick stand of trees, and the riverbank was covered in a gray gloom. The pale trunks were encased in darkness. He could see nothing out of the ordinary in the feeble light of early morning.

			Someone is following me, he thought. A tremor seized Chuck’s heart, and in that moment, he wanted to run away.

			Buck up, Chuck, he told himself. It was something his father used to say, not unkindly. Buck up, son, buck up, Chuck, buck up. He remembered it so vividly because when his father had gone off and hanged himself, Chuck had wondered to himself why the old man couldn’t take his own counsel. But he knew the answer: it was because his father hadn’t believed it himself. His dad’s watery blue eyes looked like they wanted to cry even as he gave Chuck that ridiculous advice. He thought his father was laughing at him, toward the end of his life, with those stupid words. Buck up. As if there were any such thing.

			Chuck stepped quickly across the bridge, and his boot sank to the leather in the soft loam of the bank, and the soil gave a tiny moan and then sucked at the rubber sole as he pulled it out. He would stay away from the deep woods and follow the path of the stream all the way to Mary’s house, keeping out in the open.

			He began to walk along the bank. The mud slurped. The water rippled. And as Chuck bent forward and tried to increase his speed, he thought he heard a third sound disguised in the noises around him.

			Whispering. He was certain of it, as if there were lips a few inches from his ear.

			He caught his breath and stood panting on the waterline. Nothing but stillness and bird cries.

			“Who’s out there?” he shouted. These were his family’s woods. A trespasser was an unwelcome thing.

			He scanned the tree line, the birch trunks and the heavy pine branches. Suddenly, the top of the pines to his right began to move, shivering as if someone were gently shaking the tree limbs. Chuck watched, his heart skipping beats, as the green branches jerked and bucked. There was no wind blowing across his face.

			Run, he said to himself. Quickly.

			He took his foot out of the hole it had just made in the mud and took a step backward. The tree shivered, and Chuck’s mouth fell open in an O of horror.

			An enormous bird came bolting out of the tree and flapped its wings. A sleek night-black crow. It gave Chuck a piercing look and headed upstream.

			Chuck was shaking. He realized he’d been holding his breath.

			He began to walk again. Buck up, goddamn it. Just an old bird, for Christ’s sake.

			He spotted the open space to the right that meant he was near the backyard of Mary’s house, which itself was set back a hundred yards from the road. He crossed the stream, the water rippling over his boots and reaching almost to the top of the leather. The flat rocks underneath his feet were slippery—he felt as if they were covered with some gooey substance, as if he were walking on jellyfish—but when he looked down, the stones seemed clean. He made it safely to the other side, but a sudden repulsion puckered his skin.

			Between him and the house was a thick patch of young birches, surrounded by a line of dry scrub. The path that he usually took was visible even in the bad light, but Chuck headed to the left of the trail, stepping onto fresh snow that crunched loudly in the still air. For some reason, he had the uncanny sense that, if he took the usual way, he would meet someone on the path. Someone that he didn’t want to bump into.

			Chuck leaned forward, pushing through the virgin snow. He stamped his way through a line of bushes that came up to his thighs, then found himself inside a circle of rustling birches. A cool breeze swept up from the floor of the little grove, and Chuck shivered, walking on. Now that the little stream was behind him, the sound of whispering grew in his ears once more.

			It isn’t real, he kept saying to himself. I’m just nervous. Stop it, Chuck.

			He saw a curtain of brightness ahead. The sun had come out from behind its cloud and was now shining down on the field that backed onto Mary’s house. The yellow light was so intense, in the way it often was after a rain shower, that it seemed to have set the field on fire. The burst of light was framed between two enormous birches that Chuck was now headed toward. A song came to him—“Rocky Mountain High”—and he hummed it tunelessly, his lips itchy with the vibration, to drown out the murmuring if it came back.

			He came to the thick birch on the left, and he rested his forehead against it. The house looked so perfect, a deep bisque color with white trim nestled on its half-acre plot. This is where I should have been, thought Chuck. This was where he should have spent the last forty years, being happy and making love to the pert, gamine-eyed Mary Reddington, instead of locked in with Stephanie, who was so boring in bed and so uncharitable outside of it.

			A shadow seemed to cross the sun, and a wave of dread seemed to wash the light out of the air. It was as if some huge invisible beast had come striding through the forest, sucking away the cheeriness and the warmth.

			Chuck felt eyes on him. He felt them, from the west. But he would not turn to look.

			Buck up, you fool. Nothing bad can happen if you keep your eyes on the house. Watch for Mary. She’ll be coming out of her shower soon and walking downstairs to start the coffee machine. Watch for her profile in the kitchen window. Watch.

			A pain began to build in his head. It felt as if he were in a kind of pressure chamber and the dial was being turned up, up. Almost pleasant at first, but quickly becoming painful. Higher. Goddamn it, make it stop. Another notch. Chuck blew a breath into the air, leaning hard now on the birch.

			Do not turn away from the house. Eyes on Mary. She will save you.

			But the pressure inched up and his teeth gritted as if he were having a seizure. “Oh God,” he panted. He took a rasping breath and his eyes slid away from the house and he saw the thing immediately. Staring at him.

			The man stood straight in the shadow of thick elm. He was wearing a uniform, a pressed khaki one that Chuck hadn’t seen since he was a boy. The man’s head was bare and the side of his face as pale as alabaster.

			But the eyes . . .

			They were snowman eyes, black as anthracite coal, with a tiny spot of orange at the center. Against the paleness of the skin, they seemed to spark with a cold light. The thing was looking at him with a hatred so intense, he felt it as a wave of hot, foul air.

			“God, no,” Chuck cried out, but his feet were rooted to the ground and he couldn’t move.

			An animal screamed from the woods to his left, and he heard the tread of it tearing through the underbrush. Chuck tried to scream, but his voice was lost in a smear of terror. His gaze was being pulled into the blackness of the man’s insect eyes, around and around the edges toward the tiny orange flame at the center.

			The man’s lips, which had been set in a grimace, began to move silently. Chuck watched them, feeling as if he were in a trance. As the lips formed words, an echoing voice sounded clearly in his head.

			The rope . . .

			A tremor of fear loosened his knees, and he pulled his feet free and stumbled back before turning to run. He was moving in slow motion. He raced back toward the sound of water, pushing the tree limbs away from him, the needles stabbing his cheeks. Finally he reached the stream and headed toward the bridge.

			The rope . . .

			His right knee suddenly gave way. He fell heavily into the stream, and the sound of the running water blotted out the other noises around him. But he knew that the man was walking toward him. He could feel a cold spot in his back expanding outward with each passing second.

			. . . is in the basement.

			He couldn’t turn. If he turned and looked, the man would snatch his soul away.

			Beneath the stairs.

			In the burbling of the brook, he could hear other noises, heavy footsteps approaching and a strange moaning.

			“Leave me be!” he cried out over his shoulder. He got up to run, freezing water streaming down his legs.

			The voice spoke, and he flinched as if the lips had touched his ear.

			The rope is in the basement.

			His throat tightened.

			Beneath the stairs.

			The cry of an owl. Chuck looked up, and the sun was breaking through the clouds in the little circle of treetops. He knelt there, frozen, waiting for the man’s cold hand on his neck.

			Buck up, Chuck thought. Not too late. He staggered up and began to run again, reaching the path after a few steps, his boots striking the ground with the sound of a blow on thick leather.

			If I don’t look, I’ll be safe, if I don’t look, I’ll be safe.

			He saw the dun-colored fence of his own backyard rise up out of the landscape twenty yards ahead, and his breath caught in his throat as he used his last bit of strength to race toward it.

			If I don’t look . . .

			He grasped the top of the wooden gate and swept it wide, forcing his freezing legs through the gap. The wind was whipping in little vortices, tossing leaves into the air in his broad yard and whirling them around in dissolving circles. Chuck stood up straight, the icy spot throbbing at the base of his spine, and turned slowly around.

			There was nothing out there except trees and silence. If it had been following him back home, the apparition was gone.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			John Bailey swung the old Crown Vic into the entranceway at Wartham and waved to the guard there, the same old man who’d reported Margaret hanging in a tree. The man was wearing the same pea green cardigan he had two nights before. He looked at John but didn’t wave back. Just licked his lips as John cruised past.

			John felt a little out of his depth coming to Wartham, to be honest. He’d been out of college for thirteen years, and he knew how rich and secluded this place was. The old social awkwardness he’d felt since high school—which had made his friendship with Nat Thayer even more of a miracle—stirred inside him.

			The press had been kept off the campus, for the most part, but they were baying like bloodhounds outside of it. The Boston Globe had sent one of their better crime reporters, now ensconced at the local Red Roof Inn, and he’d taken to calling the department at least twice a day, demanding information. There were TV reporters doing regular stand-ups from the entrance to the college or just in front of the ash tree; John had passed one on his way in. Margaret Post’s parents would surely be filing a lawsuit once their daughter was buried and a suitably relentless attorney was hired. The longer the case remained unsolved, the more prospective students Wartham would lose to Smith and Holyoke, the more social media would produce wilder theories and fresher suspects, the more the department would look like a bunch of small-town yokels, and the worse John’s life would become.

			He slowed down to 20 mph as he cruised through the twisting little streets on campus. Girls strolled by in their long winter coats, collars pulled up against the morning chill, some chattering in groups, others alone cutting fast across the quad. John parked in front of Smith Hall, where the Post girl had lived. Ramona Best lived in 2C. A single, John guessed, just like Margaret. He got out of the car, walked across the stiff frost-hardened grass that gave way reluctantly beneath his size-13 boots.

			He thought of his first questions, but they only brought back the memory of Margaret’s face, the ash tree . . .

			Blood everywhere. Blood soaking into the ground, running down the wormholes in a rush. Blood in your mouth and lungs, breathing it in.

			He pushed open the door and walked into the first floor. Someone was playing “Positive Vibration” down the hall, and he could smell the faintest tinge of sinsemilla in the air. Jesus Christ, nothing ever changes. They must give every incoming freshman a Bob Marley greatest hits playlist and a nickel bag.

			Some of the doors were propped open. A girl emerged from the last one in a ratty green bathrobe, her hair tied up, her legs naked below the knee. Bailey averted his eyes, but he’d seen the flush of red covering her neck. At least he had his badge hanging by a chain around his neck, which made it clear he was on official business.

			Still, he felt like a damned rapist in here. Any man would.

			John found the stairwell and climbed up to the second floor. The second door on the left had a plain black plate on it at eye level that read 2C. John knocked. The Marley music from downstairs had switched to “Stir It Up.” John caught himself nodding along to the opening chords.

			He knocked again.

			The door opened suddenly and Ramona Best was staring at him. Black, bright-eyed, short, dressed in a green-and-white sweatshirt and jeans.

			“Yes?”

			“Ms. Best?”

			“Ye-es. Can I help you?”

			“I’m Detective Bailey with the Northam PD.” His ID was in his right hand, and the leather flap fell away to show his unsmiling picture. “I had a few questions about Margaret Post.”

			Her eyes flicked down to the ID. “I spoke to the officer the night . . . the night of.”

			“I know. And it was very helpful. But I have to ask a few more questions.”

			She frowned, deciding whether it was within her rights to close the door. “Come in, I guess,” she said finally.

			Bailey stepped inside what was a typical dorm room—a cluttered desk by the window, a tie-dyed sheet hanging on the wall with the name of some band he’d never heard of written on it, and a couple of plants dangling over a bookcase filled with paperbacks and course books.

			There was a wooden desk chair with yet another plant on it. Ramona put it on the floor, then looked over her shoulder at him.

			“Thanks,” he said.

			The girl pulled out a second chair from under the desk and sat on it, facing him. Her face looked heavy, as if she’d been sleeping.

			“I’m sure the other officer told you this,” John began, “but anything you can tell us—no matter how minor it seems—could really help. I just want to catch this guy.”

			Ramona nodded.

			“Can you tell me about Margaret’s friends?”

			“You’re looking at her.”

			“She didn’t hang out with anyone besides you?”

			Ramona made a face. “This girl in the glee club, Tessa. You know, Margaret was a music geek—she’d always imagined coming to Wartham and singing glee and traveling to Yale and having wild sex with sensitive poets there. That was before she realized that Wartham was just as bad as anyplace else.”

			“Just as bad, how?”

			“Cliquey. There are about twenty girls who can either make your life wonderful or make you want to kill yourself.”

			“Was Tessa one of those girls?”

			“No, not even close. Tessa is an outcast, just like us. But even she broke Margaret’s heart. She was supposed to take Margaret to her house for Christmas, but the invitation was mysteriously rescinded.”
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“Eerie, unsettling New England horror in the classic tradition, full of family secrets,
ancient evil, and small-town paranoia. It'll slither right under your skin.”
—CHRISTOPHER GOLDEN, New York Times hestselling author of Snowblind and Dead Ringers
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