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			OCTOBER 1

			1

			The train halted atop the hill above Maplewood. It was unusual for it to stop at this small town in central New Hampshire. But it did early in the morning on the first day of October in 1970 with a shrill blow of its whistle.

			A fragment of the moon, like a broken piece of communion wafer, hung low in the sky between cotton candy shreds of clouds just above the treetops on the northern horizon. To the east, the sun made its first appearance to start the new day.

			A lone passenger stepped off the train onto an old rickety wooden platform. He was dressed in black with a cloak around his shoulders; a top hat rested at a crooked angle on his head. An old man with a wrinkled face and eyes sunk deep into their sockets. Lonely eyes.

			In one gnarled hand, twisted by the years as if Father Time had tried to wring them dry, he held a dark leather valise. He set it down on the platform and surveyed the town. Behind him, the train hissed as it began to pull away with the loud cranking of its steel wheels. Soon it built up speed and a gust of rushing wind blew against the old man, causing the tails of his cloak to flap around the backs of his legs. He raised a hand to his hat to keep it in place until the train passed and the wind fell away.

			To his right lay a stone foundation of what had once been a ticket station back in the days when the train made regular stops in the little village. Grass had now overgrown much of the cement walls, which were chipped and chiseled like neglected teeth. Downhill from the platform lay the village center, its main street running north, parallel to the railroad tracks, till it reached the Town Green. There the road split east and west running along the front of the park. To the west, the road ran underneath the railroad trestle and toward a development of poorly kept houses and tenement rows on the other side of the tracks. The road to the east led over a wooden covered bridge, crossing a lazy river along the back side of the Town Green, and disappeared into rolling pastures of farmland.

			I’m back, the old man thought.

			Below in the town, he spotted the country store. He pulled the cloak tighter around him to fight off the morning chill. A tear appeared from one eye. Maybe because of the cold air, but he doubted that. Something else made that tear fall, something he had left behind when he was last here. He couldn’t believe it had been this long. Where has the time gone? If only I could wave my magic wand and bring it all back.

			He reached down with a slight twinge in his spine and grasped the handle of his valise, almost afraid he wouldn’t be able to straighten back up, and lifted the bag off the platform. The wind picked up a bit and he could sense something in the fall air more than the smell of dying leaves. Dramatic things were going to happen in the coming days, he thought. A little magic was in the air. He could feel it all around. With determined steps, he descended the wooden staircase built into the side of the small hill that led to the village center below.

			By the time he got to the bottom of the stairs, he felt nearly out of breath. He stopped and gathered in enough air to prime his lungs, and then continued to Main Street. Lights were on in the country store. A great porch fronted the business with a cast-iron bench resting between two large windows and the front door. A chalkboard hung on the wall between the two windows and written in dusty white chalk were the specials of the day.

			He ascended the four small steps to the porch and opened the door, a creak emanating from its tired hinges. Assorted smells assaulted him as he stepped through the doorway: cheese, pickles, maple syrup, and the sugary scent of candy.

			He remembered buying penny candy in here a long time ago.

			A quick glance around spied the object of his quest: a pile of newspapers on a shelf built into the front counter. He glanced down, passing over the Boston papers till he found the local one. He pulled out of his front pocket a small change purse and pried it open, sticking two long trembling fingers inside and extracting a couple of coins.

			He set the money on the counter, smiling faintly at the man by the register, but making no attempt to engage in conversation, and picked up the newspaper. He tucked it under his arm and headed out to the porch. There he sat on the bench with his bag on the floor at his side and the newspaper on his lap.

			He gazed out at the businesses along Main Street: a pharmacy, flower shop, hardware store, barber shop, bakery, bank, cinema. He smiled. The sadness marking his earlier arrival remained absent for the moment. This would be a nice town to stay in forever. It would be a nice town to live in. And a nice town to die in.

			He opened the newspaper on his lap and turned to the apartment rental section of the classifieds.

			2

			Twelve-year-old Eddie Scruggs heard the train that morning, like he did every morning, and hated it. It wasn’t the sound of the train waking him that caused his distaste. In fact, he liked the sound of the train chugging along, its horn blaring like the foghorn of a lighthouse. It was the feel of the train that he hated. The rumbling vibrations that shook the apartment house, rattling his bed and making him aware of where he lived.

			As soon as his eyes opened each morning, the train reminded him that he did not live on some quaint country lot, or in one of the picturesque suburban developments near town, but instead in the two-bedroom apartment house squished among a row of tenements alongside the railroad tracks on the opposite side of the village center.

			‘The Box Cars’ is what people in town nicknamed the narrow, flat-roofed building that housed low-income families, like hobos living in abandoned freight train cars the building’s shape resembled. Eddie listened to the train every morning and felt his bed shake and remembered that his family didn’t have a nice house and nice things like other kids and that his father rode a bicycle to his job as a janitor at the junior high school Eddie attended.

			As he listened to that train screaming north to some unknown destination, Eddie thought how nice it would be if that train would slow down just enough for him to hop on it so he could ride away from this place to where he could be free and didn’t have to be reminded of his life here.

			But this morning, something different happened. The train did slow down. In fact, it even came to a stop. Could that be right? Eddie rolled over in bed and reached a scrawny arm out to the window shade and pulled it aside. He leaned over and stuck his freckled face to the cold glass of the window.

			The train had stopped.

			It chugged a little, as if the engine were catching its breath in the cold morning, and sat there. Waiting.

			Is it waiting for me? After all this time, has it finally stopped for me? He felt the urge to leap from bed and jump into his clothes, pack a bag, and rush outside. Wait for me! he would scream at the train. I’m coming!

			But he did not move. He could not move. He felt afraid, unsure what to do.

			Then the train’s horn blew, as if to say, That was your last chance, Eddie, and then the engine tugged the freight cars along the rails and pulled away to continue its northerly course to destinations unknown to him. Eddie sank back in bed a bit, knowing he was stuck here. Before turning his eyes away from the window, he noticed something outside.

			A man stood below on the old station platform.

			A man dressed in black who almost blended in with the shadows.

			Eddie watched the man standing there for a while and wondered about him and what he was doing here. The man picked up his suitcase and walked down the staircase toward the town.

			Eddie rolled back over onto his bed. Strange. The freight train doesn’t discharge passengers. He remembered how his parents talked about the days of daily passenger train service to Maplewood when they were younger. Back then they told him you could ride the train south all the way to North Station in Boston, and north to Montreal. But they said the last passenger service ended back in the early 1950s, once motor vehicles became the predominant form of transportation. Now only freight trains rode the lines through town.

			So how had this stranger in black managed to hitch a ride on the train and get it to stop to let him off?

			It puzzled Eddie and now he couldn’t wait to get up and start asking questions.

			3

			A classmate of Eddie Scruggs also lay awake that early morning. Ryan Woodson lay in the bottom bunk of his bedroom in a two-story house on Oak Street in a neighborhood on the other side of town. He had a habit of waking early and staring up at the bottom of the bed above that belonged to his twin brother, Curtis. Ryan listened, hoping to hear some movement from above, hoping Curtis’s head would pop out over the edge of the bed, his blond hair hanging down, a big grin on his face. Then he would hop down from above, itching to get the day going.

			Ryan listened and waited.

			The only thing he heard was a scuffling of feet in the hallway that he knew meant his father was getting up to go to work. The light from the hall spilled under his door and Ryan heard the doorknob turn.

			He closed his eyes and could feel the light spread over his face as the door opened. He sensed his father leaning in the doorway to look at him. Then the light dimmed and he opened his eyes to see that the door was closed.

			Ryan continued staring at the bottom of the top bunk.

			Curtis was born ten minutes before Ryan, and always reminded him of that fact. Because he was older, Curtis got first choice. That’s why he got to sleep in the top bunk. When their parents let them get a dog three years ago, Curtis got to pick out what kind. He even got to name the German shepherd: Smokey.

			The door opened again and his mother entered, pulling her pink bathrobe tight around her before she sat on the edge of his bed and looked down at him.

			“Time to get up for school,” she said in a soft voice.

			Ryan rolled over on his side away from her and toward the wall.

			“And it’s time to feed Smokey,” she added.

			He rolled back quickly, meeting her face.

			“He’s not my dog. I shouldn’t have to feed him.” How dare she ask him, he thought. She knew how he felt about it. Smokey was Curtis’s dog.

			“We’ve been over this again and again,” she said with a pouty frown.

			“We should just get rid of the stupid dog.” He rolled back toward the wall.

			He felt her weight lift from the mattress.

			“You can’t just ignore the dog.”

			Ryan rolled over onto his back after hearing her leave the room and continued staring up at Curtis’s bunk, listening for movement.

			There was none.

			4

			Ryan Woodson walked up Walnut Street with his friend Lance Stanton toward the bus stop at the intersection with Elm. Barely a month into the new school year and he already missed being able to walk to elementary school instead of riding the bus to the junior high across the river that divided the town center from the rural areas north of the village.

			At that thought, a maroon El Camino drove by and Ryan spotted his older brother, Dane, a sophomore in high school, in the bed of the vehicle with his friend Ben Karney. Dane flipped him the bird and laughed as the car passed. It pissed Ryan off that Dane felt he was so cool now that he had a friend with wheels. It made Ryan hate taking the bus even more.

			“Are we still going to try and go to the movie?” Lance asked as they were approaching the bus stop and the group of about a dozen boys and girls already waiting there.

			“But it’s rated R,” Ryan said. “They won’t let us in.”

			“It’s The Vampire Lovers. I hear there’s naked women in it.”

			“Even more reason they won’t let us in.”

			“I told you I’ve got it all figured out. Don’t you want to see naked vampires?”

			“Of course. Who wouldn’t?” Did he? He’d seen naked pictures of women in some of the issues of Playboy magazine that Lance squirreled away from his father’s collection. But to see them moving and talking on the big screen? It intimidated him a bit.

			“Or would you rather just see Barnabas Collins naked?” Lance erupted in laughter.

			“Funny,” Ryan said and socked him in the arm.

			“I’m telling you, this is going to be so much better than your show.”

			“Hey!” Ryan exclaimed. “Dark Shadows is the greatest show on television.”

			“It’s a friggin’ soap opera.”

			“You show me a soap opera with vampires, werewolves, witches, zombies and ghosts,” Ryan said in defense.

			They arrived at the bus stop and joined their friends Russell Mallek and Wesley Roark.

			“But The Vampire Lovers is Hammer horror! And what does that mean?” He looked at the others.

			“Blood and boobs!” Russell and Wesley cried out in unison.

			“That’s right,” Lance said and turned to Ryan. “This is a grown-up vampire movie. With naked boobs. We’re going to be teenagers soon. Time for us to grow up.”

			“I want to see it,” Ryan said. “I just don’t think we will be able to get in.”

			“You leave that to—” Lance stopped, distracted by something across the street.

			A figure strode down Walnut Street and turned onto Elm, on the opposite corner from where the kids stood waiting for the bus. An old man dressed in black, with a top hat perched on his head and carrying a dark suitcase. All four boys watched the stranger walk down Elm away from them.

			“Who the hell is that?” Ryan asked.

			The boys watched in silence.

			“It’s Barnabas Collins,” Lance finally shouted with a big grin. “He’s on his way to the Old House at Collinwood.” He laughed. “I bet he’s got the head of Maggie Evans in his bag and he’s going to suck out the remains of her brains for a snack later.”

			The old man stopped in his tracks and turned to look back at them.

			The glare from his dark eyes sunken in that wrinkled, aged face silenced the laughter from Lance’s throat.

			He heard him, Ryan thought. Though the man was old and Lance hadn’t spoken that loudly, the man in black heard him.

			He sees us.

			It seemed as if the old man’s eyes were taking them in, drinking their images into his sockets to remember them. Ryan’s heart thudded in his chest as he held his breath. Or maybe those eyes stole his breath.

			The stranger’s face remained rigid as granite. He turned and continued walking down the street.

			5

			In the third-floor bedroom of a nineteenth-century home on Elm Street, Harold Bertram Lothrop sat in a chair having a cup of tea and reading a Zane Grey western. The boardinghouse was normally quiet this time of the morning, and often he’d take his tea downstairs in the parlor, but today he didn’t feel like socializing with the other guests.

			Most of them were old, like himself, and you would think a group of people who had lived as many years as they all had would have more interesting things to say. But that wasn’t the case. It was a shame, since Harold never ventured outside, not even to the porch on a hot summer day to sip lemonade with the others. Conversations in the parlor were the most human contact he had these days.

			Of course, that was by choice. Things he experienced ‘out there’ in the real world had opened his eyes to a reality others wouldn’t be able to comprehend.

			So, Harold stayed in his room often and entertained no visitors except for the occasional times the two young boys in town stopped by to see him. As much as Harold disdained company, he enjoyed the companionship of his adolescent neighbors, even though Ryan Woodson would want him to talk about his days as a pulp horror writer with hopes of imparting some wisdom on his young creative mind. The boy hungered to be a writer of the macabre and wanted to pick his brain or share his own ghastly tales.

			Harold saw a lot of himself in that young boy: the curiosity, the determination, the exploration of imagination. He could teach the boy a lot, but he would rather warn him.

			Because Harold was aware of things ‘out there’ and that’s why he ended up secluding himself at the boardinghouse.

			Voices worked their way up through the ductwork of the heating system and spilled out the vents in the metal grate on the floor of his room. A new voice that caused Harold to put down his book and listen.

			Only bits and pieces of chopped conversation disseminated up from below and by the time they reached the third floor, it became a jangled mess of syllables. One voice he recognized: Wilfred Downey, who ran the boardinghouse with his wife, Ruth. A nice old couple, late seventies like himself.

			Harold himself had never married, though he had been engaged once to a beautiful woman who didn’t mind the dark and disturbing things he wrote and, occasionally, sold to the lurid pulp magazines back in the thirties and forties. And he imagined that if he had married that woman, she would have made him very happy.

			But on that fateful night many years ago that brought him here, Harold made a sacrifice, and whether it was the right thing to do or not, it changed the course of both their histories. He always wondered whatever happened to her.

			Footsteps on the back stairs from the kitchen brought Harold back to the commotion below. A new arrival, it sounded like. Well, there was only one room left in the house, the one down the hall from his on the third floor that looked out onto the street. As the sound of Wilfred and the new guest, a male he could tell by the voice, reached the second-floor hallway, their steps continued to the stairs that led to the third floor.

			Harold set his tea down, and got up from his chair. He tried to walk lightly toward the door but the ancient floorboards creaked with every step of his light, thin frame. He brought his right eye to the peephole and peered out.

			Wilfred’s voice got louder as the two men approached down the hall. Harold could hear the proprietor explaining the house rules to the new guest, the same lines he heard more than forty years ago when he arrived at the fairly young age of thirty-six. Hard to believe he only stepped outside once in all that time, and it was enough to make him regret it.

			When the two men came into view of the peephole, Harold got his first glimpse at the new guest. An elderly man, maybe just a few years younger than himself. He was dressed in black, with a cloak around his shoulders and a top hat on his head.

			Harold watched as the old man passed by his door and then come to a sudden stop. The man’s head turned slightly and Harold saw him glaring at the peephole.

			Harold pulled away. He sees me.

			It’s not possible, he thought. Of course not. But somehow the old man in black knew Harold was watching him through the peephole. A chill scurried its way through his body. He tried to stand still, but his legs felt wobbly and his hands trembled. He took a step away from the door and a floorboard cried out with an aching groan.

			Something else occurred to Harold. When the old man turned toward his door and directed his cold dark eyes toward the peephole, Harold realized something.

			He’d seen this man before.

			6

			At lunchtime at the junior high, Ryan and his friends sat at a picnic table outside the school. As Ryan finished his fluffernutter sandwich, he looked over at the tetherball poles where several eighth-graders were deep into a series of tense games. Quite a few girls watched the activity with admiration.

			One of the boys playing was Kirby Tressler. Among the gang of girls watching was Becky Williams, a seventh-grader. She belonged to the only Black family in town and her father was the junior high gym teacher. Ryan thought Becky was one of the prettiest girls in school, and liked the smooth look of her cocoa-colored skin and the long, thick braid of hair that reached almost down to the curve of her rump. In elementary school, he hadn’t paid much attention to her, but now he noticed how her breasts had suddenly developed and her once lanky frame had taken on rounder shapes.

			“Don’t let your eyeballs fall out,” Lance said and jostled him in the ribs with an elbow.

			“Cut it out,” Ryan said and pulled his gaze away from Becky. His face reddened.

			“You can see a lot more than that if we go to the movies tomorrow,” Lance said.

			Russell perked up.

			“The Vampire Lovers!” he said, almost shouting.

			“That’s right,” Lance said. “You can see all the bosoms you’ve ever wanted.”

			Ryan kept quiet while Russell and Wesley laughed.

			“We’re going, right?” Lance asked.

			Ryan looked at him. “You really think we can get in?”

			“I told you. My brother is going to meet us there and tell them it’s okay for us. He’s seventeen. He’s practically an adult. They’ll have to let us in.”

			“But is he going to go in with us?”

			“No, stupid. He wouldn’t be caught dead with us. He’s just going to meet us at the ticket booth.”

			“Why would he even do that?” Ryan asked.

			“I’m paying him, that’s why. You don’t think he’d do that out of the goodness of his heart, do you?”

			Sitting on the hot-top, not too far from the picnic tables, Ryan noticed Eddie Scruggs and Wayne Barnes, often referred to as Eddie Spaghetti and Booger Barnes, the latter on account of him being caught picking his nose in class back in elementary school and things like that tend to stick with you.

			Eddie threw some sticks onto the ground and he and Wayne seemed mesmerized. Eddie muttered something, but Ryan couldn’t hear. When he realized what they were doing, he left the picnic table and approached to get a closer look.

			“What are you doing?” Ryan asked Eddie, as Wayne sat with his large legs crossed and head hung down with closed eyes.

			“Sssh,” whispered Eddie. “Don’t interrupt.”

			Ryan glanced at the black sticks with white markings in the middle. He wanted to laugh.

			“You’ve got to be kidding,” Ryan said. “You made your own I Ching wands from Dark Shadows?”

			Eddie looked up, his freckled face scrunched up in the glare of the sun.

			“Yes,” he said. “I’m sending Wayne’s mind through the door, just like they did to Barnabas.”

			Lance joined Ryan’s side in time to hear this last bit.

			“Oh, come on!” Lance said. “That’s not real, you morons. It’s a stupid TV show.”

			“It’s not stupid!” Eddie yelled, spittle flying from his mouth.

			Ryan turned to Lance. “It isn’t stupid, even if they are.”

			“I’ve got Wayne in a trance,” Eddie said. “So get lost before you ruin it.” He concentrated on the big kid seated before him. “What do you see, Wayne?”

			Wayne lifted his head, eyes still closed.

			“I see black smoke,” he said, his voice deep. “Everywhere.”

			“Oh my god,” Lance said with a laugh. He turned to Ryan. “See, is this how you want to end up? Like these losers? We’re in junior high now. We’ve got to better ourselves.”

			“Shut up!” Eddie said. “You’ll break the trance.”

			“Don’t tell me to shut up, dip wad.” Lance stepped forward and kicked the sticks, sending them scattered across the hot-top.

			“What did you do?” Eddie screamed.

			Wayne’s eyes opened.

			“What happened?” the big kid asked, a dopey look on his face.

			Eddie stood up and began gathering the sticks. He turned toward Lance, tears almost in his eyes.

			“You screwed everything up! Just leave us alone.”

			“You’re the one screwed up, asshole,” Lance said. “Scram before I knock your buck teeth out.”

			Despite the threat and his small, scrawny frame, Eddie stood his ground.

			“We were trying to find out about the man in black,” Eddie said.

			Ryan stepped forward.

			“Wait, are you talking about that old guy in the top hat? Did you see him this morning?”

			“You betcha,” Eddie said. “He got off the train this morning before sunrise. I saw him.”

			“The train?”

			“People don’t get off the train, fart face,” Lance said.

			“That’s the thing!” Eddie screamed. “The train stopped to let him off. A friggin’ freight train.”

			“Weird,” Ryan muttered.

			“Right!” Eddie said. “And we were using the I Ching wands to find out who he is and what he’s doing here, till you guys ruined it.”

			The recess bell rang and Eddie and Wayne stormed off.

			“Losers,” Lance said. “Next thing you know, they’ll say they found the hidden Staircase into Time at Collinwood Manor.”

			“It’s a fun show,” Ryan said. “It’s got lots of neat stuff in it.”

			“They can have it,” Lance said. “We’ve got better things to do if we want to impress them.” He pointed to the girls heading toward the school doors.

			Ryan watched Becky Williams, and the way her skirt moved when she walked. But now he couldn’t stop thinking about the mysterious man in black.

			7

			In a house of embers, on the edge of darkness and dusted in ash, a boy made his way along the shadowed corridors, always afraid a heavy step might bring the crumbling structure crashing down like a stack of cards. No light entered through gaping holes that once were windows. Nothing but blackness swirled outside.

			It was always dark. As long as the boy had been in this decadent place, it’d been dark. No. Not dark. Black. As black as a sky devoid of stars. The house rested on no ground that the boy could see. It floated in the darkness like a dead ship traveling through space with its ghastly crew.

			For the others were indeed abhorrent, and that’s what he wanted to speak to the master about. It took a lot of courage to approach the tall, thin, angular man with hair as black as coal and eyes to match. When the boy went up the steps, one at a time to make sure they’d hold him, he saw Mr. Shreckengast looking out a ragged hole in a wall.

			“Yes,” the master said, lingering on the ‘s’ like a snake’s tongue. “What is it now?”

			The boy stopped, his heart cold in the icebox of his chest. Shreckengast heard him approach but still stared outside, knowing who it was as if he had eyes in the back of his head.

			“The others,” the boy said.

			“The Scamps? What about them?” Shreckengast cocked his head, as if examining something in the darkness.

			“Why don’t they like me?”

			The master turned to face the boy. The pale flesh beneath his dark eyes gripped tight to his skull beneath, the long chin and nose pointed toward the boy.

			“Come closer,” Shreckengast said.

			The boy felt afraid. He always did in the presence of the master. But he knew to obey and took slow steps forward till he reached the man, who towered above him. Shreckengast reached down and placed his palm on the boy’s chest.

			“What do you feel there?” he asked.

			The boy tuned in to all the senses of his body. The blood pulsing through his vessels, the stomach churning in knots, the brain throbbing in his skull. But one stood out more than all.

			“My heart beating,” the boy said, looking up at Shreckengast with wariness.

			The cold hand retreated from his chest and hung limp by the master’s side.

			“That’s right,” the man said. “They hate you because your heart beats, unlike their own.”

			The boy swallowed hard. Even that sounded loud inside his body.

			“That’s not my fault,” the boy said. “I didn’t ask to be here.”

			“No, you didn’t.” Shreckengast turned to look back out into the blackness. “But nevertheless, here you are.”

			“But for how long? It seems like it’s been for—” How long had he been here? No trace of time existed in this place, like the way things feel in a dream. But he knew this wasn’t a dream, even though it felt more like a nightmare. And he couldn’t remember how he’d got here.

			“Till we find a light that will lead us out,” Shreckengast said.

			“Out where?” the boy asked.

			“Out of the darkness.”

		

	
		
			OCTOBER 2

			1

			At the Downeys’ boardinghouse on Elm Street, Harold Lothrop sat down to breakfast in the dining room, curious to meet the new guest, as were the others at the table. The man in black was the last to come down and took the only empty seat left, parsing out a meager nod to the rest while Wilfred and Ruth Downey clattered in the kitchen as they prepared the morning’s offerings.

			When the man in black sat down, all eyes fell upon him and he lowered his head as if not wanting to initiate contact. The Stich sisters, who shared the Brown Room on the second floor, were the first to greet the stranger, well Noreen actually, as she often spoke out over her younger sister.

			“Welcome to the Downey House,” Noreen said, a smile putting creases in her chipmunk cheeks.

			“I was just going to say that,” piped in Pearl, who at seventy-three was not only two years younger than Noreen, but at under five feet tall, looked one-fourth the size of her taller, heavier sibling.

			“Thank you,” the old man mumbled with a nod, not looking too enthusiastic about engaging in conversation.

			Harold studied him, especially the lines on his face, trying to determine the man’s age. Early seventies, he surmised, several years younger than himself. As he examined the creases on the man’s face and his hollow eyes, he attempted to visually de-age the man, stripping years off his face to try and figure out why he seemed familiar.

			I know this face. I’ve seen him before.

			The guest seated to the man in black’s right extended a hand. “I’m Calvin Armstrong,” he said with exuberance. “Glad to have you aboard.” He laughed.

			The man in black looked down at the hand and, with hesitance, offered his own, seeming wary of the grip that followed.

			“Let me introduce you to our gang.” Calvin gestured around the table.

			“The lovely Stich sisters, Pearl and Noreen.”

			“Noreen and Pearl,” the elder Stich corrected, as if to clarify the correct birth order.

			“And across from them are Mr. and Mrs. Fifer, Darrin and Lydia.” The youngest of the guests at sixty-eight.

			“And that old curmudgeon at the opposite end of the table is Harold Lothrop, our senior resident.”

			Resident? More like prisoner. Harold had arrived at the boardinghouse more than forty years ago, when the Downeys were a middle-aged couple and first started receiving tenants. He came here to escape, and felt trapped all these years through no fault of his own. Things out there had driven him here. An imagination run amok, perhaps, which brought him to the brink of madness, but not quite over the edge. As long as he had this place, he felt safe, protected.

			But something about this new arrival tweaked his senses and he felt he needed to keep his guard up. The old man’s eyes looked like something had driven him here to this out-of-way place. Why had he come? And where had he come from? Harold needed to know.

			“Mr. Lothrop is your neighbor on the third floor,” Calvin continued. “The rest of us occupy the rooms on the second floor, including the Downeys.”

			The man in black’s eyes lifted, and cast a weary gaze down the length of the dining table to Harold at the other end. Was there recognition in them as well?

			“I didn’t catch your name,” Harold said, not letting those eyes divert from his grasp.

			The man in black cleared his throat.

			“Rigby,” he uttered. “Mortimer Rigby.”

			Harold’s eyes widened for the tiniest of moments, then narrowed.

			I know that name.

			Through all these years of loneliness and isolation, imbued in a haze of spirits to keep the things that frightened him away, there are some events he never forgot. His mind rifled through the years of memories, filtering them through the past ten, twenty, thirty years. The face of the man across from him aged backward, the wispy hair growing out and darkening, the rigid skin softening and smoothing, the creases disappearing.

			Yes, Harold thought. I’ve seen this man before.

			The magician.

			2

			Mortimer Rigby walked down Elm Street after breakfast, determination in his long strides, maybe even a bit of excitement as well in those steps and – dare he say it – apprehension. He held on to the brim of his top hat to keep it from blowing off in the blustery autumn breeze, which flapped his cape behind him like bat wings and stirred up orange and red leaves around his ankles as if his feet were on fire.

			How long had it been? Forty years. Time melted away. He had become an old man. And what about—? No. He shivered at that thought.

			Worse yet, he did not want to entertain the possibility she might not live at the house anymore. That would be disastrous. After all this time and all this planning. The search that took decades and brought him around the globe. If he came back here only to find she had moved away or died and no longer possessed his special item.

			But she promised. They had made a deal and he hoped she kept her end of the bargain. It concerned him though that she hadn’t answered any of his letters for a very long time, decades it had to be. Mortimer never realized it would take him this long to find the answers. His quest seemed hopeless at times as he scoured the ends of the earth for the solution. Now that he had it, he needed Rita Stone to have kept her word and return his possession.

			If she still lived in the house on Washington Street. If she still lived, period.

			When Mortimer reached the end of Elm, he turned left. He might not remember the house, but the number was emblazed in his memory and had been for the last forty years. He scanned the homes as he walked down the sidewalk, some brightly painted in stark colors brought out by the glow of the morning sun that cast its rays down over the maple and oak trees to shine a spotlight on the stately homes. Others seemed neglected, paint dulled and withered, cracking and peeling. Looking as old as he.

			Then he stopped. Number 68. White with black shutters.

			This was it.

			His heart felt like ice in his chest, as if he’d sucked in a great gulp of the fall air.

			How long? He had become an old man in the process. She must be in her sixties by now. Where had the time gone? Would she even remember him?

			That Lothrop fellow at the boardinghouse remembered him. Oh, the old guy didn’t say anything, but Mortimer could see it in his eyes when he announced his name to the breakfast table. The man’s eyes lit up after a few seconds as he remembered something. Mortimer had no recollection of the man, though the name had a vague familiarity to it. He hoped Harold Lothrop would not be a problem.

			Mortimer preferred no one know him, no one remember him. Not with his task finally at hand. He had come too far and too long after too many years. But he needed Rita Stone to remember him and to have kept her promise. For if all went as planned, there would be someone else who would need to remember him. If it wasn’t too late. Mortimer had aged these forty years, but he hoped someone else hadn’t. Not after all this time.

			He walked up the brick path that led to the front steps. The wind had died down, as if an obstacle to his journey here surrendered. A frosted window in the front door blurred whatever lay on the other side. Mortimer pressed the button of the doorbell and heard a faint chime from inside. He waited, his nerves jittery.

			Please be here.

			Heavy footsteps sounded. Faint but getting closer. Encouraging, he thought.

			A large shape filled the other side of the frosted glass. The doorknob turned and as the door opened with caution, a curious face looked back at him.

			“Hello, Rita,” he said, waiting for the recognition in her eyes.

			The woman in the doorframe had been the largest person he had ever known, her torso ballooned, her arms and legs thick and flabby, her face a round moon. It was as if someone had stuck an air compressor hose down a normal person’s throat and blew her up till her skin seemed ready to burst at the seams. She had to top off at more than four hundred pounds and that was being generous. It was the main reason she ended up working as the Fat Lady in the traveling carnival sideshow tent where he first met her.

			But even as large as she remained, maybe even bigger than he last saw her forty years ago if that was possible, the biggest parts of her now were her coffee-brown eyes, which studied his face for several seconds before widening beyond comprehension as if ready to pop out of their sockets, and he realized she did remember him.

			“Morty!” she cried, though the voice coming from her thick neck managed to sound strangled.

			“It’s been a long time,” he said with a sly smile.

			Rita seemed lost for words. The mouth above her triple chins opened and closed without finding words to respond.

			“May I come in?” he asked.

			Rita backed from the doorway and gestured him inside. Mortimer removed his top hat as she led him into the front parlor. He looked around the room, noticing the built-in bookcases flanking the fireplace held no books, only Hummel figurines. He took a seat in a cushioned wingback chair. He could tell from her expression that she’d rather he not make himself comfortable, but she gave in and took a seat herself on a Queen Anne sofa with legs so thin he found it hard to believe it supported her weight. The wood groaned as she settled into it.

			“I’m stunned to see you,” Rita said. “After all this time, I never expected you to find your way back here.”

			“My journey took me much longer than even I expected. There were many detours and complications. And somehow time….” He paused and gripped the brim of his top hat. “Slipped away.”

			“How’d you know I’d still be here?” She spoke as if angered he found her.

			“I hoped,” he said. “I wrote often, but you stopped answering my letters.”

			She snorted through wide nostrils.

			“I had better things to do than correspond with you. Besides, your letters were postmarked from all over the world. I never knew where’d you be from one year to the next. I couldn’t be expected to airmail letters every time you decided to drop me a note.” She lifted her tree-stump legs and rested her feet on a tiny footstool in front of the couch. As she leaned back in a more comfortable position, the couch cried out with a creak. “Besides, I had a husband to take care of.”

			Mortimer looked around the room for any signs of a man’s presence. Maybe a pipe, or a pair of slippers or newspaper. The room held nothing but Rita’s Hummel figurines.

			“And where is your husband?”

			Rita’s lips puckered and she shifted in her seat with agitation.

			“He is no longer with us.”

			“I’m sorry,” Mortimer said, and he genuinely was. He knew about loss. Knew as much as anyone what it was like to lose the ones you loved most. It was the reason behind his whole purpose here. “Did he pass unexpectedly?”

			Rita pulled her eyes away from him and looked off toward the front entryway as if reminded of something forgotten.

			“No,” she said and turned her face to glare back at him. Her eyes narrowed, the thin brows above them inverting. “He left.”

			Mortimer nodded. “A shame,” he uttered softly. “Sometimes it’s truly hard to believe in people you want to trust. Children?”

			Her eyes sank. “No. I couldn’t give him any children. There were…complications.”

			He scanned the fine furnishings of the room and his mind tried putting pieces together. “And he gave you the house?”

			“He left me everything.”

			“Odd.” Mortimer wondered if her husband ran away willingly, or did she chase him away?

			“He wanted me to be happy.”

			Mortimer met her gaze. “And are you? Happy?”

			“I’m comfortable and financially secure. I have a nice home and want for nothing.”

			“But that didn’t answer my question.”

			She removed her legs from the footstool and struggled to sit upright on the couch. Once she managed a defiant posture, her face grew stern.

			“What do you want, Morty?”

			His eyes narrowed. “You know what I want.”

			“You can’t be serious.” Her face flushed.

			“I’m more than serious.”

			“That was 1930,” Rita cried out. “It’s been forty years. Do you think I ever thought I’d even hear from you again?”

			“Where is it?” Mortimer asked. His nerves tightened.

			“I haven’t got it.”

			“What?” he yelled as he stood from the chair, his blood boiling in his veins. He stormed across the room toward the couch. “What have you done with it?”

			“Did you really expect me to keep it all this time?”

			“We had a deal.” His mouth frothed with spittle. “I kept my end of the bargain. I expected you to keep yours.”

			As large as she was, Rita managed to push herself off the couch in one swift, limber move and stood before him.

			“I was a young woman then!” she yelled right back to him. “I kept it for as long as I could. But I grew old and as time went by, I got rid of the junky trappings of my former life. Including your stupid box.”

			Mortimer wanted to lash out at her. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

			“It’s too late!”

			“I’ve spent my life searching for the answer to what I did wrong, and I finally solved it after all these years. I need that box!” He tightened a gnarled hand and raised it, as if he would strike her.

			Rita stepped forward, her large body intimidating and forcing him backward by its sheer size and the look of agitation on her face.

			“Don’t you try and threaten me, old man. I’ll snap your skinny bones like a twig. Get the hell out of my house!”

			She plowed forward and he retreated as she advanced. He thought about reaching into his top hat and retrieving the one thing he knew she feared, but her red face and lips peeled back from angry teeth frightened him and he stumbled backward to the door.

			Rita flung it open.

			“Get out of here!” she cried. “And never step foot on my property again or you’ll regret it.”

			Sunken, he stepped out the door and down the front steps.

			“You shouldn’t have come back here,” Rita said from the doorway.

			Mortimer looked at her with eyes that burned with rage. He placed his top hat back on his head.

			“You don’t really believe he’s still out there somewhere?” Rita asked, her tone condescending.

			He shuddered at the implication.

			3

			Rita Stone watched out her front window as Mortimer Rigby walked down the street away from the house and did not leave her perch till the old man was out of sight. Satisfied, she released the curtain she had pulled back and stepped away, still a bit shocked by the sudden appearance of her long-ago traveling companion and one-time savior.

			How dare he, she thought as she maneuvered her ample figure down the hall toward the basement door. After all these years, she never expected the man to show up. Just pop in out of the blue with the nerve to make demands.

			A deal. Yeah, they had a deal. But there had to be some kind of statute of limitations on something like that. It had been forty years, for Christ’s sakes. He couldn’t expect her after all that time to hold on to something he gave her.

			Sure, he had saved her. Sort of.

			Rita remembered that night back in 1930 like it was yesterday. Her job as part of the sideshow tent was simple. She was the Fat Lady, and that meant she didn’t really need to do much. One could say she was born to play the part, had been practicing her whole life for it.

			Then she met Gordon Thurlow. The rail-thin man with the balding head and the round, black-rimmed glasses showed up in the front-row seat of her performances every single night that week. It was the fourth night of the carnival when he finally got the gumption to stay after the show and approach her. A shy boy he was. Hell, not a boy. Gordon was at least ten years older than her. A man. He had his own accounting firm in Maplewood, he told her. Loved numbers. He wore a gold-plated dollar sign belt buckle that shined under the big tent spot lights and wasn’t lost on her as she sat up there on the stage.

			To Rita’s surprise, Gordon asked her to stay behind when the carnival left town and marry him, but she knew the carnival master wouldn’t let one of his prized attractions leave.

			That same night, Mortimer Rigby had his unfortunate incident, and the fates of both became entwined.

			The news about the magician spread throughout the camp the next morning and Rita heard Mortimer planned to stay behind when the carnival left. She went to his trailer hoping he could help her escape the carnival. Mortimer hid Rita in his trailer and after the carnival left, Rita wed Gordon Thurlow at the Town Hall the next day and moved into his house on Washington Street. Mortimer stayed and rented a room at the local hotel in town. After a few weeks he came calling for his favor.

			“I’m leaving town for a while,” he told Rita on the front steps at her new house. “I’m going on a trip to search for some of the answers I’m seeking. But I need you to hold on to something for me until I get back. It’s very important that you take good care of it, because I’m going to need it when I find the solution to my problem.”

			But Rita never expected it would take forty years for Mortimer to return. She assumed he had died or moved on and forgotten about Maplewood and the carnival…and her. She descended the basement steps trying to remember the last time she had been down here. God, it was so long ago. Not since Gordon had been gone. She never was able to provide him with any children. Once he was out of the picture, she moved most of his stuff down into the basement and began furnishing the house to her liking.

			The cellar stairs groaned with each step. At the bottom she stopped to catch her breath. Refreshed, she moved through the piles of junk and stacks of boxes toward the back of the dark basement.

			In one corner stood the item she’d held on to for the past forty years. But if it was that vital to Mortimer, she certainly wasn’t going to part with it just yet. Maybe it was worth more than the dust it had collected all these years. It sure seemed that way to Mortimer, she thought as she stared at the old magician’s cabinet.
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			Mortimer returned to the boardinghouse at a pace quicker than that on his way to Rita’s house, his bony legs propelled by the heat of the blood pumping through his veins like a kettle ready to boil over. He stormed inside the front entrance with nary a glance at his housemates gathered in the front parlor and went up the stairs with clomping feet to the third floor.

			Once in his room, he slammed the door shut and went to the window, his teeth together in a seething clench. He stared out the arched window that looked out the front of the house onto the street below.

			That damn woman, he thought. How dare she! After what he did for her those many years ago, she repaid him by reneging on the simple favor he had asked of her. The nerve of her to dispose of his cabinet! He raised his arms up, uncurling knotty fingers and thinking how much he wished he could have put them around Rita’s neck. If only he thought he’d be able to provide enough force in his arthritic digits to squeeze through the blubbery flesh to crimp her esophagus and drive the life out of her.

			Mortimer removed his top hat and reached in, only to glance down and withdraw an empty hand.

			Gone, he remembered, thinking of the only thing in the ensuing years that had brought him comfort. Like everything else. Gone, but not forgotten.

			His rabbit, Daimon, had passed away many years ago, once time had seemed to run away for both of them. God, he thought, forty years. All that time spent searching for the answer. He never realized it would take this long. He’d circled the globe in search of a resolution that should have been in front of him the whole time.

			He gripped the brim of the hat and sailed it across the room, where it hooked on the back post of the wooden chair at the desk along the side wall and hung there at a cocked angle. How could he really blame Rita? She had no idea he was even still alive. Sometimes he didn’t feel alive himself, especially after that three-year stretch in Singapore where he’d slipped into an opium haze of depression and despair.

			But that didn’t stop his search. No. He allowed nothing to interfere with his quest. He plodded on from the alleys of Venice to a castle in Romania. But it wasn’t until that Sherpa guide led him to an old shaman’s hut near the Himalayas that he finally found the answer to where he went wrong all those years before.

			Mortimer had his black leather-bound notebook, which was stuffed with his notes, contacts, diagrams and words, and he pulled it out of his pocket and removed the rubber band that kept the worn pages together. He had lost his original cabinet and he’d always assumed he needed it to be the same one. But he had no choice now.

			He could get a new cabinet, but would the trick have the same effect?

			Mortimer had to try. He had come all this way, through a lifetime of distress, depression and to the brink of his own sanity. But he hadn’t fallen off the edge and now he had one last chance to redeem himself and make everything right.

			He had to try. There was nothing else to lose. He had already lost everything.

			Mortimer flipped through the pages of his black book, his eyes crawling over the scrawl written in it till he discovered the phone number for the shop in Boston. He hurried downstairs to the front foyer, where there was a telephone closet in a small alcove beneath the grand staircase.

			He ignored the curious glances from the people in the parlor and opened the frosted-glass door beneath the stairs and slipped inside. The room was small and narrow and held a tiny table where a black rotary phone rested near a phone book.

			Mortimer sat in the chair before the desk and placed his black book on the table, open to the page he needed. He picked up the receiver and dialed. After several rings, a man answered. Mortimer explained the exact style, size, and dimensions of the magician’s cabinet he desired and the address he needed it to be delivered to.

			After a few minutes on hold, the man got back to him.

			“We can have it delivered on Tuesday, COD,” the man said. He stated the price, including the delivery fee.

			“You can’t get it here any sooner?” Mortimer asked, perturbed but not wanting to sound pleading.

			“Tuesday’s the best I can do,” the man said.

			“Fine,” Mortimer said before hanging up.

			He had waited forty years; what was a few more days?
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			Ryan helped Lance toss newspapers onto front stoops as the two boys made their way down Walnut Street. They worked opposite sides of the street and then met on the corner of Washington and Oak so Ryan could grab some more papers.

			“Which side do you want?” Lance asked, once they both reloaded.

			“That side,” Ryan said, pointing to the south side of Washington.

			“Of course,” Lance said with a nod.

			“What’s that mean?”

			“You know,” Lance prodded. “You want to avoid her.”

			Ryan didn’t mean for it to be so obvious, but he didn’t like going near Rita Stone-Thurlow’s house.

			“She creeps me out.”

			“Because you think she’s a witch?” Lance laughed.

			“No,” Ryan said. “She’s a fruitcake. You know what they say about her husband.”

			“That he disappeared?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Just a rumor,” Lance said. “I heard he left her. Can you blame him? She must weigh like a ton or something. Hey, maybe she ate him.”

			Lance nearly doubled over with laughter and Ryan joined in. It made him feel a little better, but he still didn’t want to deliver on her side of the street. He took his papers and crossed the road. A few houses later, he watched as Lance went up the front steps of Rita’s house instead of just tossing it on her porch. He looked back at Ryan and made exaggerated faces of fright, eyes bugged out, mouth open wide.

			Ryan couldn’t help but laugh at his friend. Lance dropped the paper by the door. When the front door opened, Lance nearly jumped a foot in the air. Rita stood there with a scowl on her face, her body filling the frame of the door. Lance picked up the paper, handed it to her, and then ran down the steps.

			Ryan finished his end of the street and the two boys headed down Elm, Ryan anxious to get to their final stop at the boardinghouse. They each had one newspaper left when they arrived at their destination and bounded up the steps to the front double doors.

			Mr. Downey answered, broom in hand.

			“Here’s your papers,” the boys said in unison. The boardinghouse always received two copies, one for the Downeys and one to be placed in the parlor for the tenants.

			“Is he in his room?” Ryan asked, knowing full well Mr. Downey knew who he meant.

			“Where else?” the landlord said.

			The two boys bounded up the stairs all the way to the third floor. At the top level, they paused when they heard the door to the front bedroom creak as it opened just a crack.

			One eyeball sunk into an old craggy face peeked out at them.

			Ryan’s heart jumped into his throat and his insides felt like an ice cube had slipped down his spine. He gawped at Lance with open mouth and then the two of them hurried to Mr. Lothrop’s room and knocked on his door.

			Back down at the end of the hall, a door closed.

			“Come in,” came the voice of Mr. Lothrop.

			The boys hustled inside and shut the door behind them, pressing against it as if they expected something to barge in.

			“Did you see him?” Ryan asked Lance. He wanted to be sure he hadn’t imagined it.

			“Yes,” Lance confirmed. “The weird old guy from the bus stop.” He spoke in a whisper, afraid to be heard.

			“Boys,” Mr. Lothrop said as he looked at his visitors from his seat in front of the window, “what’s all the fuss?”

			“You have a new neighbor,” Ryan said as they removed their hands from the door and approached the old man.

			“Oh yes,” Lothrop said. “Moved in yesterday. I had grown accustomed to having this third floor to myself after Mr. Smith died this summer. Now I’ll have to get used to sharing the bathroom again.”

			“Where’d he come from?” Ryan asked.

			Lance leaned over and whispered, “Another time period.”

			Mr. Lothrop didn’t hear and shrugged. “I don’t know. He just showed up.”

			“Like magic,” Lance said and winked at Ryan.

			The old man’s face shifted. “What makes you say that?”

			Ryan and Lance took seats on the edge of Mr. Lothrop’s bed.

			“I heard he came on the freight train,” Ryan said, as he unslung his backpack from around his shoulders and set it on the bed beside him. “That the freight train stopped and let him off. Eddie Scruggs said it must have been magic.”

			“Scruggs is a moron,” Lance said.

			“How else could he have gotten the train to stop for him?” He looked at Mr. Lothrop. “Do you think magic could work like that?”

			Mr. Lothrop diverted his eyes from the boys and gazed out the window as if lost in a thought…or a memory.

			“There are different kinds of magic in this world,” he said.

			Ryan stared at Lance, an uneasy feeling in his stomach. He wanted to change the subject and thought of the reason for coming here. He unzipped his backpack and pulled out the notebook.

			“I have a new story I wrote,” Ryan said as he flipped open the cover and rifled through several pages. “It’s called ‘The Jack-o’-lantern Man’.” When he got to the spot in the notebook, he handed it over and Mr. Lothrop took it with reluctance. “It’s about an evil man who removes his face to reveal a jack-o’-lantern beneath his skin. He goes around eating people.” Ryan modeled the villain after his gym teacher, Mr. Williams, who was a hard-ass on him in class.

			Lothrop glanced at a few pages and then tossed the notebook back to Ryan.

			“Silly,” the old man said.

			Ryan caught the book and looked down at the pages he had spent all that time working on. “You didn’t even read the whole thing,” Ryan said when he looked up.

			“Horror stories are silly,” Lothrop said. “A waste of time. Why don’t you write something serious instead? Something real.” He leaned forward. “You’ve got talent, my boy. I can see that. Now all you need is practice.”

			“But—”

			“Forget all this rubbish about spooks and creatures and all that garbage.” He leaned back in his chair.

			“But you wrote that kind of stuff,” Ryan said. “You wrote for all the big pulp magazines. “Weird Tales, Macabre, and all the others.” His mind became jumbled, his feelings skewered. It stung.

			“Do you realize how long ago that was?”

			Ryan sensed Mr. Lothrop was getting angry. He had never seen the man like this. He had always been friendly and appreciated the boys’ visits.

			“When was the last time anything of mine’s been in print?” He stared deep into Ryan’s eyes, as if he could see into his soul. “I haven’t published anything for more than forty years.”

			Ryan didn’t know how to respond.

			Lothrop pointed at the typewriter sitting on the desk against the wall opposite the bed.

			“See all the dust on that?” he asked. “I haven’t touched it since I got here. And that was in 1928.”

			Lance broke an awkward silence.

			“Why was that?” he asked and Ryan cringed at the question, afraid to hear the answer and only wanting to get out of the room.

			Lothrop looked out the window, as if trying to ignore the question.

			Ryan followed his gaze and, noticing the streetlights had come on, breathed a sigh of relief.

			“We’ve got to go,” Ryan said as he nudged Lance’s arm. “My mom will be expecting me home for dinner.” He shoved the notebook into the backpack. The two boys stood up and said goodbye, but Lothrop only continued to gaze out the window. They went to the door and the old man spoke again.

			“There is real magic,” he said, not looking at them. “Out there.” He nodded out the window. “And things worse than magic. Much worse.” Now he turned and looked at the boys.

			Ryan flinched at the grimace on the old man’s face.

			“I’ve seen horror. And it’s why I haven’t left this house in over forty years.”
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			In the House of Embers, the boy looked around at the other children, the Scamps. Horrible they were. Grotesque. Faces full of scorched flesh, blisters crawling along the skin, eyes boiled in their sockets. One older boy didn’t even have eyes, just two black pits. These weren’t children, the boy thought. Not like him. No. Not like him.

			Mr. Shreckengast entered the room. The boy didn’t know the master like the Scamps did. They had more intimate knowledge of Shreckengast and the boy felt jealous.

			But the master treated him as special.

			“You have a purpose,” Shreckengast told him many times. “You were sent here to help us. You were sent here to lead us out of the darkness. The time will come.”

			But when, the boy thought. When would the calling come?

			“When the time is right,” Shreckengast said. “And we must be prepared.”

			In the center of the room, the master surveyed the inhabitants.

			“Grasp hands,” he said with a sly smile. “A circle of hands that must remain unbroken.”

			The Scamps glanced at each other and then blackened hands reached out and clasped.

			The boy looked around. No one reached out to him. Shreckengast stood next to him and looked down, still displaying that captive smile. The long bony fingers of his right hand reached down. The boy looked at it and took it in his own, feeling the cold as if the bones of the fingers were made of icicles.

			“When the time comes,” Shreckengast said, “we must all hold tight.” His dark eyes surveyed the room. “We may only get one chance, and we must take advantage of it. There might not be another opportunity.”

			Once the chain was made, the master’s smile grew even greater. He looked down upon the boy and then his gaze flowed across the disturbed faces of the Scamps.

			“He is important,” Shreckengast said, and gestured with his long chin and nose toward the boy. “We must not lose sight of that. He is the key.”

		

	
		
			OCTOBER 3
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			The Colonial Theater was only about a quarter full, typical for a Saturday afternoon. Lance surveyed the seats and saw the front row empty.

			“There,” he said and pointed.

			Ryan glanced around the vacant seats near the rear of the theater. An uneasy feeling crept inside him. What if someone he knew saw him in here and told his parents? They had no idea he was at an R-rated movie and would be furious.

			“Maybe we should sit in the back,” he said.

			Lance looked at him in disbelief.

			“What? We always sit in the front row for horror movies. What the hell’s wrong with you?”

			“I just don’t want anyone to see us.”

			“Don’t be such a wuss,” Lance said. “Come on.”

			He marched down the aisle with a confident strut and Ryan and the others followed. Ryan tried keeping his head down, hoping no one would recognize him. At the front, the four boys took the middle seats in the first row.

			“Front and center for all the action,” Lance exclaimed.

			“Sssh,” Ryan said. “Not so loud.”

			“Mellow out,” Lance said.

			Ryan slunk down in his seat. He couldn’t wait for the lights to dim and bathe them in cinema darkness. He cranked his head around to glimpse back at the rows of seats behind them and wondered if there was anyone who might recognize him and report to his parents.

			The lights dimmed and Ryan turned to get ready for the previews, grateful for the darkness that blanketed the theater and obscured his presence. Russell and Wesley shared a big bucket of popcorn and their crunching was the only sound before the previews blared to life. Ryan beamed while watching the House of Dark Shadows preview and couldn’t wait for the film to come out at the end of the month.

			When the trailers ended and the main attraction started, Ryan sank further into his seat. The movie got off to a good start with a buxom blonde vampire in a white gown getting beheaded by sword. But then the story seemed to drag with a lavish dance ball and people doing a lot of chatter.

			Ryan thought Ingrid Pitt was mostly attractive, but seemed older than the other girls in the movie. When the first girl fell victim to Ingrid’s vampire, it was nothing spectacular. Not scary or bloody.

			About halfway through the movie, the Madeline Smith character walked into Ingrid’s room while the woman was in the bathtub. Naked. Ryan’s mouth dropped open. Her boobs were big and round and stuck out with such prominence.

			His friends around him all fell silent. Ryan watched the actress in the tub, barely hearing the dialogue on the screen. It didn’t matter. These were the first naked breasts he’d seen, except for copies of Playboy.

			But this was different. This naked woman was moving and talking, her breasts shifting and on full display on this giant screen towering over him. She rose from the tub, water cascading along every curve of her glistening flesh.

			Ryan squirmed in his seat. His mouth went dry.

			The other actress, Madeline Smith, took her top off as she prepared to change clothes. Her breasts were a little smaller, but still amazed Ryan. Ingrid put a towel around her body, but left her breasts exposed as she sat down in front of a vanity to brush her hair. The two women on the screen began laughing and then Ingrid got up and chased Madeline around the room before they both fell giggling on the bed and began to embrace before the scene cut out.

			“Wow,” Russell said in a hushed whisper.

			Ryan’s nerves began tingling. Could anyone see him watching this? His hand began to tremble. He turned his head to look but could see nothing but silhouettes of people in the rows behind. No one knows I’m here, he told himself. He turned back to the screen, praying no one recognized him.

			Later in the movie, Ingrid entered Madeline’s bedroom. Madeline was in bed and Ingrid sat beside her and caressed her before removing the woman’s top and, once again, Ryan got a close-up view of Madeline’s breasts. The two women’s lips met as they shared a passionate kiss. And then Ingrid’s head moved down lower and Madeline seemed pleased.

			Ryan felt himself getting erect beneath his jeans.

			Oh god, he thought. Not here. Not now. He cast quick glances at his friends on either side of him, but their eyes were glued to the screen. Are they experiencing the same thing? He shook his head, not wanting to think about it. He rested his arms across his lap, wishing his erection would go away.

			Later in the movie, Madeline showed her governess bite marks on her left breast. Two small puncture wounds, neither of them understanding that it came from a vampire. It never occurred to Ryan that a vampire would bite a woman on the breast. Especially a female vampire.

			When the movie ended and the lights came on, Ryan hustled out of the exit to the side of the screen, hoping no one would see him. The others followed quickly out the door which dumped them in the alley beside the theater. The four of them walked to Main Street, Ryan in the lead, hoping to get as much distance as possible from the theater before the main crowd spilled out the front entrance.

			“That was awesome!” Russell said.

			“I can’t believe that vampire bit the woman on the boob,” Wesley said.

			“You won’t see Barnabas Collins doing that,” Lance said. “Right, Ryan?”

			Ryan stopped and turned, looking back at the others.

			“Vampires are supposed to bite you on the neck,” he said, his voice agitated.

			“What’s bugging you?” Lance asked.

			Ryan shrugged. “It’s just not how it’s supposed to be, that’s all.”

			They continued walking.

			“No,” Lance said. “It was better.”

			2

			The Downeys’ boardinghouse had two sitting rooms adjacent to each other. The front parlor had a couch and chairs positioned to face a television set in the corner. An aerial antenna on the roof drew in all three network stations as well as PBS.

			The interior parlor room held a fireplace flanked on one side by a built-in bookcase, with a pair of wingback chairs and a cocktail table facing the brickwork. A bistro table and chairs were set by a bay window overlooking the driveway by the side yard of the house. Only the Downeys, the Fifers and Calvin Armstrong had motor vehicles.

			A partial wall separated the two sitting rooms with a pair of pocket doors that could be closed if one desired separation from the other parlor. During the week, the Stich sisters occupied the front parlor watching an endless string of soap operas along with Lydia Fifer. But it being a Saturday, Pearl and Noreen Stich had gone into town to see a movie at the cinema, so the room was quiet.

			Harold Lothrop sat at the bistro table in the other room, grateful for the serenity as none of the other guests were around. He stared out the window at the majestic maple trees in the side yard, their green leaves showing dabs of red and orange as the season progressed. The branches swayed from a light breeze. Soon they would be bare as the winter season approached, but for now the day was sunny and bright outside, in the mid-sixties.

			Not that the weather mattered to Harold. He never went outdoors. The outside was as distant to him as the moon, able to be seen but not walked upon. It wasn’t how he preferred it, but he had no control. This house had become his prison, a place of self-exile. A punishment.

			The house had everything he needed. The Downeys provided food and shelter. Once a year the doctor made a house call to check on anything that might ail him. Sporadic royalty checks from reprints of ancient stories sold a lifetime ago came in the mail and provided enough income to pay his rent.

			Ironic that those tales of the macabre that drove him to this exile continued to provide the income to enable him to live in his fortress. Harold felt bad about his words to young Ryan Woodson yesterday and almost regretted them. But not quite. The boy was heading down the same dark path Harold had followed those many years ago and he only wanted to prevent the young lad from experiencing the same mistakes.

			Harold made a living from his stories. But at what cost? Look at him now.

			All because he had seen the truth.

			As Harold gazed out into the bright sunshine of the brisk autumn landscape, he knew how soon the night would come and what it would bring. He had seen the reality of his writings. And they had cursed him those many years ago.

			More than forty years, he thought, since that train brought him here to Maplewood where he thought he might be safe. But looking out the window, he knew he could never be sure.

			He’d been living in Salem, Massachusetts, back in 1928, eking out a living selling stories to the pulp magazines while living in a one-room apartment above a bakery on Essex Street. The stories brought him a few dollars every week, enough to pay his rent and buy food, but not much else. He decided to attempt to write a novel, for the main reason that it was the only way he knew to make a bit more money and he had a good reason for it.

			Harold was in love.

			Violet Sommer was her name, sounding as fresh and sweet as a spring flower. He only met her the year before when she attended one of his readings at the public library. The head librarian wasn’t enamored by his story or the crowd it brought in and never invited him back, but one member of the audience made it all worthwhile.

			The raven-haired beauty stayed behind after the audience filtered out and she told him how poetic she thought his flowery prose was even though it described the ghastliest events she could ever remember hearing.

			Violet was a student just finishing up her final semester at the university. She was studying to be a school teacher. She came from Burlington, Vermont, and planned to return there after graduation. They courted for a couple months before he asked her for her hand in marriage the morning of her graduation. She said yes. But she had to catch the train back to Vermont the next day, so he would have to come there and ask her father’s permission.

			He would do that, he told Violet. He told her he needed some time to put his affairs in order, but what he really wanted was time to write a novel in order to make enough money to show her father that he wasn’t just some worthless scribe, and then he would be on the next train to Vermont to join her. The day she left, he began his first novel. No, it would not be a love story. He only knew how to write one kind of tale.

			The Goblins in the Shadows, he titled his manuscript, and inspiration came to him like a ferocious storm of imagination. He modeled his cast of characters after some of his fellow pulp writer friends. As he wrote, it seemed a coincidence that one of the authors fell into the path of a subway train and was killed, when only the day before Harold had typed a scene where the goblins attacked and killed a character based on that man.

			Harold chalked it up to one of life’s odd quirks of fate and continued with his manuscript.

			But it happened again.

			How could this be? Harold pondered. Mere coincidences? Is that possible?

			It began to frighten him, and he wondered if he should abandon the manuscript. But that would be absurd, he thought. Besides, he needed this if he ever hoped to meet the approval of Violet’s father.

			Harold ventured on.

			When it happened to more characters, Harold wanted to hurl his typewriter out the window.

			A trip to the liquor store, a bottle of cheap whiskey and Harold holed up in his apartment trying to purge the nightmares in his brain. What if I never finish this story? he thought between shots. Would the deaths stop too? Am I doomed either way? Don’t finish the book and I may never get the lovely hand of Violet Sommer. Finish the book and spend a lifetime haunted by the guilt of what I’ve done to my friends.
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